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Chapter 1: Ash Wakes First
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The air tasted like betrayal. Elara, veteran scout of the Earth Kingdom, drew a cautious breath, the strange metallic tang of it catching in her throat. Around her, the four members of her reconnaissance unit moved like ghosts, their steps hushed, their faces etched with a grim anticipation that had nothing to do with standard patrol. For three days, they’d been tracking the plume – a sickly, dark smear on the horizon that had replaced the familiar, comforting haze of the distant city of Oakhaven. Now, the plume was a vast, silent canopy overhead, blotting out the morning sun, casting the world in a perpetual, unsettling twilight.

“Any readings, Lyra?” Elara murmured, her voice barely a whisper in the unnatural stillness.

Lyra, the unit’s elemental sensor, shook her head, her usually vibrant green eyes wide and clouded with unease. “Nothing. No residual heat, no elemental signatures. It’s... dead. The air, the earth. It’s all just... inert.” Her voice trembled on the last word. Lyra, a young fuser herself, felt the land’s pulse, its vibrant song. For her to describe it as "dead" was chilling.

The closer they got, the more wrong everything felt. The dense, ancient forests that usually guarded the approaches to Oakhaven were gone, replaced by a grotesque, scorched landscape. Trees, once towering sentinels, were now nothing more than skeletal fingers of blackened charcoal, their branches reaching towards the sky in silent agony. The earth itself seemed to have buckled, forming strange, unnatural undulations, as if a giant hand had kneaded the very ground.

“Look,” whispered Torvin, the unit’s tracker, pointing with a gloved hand. A deer carcass lay half-buried in the churned earth, not torn or burned in the usual way, but somehow fused into the very soil, its fur shimmering with an unnatural sheen. It looked less like something killed and more like something absorbed.

Elara nodded, her jaw tight. “Keep your eyes open. This isn’t a raid. It’s... something else.”

They moved slowly, cautiously, their boots crunching on something that wasn’t soil. It was smooth, almost glassy, and strangely brittle. As they crested the final rise, the world dropped away, and what lay beyond stole the breath from Elara’s lungs.

Oakhaven was gone.

Where the sprawling Earth Kingdom city, with its sturdy stone buildings and vibrant green parks, had once stood, there was now a vast, undulating sea of dark, obsidian-like glass. It stretched for miles, shimmering with a dull, malevolent sheen under the ash-choked sky. Buildings weren't rubble; they were melted into abstract, twisted sculptures, their former shapes barely discernible. Streets were liquid ribbons, frozen mid-flow, reflecting the dawn in a grotesque parody of beauty. The grand clock tower was a warped spire of dark glass, leaning drunkenly, its melted face a screaming visage of time stopped.

This wasn't fire. This was something far, far worse. Fire consumed. This transformed.

Lyra let out a choked sob, falling to her knees. “By the Deep Earth...”

Elara felt her own professional composure cracking. She’d seen cities sacked, razed, laid to waste by invading armies. But this... this was an alchemical nightmare. It spoke of a power so profound, so utterly without mercy, that it defied all elemental understanding. The sheer scale of it was unfathomable. Miles upon miles of perfectly rendered glass, encompassing not just the city but its immediate farmlands, its surrounding forests. Every living thing, every stone, every drop of water, had been utterly consumed and remade.

“Fan out,” Elara ordered, her voice hoarse. “Look for... anything. Any survivors. Any sign of... what did this.”

They moved into the glassy wasteland, each step echoing in the horrifying silence. The air here was even stranger, a sterile, burnt-sugar smell that clung to their nostrils. The ground radiated a faint, unsettling warmth, as if the heat that had wrought this devastation had only just begun to dissipate. Elara knelt beside a melted imprint in the glass – a perfect, horrifying silhouette of a person, arms outstretched, frozen in their final moment of terror. There were countless others, ghostly figures in the dark glass, a testament to the lives extinguished.

It was then that Torvin called out, his voice sharp with dread. “Commander! Over here!”

Elara rushed to his side. Torvin was pointing at something protruding from a glassy mound that had once been a home. It was a child’s wooden horse, miraculously preserved, though partially fused at its base. The bright painted eyes seemed to stare out from the desolation, a poignant, innocent contrast to the surrounding horror.

“The reports said a sudden, violent eruption of... something,” Torvin said, his voice hushed. “No warning. Just... this.”

