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        For everyone who kept going even when no one believed you could

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      Everyone has their place.

      

      Or they should. At twenty years old, I’m not so lucky. Born to a clan that lost their way long before my time, I am the product of a pairing that should be celebrated. Instead, I hid in the shadows for my own protection and watched my family’s reputation crumble.

      

      However, there is one being of great power and importance to my clan who has always believed in me, telling me I am destined for greatness. And now that I am to undergo my coming-of-age test—a test so grueling most never finish it on their first try—I must prove myself worthy.

      

      But as the hourglass drains, and lives hang in the balance, will I live up to my family name and the expectations placed on me?
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      Tranquility. Peace. That’s what my surroundings gave me. I just wished I knew where I was.

      Waves crashed against the rocky cliff face, spraying salt into the warm air. Seagulls flew high above in the blue sky, clear of any clouds. I stood on the craggy outcrop, staring out at the long-spanning ocean; the hot afternoon sun beat down on me, but didn’t burn my light skin like I was accustomed to when exposed to it too long. My golden hair flowed in the gentle breeze, a single sapphire-colored streak mixed in with the yellow.

      What am I doing here? I didn’t remember walking out of town. I also didn’t recall the time changing from night to day, as it had been when I readied myself for bed.

      “Aviana,” a rumbling voice called.

      I turned to the jungle behind me, searching for the source of the voice. But the darkness beyond the trees obscured my vision.

      “Aviana,” the voice called again.

      My feet moved, compelled to follow into the forest. Trees, ancient and ever-living, reached high toward the sky, their trunks thicker than a dragon’s belly. I walked a familiar trail, reaching my home of Starglade—faster than I was used to.

      Deep within the mountains of the Karma Wilds, beneath the Star Falls, fifteen islands rose above the water and spiraled in Starlake, leading to one center island, the largest, where an intricately designed temple of marble, precious metal, and stone stood. Beside it, the largest and oldest tree in all the Karma Wilds, the Whispering One, swayed in the breeze, her brilliant colors of arcane-infused nature on display.

      Beyond the islands, Star Falls produced a strong mist in the air, obscuring the mountains from sight during the day once you trekked down into the town.

      Elves—my people—mingled about, happy and healthy. Owlcats, muscular and winged feline creatures who stood at least as tall as elves at the shoulder, with bird-like forelimbs, and black-and-white stripes, pounced and played while dragons of all colors flew overhead; some even rested on the large islands, hiding amongst the ancient tree homes. This was an idyllic scene to most, but not to me. Something wasn’t right—this wasn’t what my home was truly like.

      Dragons didn’t fly the skies like this anymore, not after the war that tore my clan apart. And the pure-blood elves didn’t mingle like this with the half-elves, most children of my father, the being they resented. My life, all twenty years of it, had never been this peaceful.

      “Aviana,” the rumbling voice called again. This time, it came from all around me.

      I turned, searching for this voice I knew but couldn’t see, only to be confronted with a horrid sight. My eyes widened, the forest around me decaying as I watched. What is going on? I spun to face my home, my heart pounding in my ears, only for it to stop. My home, my people, everything, lay dead and decaying. Dragons’ bodies sank beneath the lake’s surface, rotted away to bone.

      My hand flew up to my face, hot tears streaming down my cheeks. My gut clenched.

      “Aviana, be wary,” the voice said. “Change is coming. Change that spells disaster, if you are not ready.”

      “Why me?” I asked aloud. “I’m but a child in the eyes of the Shikala.”

      I touched the tattooed black mark on my forehead, a marking of a dragon’s head given at the age of ten as our first proving test. When my time came to pass my second proving test, I’d be marked with three crystals of my choosing. “My trial hasn’t come yet.”

      “The dawn of your test is upon you,” the voice said. “It will be a challenge, as it is for all who undergo it. But I believe in you, as I always have. As I did the first day we met and I saved you.”

      The area around me vanished at a rapid pace, and a loud bang hit my ears. My pulse kicked up and I blinked. When my lids opened, I wasn’t in the forest anymore. At least, I didn’t think I was. Where am I?

      Eyes bleary and unfocused, I blinked several times and slowly sat up, my body stiff and protesting while my heart skittered around in my chest and my breathing came out in gasps.

      The calls of birds and a windchime caressed my frayed mind, calling for me to calm. The fragrant aroma of simmering herbs and arcane concoctions mingled with earthy smells, created an intoxicating atmosphere that ignited my senses, hastening my mind’s awareness.

      I looked around in my drowsy state, taking in the spacious room, and took in deep breaths to settle myself.

      A large circular table rested in the center, laden with intricate glassware and delicate instruments that glinted under the soft illumination of bioluminescent plants and arcane sconces crawling along the walls. Early morning light streaming in an open window competed with the color luminance.

      Shelves of meticulously labeled jars and vials lined the walls, each containing an array of colorful powders, herbs, rare crystals, sparkling liquids, and mysterious reagents. Tree branches crisscrossed the ceiling, acting as support beams.

      A low hum of energy flowed through the room, natural energies and arcane swirling and mingling in a dance not many could sense. But I could.

      I yawned widely, my jaw popping. Why am I in my alchemy lab?

      I looked down at wooden table I set at. An owlcat feather quill and an assortment of parchment, magical tomes, and a grimoire with intricate diagrams and formulas were scattered around. I lifted my hand to rub my eye, only for one of the parchment sheets to stick to my skin.

      Blinking, it took me a moment to notice the dried shimmering and smudged ink on the parchment. Grimacing, I peeled the sheet off, the notes I’d hastily written before falling asleep, all but ruined.

      My eyes flicked over to the still open inkwell with shimmering runes engraved into the glass surface. Thankfully the enchantment on the bottle that made the ink impervious to the humid air also protected the ink contents when I accidentally left it uncapped.

      I whirled around when something crashed, my heart rate spiking again. A three-moon-old owlcat cub I’d missed in my early orientation sat on a counter, its paw poised. On the floor beneath the cub, was the unfortunate victim of its antics, a now shattered jar of condensed moonlight I’d gathered on the last full moon. The silver light sparkled in the air as it disbursed.

      “Hey!” I shouted.

      The cub startled and jumped off the counter, scampering out of the room. I sighed grumpily. Now I had to clean that mess too.

      Standing and stretching, my body screaming in protest, I worked quickly to clean up the mess the cub created. Of all the nights I didn’t make sure to get my best night’s sleep, it’d be the one right before my proving test.

      Wiping away beads of sweat that had formed on my brow, I made sure the floor was now fully cleaned before turning to last night’s work. What hadn’t been ruined by me sleeping were unfinished note to improve a recipe, something I did to practice my alchemy skill.

      Am I ready for this test? That voice, the voice
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