As Elara reached for the horse, her hand brushed against something else, half-buried beneath it. It was a shard of dark, unnaturally smooth glass, unlike anything found in the melted city. This piece was cool to the touch, almost cold, yet it hummed with a faint, malevolent energy that made the hairs on her arms stand on end. It wasn’t a product of the melting; it felt... alien. Corrupted.

“Found it,” Lyra announced, her voice strained, from a few yards away. She held up a small, intricate piece of metalwork, warped and discolored, but clearly a component of an elemental fuser’s mirror. Except this one was blackened, infused with the same dark, humming energy as the glass shard in Elara’s hand. “It’s... it’s been twisted. Corrupted. This isn’t Earth or Fire. It’s... something else wearing their skin.”

Elara remembered the whispers from the capital, the vague, dismissed reports of Talren’s new generals. Corrupted fusers, they’d called them. Ashborn. She looked from the dark, inert landscape to the humming, corrupted shard in her hand. This wasn't just a powerful attack; it was a perversion. The Earth Kingdom wouldn't just rebuild from this; it would bear a permanent scar, a physical manifestation of Talren’s boundless, horrifying cruelty. The very ground had been murdered.

“We need to get this back,” Elara said, her voice firm, the horror giving way to a cold, hard resolve. “We need to show them what he’s unleashed.”



The King’s Burden: Stoneguard

In the grand council chambers of Stoneguard, the capital of the Earth Kingdom, the news hit King Theron like a physical blow. The air, usually thick with the scent of polished stone and old parchment, now seemed to crackle with an unseen tension. He sat on his throne, his broad shoulders slumped, the weight of his crown suddenly immense. General Volkov, his grizzled military commander, had just finished Elara’s report, his voice grim and low.

“No survivors, Your Majesty,” Volkov concluded, his eyes meeting Theron’s. “No bodies. Just... glass. For miles.”

A collective gasp rippled through the gathered advisors and elemental masters. The room, usually a hub of polite disagreement and measured debate, was plunged into a stunned silence.

“Molten glass?” Master Eldrin, the kingdom’s oldest and most revered Earth elemental master, finally spoke, his ancient voice trembling. His long, braided beard, usually a symbol of his deep connection to the living earth, seemed to wilt with his despair. “That level of heat... to liquefy an entire city, then cool it to obsidian in moments... it defies known elemental mastery. Even the most powerful fire fusers...”

“It wasn’t fire as we know it, Master,” Volkov interrupted, holding up the shard of dark, humming glass Elara had brought back. “Our scouts also found this. It’s not just a product of the destruction; it feels like... a part of the destroyer.”

Eldrin took the shard, his gnarled fingers tracing its smooth, cold surface. His eyes, usually clouded with age, sharpened, widening in dawning horror. “This... this is a perversion. It hums with a parasitic energy. Not life, but a kind of... consuming anti-life. This is not natural elemental energy. This is... corruption.” He looked up, his gaze sweeping the room. “The legends... the forbidden path of the Academy. The Ashborn. They are real.”

A wave of murmurs, fearful and disbelieving, swept through the chamber. The legends of the Ashborn were just that – old tales of fusers who sought power beyond the natural order, twisting elemental magic into something monstrous. They were thought to be cautionary myths, not a present danger.

“Legends?” scoffed Lord Valerius, the King’s chief financial advisor, ever the pragmatist. “We’re speaking of an act of war, not a bedtime story. Prince Talren has attacked us. This is an act of unprecedented aggression!”

“Aggression, yes,” Theron rumbled, his voice strained. “But how? What kind of power does he wield? And why now? We’ve endured his provocations, his escalating demands for tribute, for access to our deepest mines. We’ve called for restraint, hoping to avert this... this catastrophe.” His eyes fell on a map spread across a large table, pinpointing Oakhaven’s location, now a black stain. “He has crossed a line. A line that cannot be uncrossed.”

General Anya, a stern, battle-hardened strategist, stepped forward. “Your Majesty, our border defenses are already mobilizing. But against what? Our walls are built to withstand siege, not... liquefaction.” Her voice, usually calm and measured, held a note of raw fear. “Our elemental fusers are preparing, but they are trained for direct combat, for defending our land. This... this is something else entirely.”

“Indeed,” Master Eldrin said, still holding the humming shard, his brow furrowed in deep thought. “The legends speak of fusers who sought to bypass the natural flow of elemental energy, to create artificial conduits, ‘fake mirrors,’ that would draw power directly from the source, but at a terrible cost. They would become... the conduit itself. Their bodies, their very souls, transformed into vessels for this raw, untamed power. The Ashborn. They leave only ash.”

The words hung heavy in the air. The concept was horrifying. Not just a powerful weapon, but living weapons, twisted into monstrous extensions of Talren’s will. This wasn't merely a strategic strike; it was a statement. A demonstration of absolute, terrifying power, and a direct assault on the very essence of the Earth Kingdom.

“Talren has been experimenting,” Anya stated, her voice grim. “For years, we’ve heard whispers from the Fire Kingdom. Unexplained disappearances from his Academy, strange energy fluctuations reported by our spies near his research facilities. We dismissed them as the ramblings of a mad prince, pushing the boundaries of elemental science. We were fools.”

“He was always... ambitious,” said Baroness Lysandra, a distant cousin of the royal family who had known Talren in his younger, more idealistic days. Her voice was laced with a deep sadness. “Brilliant, yes, but arrogant. He chafed against the traditional limits of elemental magic. He spoke of ‘unlocking true power,’ of shattering the ‘chains’ of natural law. I remember him saying once that power was wasted if it wasn't absolute. He always saw potential where others saw sacred boundaries.”

Her words painted a tragic, yet terrifying, picture of the Flame Prince. He wasn't born a monster, but rather, had become one, corrupted by his insatiable hunger for power. This was the true cost, not just to those he destroyed, but to himself.

King Theron rose from his throne, his gaze sweeping across the anxious faces of his council. “We have spent too long hoping for reason where there is only tyranny. We have sought peace with a prince who desires only conquest.” He slammed his fist down on the table, the sound echoing through the silenced chamber. “Oakhaven will not be repeated. This... abomination... will not spread.”

“Your Majesty, we must appeal to the other kingdoms,” Lord Valerius urged, his voice desperate. “The Water Kingdom, the Air Kingdom... they must see this for the threat it is. This is not just an attack on the Earth Kingdom; it is an attack on the very balance of the elemental world!”

“Already done, Lord Valerius,” Theron replied, his voice a low growl. “Messengers have been dispatched. The Water Kingdom has expressed their... deepest sympathies. The Air Kingdom has offered to send observers.” He snorted, a bitter sound. “Sympathies and observers. They fear him. They will not commit until they see the threat at their own borders. They are still playing the old game of politics, while Talren plays a game of annihilation.”

“Then we must rally our own people,” General Anya declared, her eyes blazing with newfound resolve. “Every fuser, every warrior. Every peasant who can lift a spear. This is a war for survival, Your Majesty. For our very earth.”

“But how do we fight a power that turns stone to glass?” a young, nervous elemental apprentice blurted out from the back of the room. “What weapons do we have against that?”

Master Eldrin, still clutching the corrupted shard, looked at the apprentice, a flicker of something in his ancient eyes. “Perhaps... not weapons of our own making. Perhaps we look to those who have defied him before. Those who understand the darkness of the Academy. Those who have walked away from the path of corruption, rather than embracing it.” His gaze lingered on the apprentice, then subtly shifted to Volkov, a silent message passing between the two seasoned figures.

The words were unspoken, but the name hung in the air, a desperate, dangerous hope: Kael. The renegade fuser, once a prodigy of the Fire Kingdom’s Academy, now a ghost in the shadows, hunted by Talren for his defiance. He had always been a whisper of rebellion, a dangerous idea. Now, he might be their only chance.

Theron closed his eyes for a moment, the weight of his kingdom settling heavily on his shoulders. He had always been a king of peace, of cultivation, of nurturing the land. Now, he was being forced to become a king of war. A war that would demand sacrifices beyond anything he could imagine. But looking at the unholy shard in Eldrin’s hand, the grotesque transformation of Oakhaven, he knew there was no other choice.

“Prepare the kingdom for war,” Theron commanded, his voice ringing with a newfound steel. “Send out the call to arms. We will not fall. Not like Oakhaven. Not on my watch.” His words ignited a spark in the chamber, a fragile, desperate flame of defiance against the encroaching darkness.



The Ashborn: A Cold Awakening

The Ashborn General, known only as Shard, felt the tremor, a distant resonance within the fragmented mirror embedded in its chest. It was a familiar sensation, a faint echo of the Prince’s will. Oakhaven. It had been... satisfactory. The efficiency of the transformation had pleased its master.

Shard stood amidst the cooling glass, a towering figure cobbled from fused rock and corrupted fire. Its skin was like polished obsidian, its eyes glowing with a cold, malevolent orange light that pulsed in time with the unnatural hum within its chest. There were no thoughts, no emotions, just directives. Its "mind," if one could call it that, was a lattice of mathematical calculations, elemental equations twisted into instruments of pure destruction.

It surveyed the landscape. Where once there had been the vibrant chaos of life, there was now the pristine, silent order of glass. A monument to its master’s power. Shard extended a hand, its fingers long and sharp, like volcanic glass. It ran them over the still-warm surface, feeling the residual molecular bonds, the perfect crystalline structure it had imposed on chaos. This was the true path of power, Talren had shown them. Not the messy, unpredictable energies of natural elemental flow, but the precise, absolute control born of corrupted mirrors.

It was one of many. Each Ashborn was a testament to Talren’s genius, and his chilling indifference to the lives he consumed to forge them. They were fusers, yes, but stripped of their humanity, their wills subsumed by the artificial conduits embedded within them. The “fake elemental mirrors” pulsed with a dark, sickly light, drawing energy not from the harmonious flow of the world, but from a void, a twisted dimension of pure, unbridled destructive force. They were the ultimate cost of power, given form.

A new tremor. A new directive. Not yet a target. Just a re-calibration. The Prince was pleased, but there was more work to be done. More cities to reshape. More kingdoms to scar. Shard turned, its movements smooth and precise, leaving no footprint on the newly formed glass. It was time to return to the heart of the Fire Kingdom, to the molten depths of the Academy, and await the next command. The world was about to learn the true meaning of ash.



Kael’s Resolve: The Hidden Valley

The news reached Kael in the hidden valley that had been his refuge for the past two years. It came on the wind, carried by frantic Air Kingdom merchants who dared the treacherous mountain passes, their faces pale with terror. Oakhaven. Gone. Reduced to glass by a new, terrifying power.

Kael, his face now leaner, his dark hair streaked with premature silver from years of living on the run, felt the words echo through him like a death knell. He had been tending a small, defiant patch of moonpetal flowers – a rare, luminescent bloom that thrived even in the shadow of volcanic rock – his hands, once used to channel raging flame, now carefully coaxing life from the soil. The irony was not lost on him.

He pictured Oakhaven, the bustling market, the proud Earth Kingdom citizens. He’d passed through it once, years ago, on one of his futile attempts to reason with Talren, before the madness had fully consumed his former friend.

A wave of nausea hit him, a bitter mix of grief and fury. He remembered the arguments, the desperate pleas he’d made to Talren to abandon his forbidden research, his obsession with “purity of power.” Talren had laughed, his eyes alight with a dangerous gleam. “You call it corruption, Kael. I call it evolution. The old ways are weak. I will forge a new path, a path of absolute control. And those who stand in my way will become the fuel for my ascension.”

Kael had seen the slow, insidious corruption take root in Talren. It wasn't an overnight transformation; it was a gradual descent. The initial brilliance, the thirst for knowledge, had curdled into a tyrannical hunger for domination, a willingness to sacrifice anything, anyone, for his twisted vision of power. Talren had become a tragic figure, yes, but his tragedy had metastasized into a horror for the world.

He felt the familiar thrum of his own elemental core, dormant for so long, now stirring with a restless energy. He’d vowed to stay out of the larger conflicts, to simply survive. But Oakhaven... Oakhaven was different. It wasn’t just a city destroyed; it was a declaration. A promise of annihilation. And the mention of “Ashborn” generals, corrupted fusers with “fake mirrors,” sent a shiver of dread down his spine. He knew the whispers, the forbidden texts, the dark experiments within the deepest levels of the Fire Academy. Talren had finally unlocked the unspeakable. The darkest secrets were now laid bare.

He looked down at his calloused hands. They had once been weapons, powerful conduits of elemental fire. After his break with Talren, he had sworn them off, choosing exile over complicity. But now, as he imagined the molten glass of Oakhaven, the silent screams frozen in time, a new kind of fire began to burn within him. Not the destructive flames of his past, but the consuming heat of resolve.

He had once tried to save Talren. He had failed. Now, he had to save the world from Talren.

The whispers of his own defiance, the tales of his past stand against the Flame Prince, now took on new meaning. He was no longer just a hunted exile; he was a symbol, whether he wanted to be or not. And if he was to be a symbol, then he would be a living one. A beacon for those who also chafed under Talren’s iron fist.

The world was preparing for war, a war of elements unlike any seen before. And from the ashes of Oakhaven, Kael felt the first, faint stirrings of a revolution he knew he could no longer refuse to lead. He picked up a discarded twig, and instinctively, it burst into a small, controlled flame in his palm – a living, clean fire, not the corrupted, destructive energy of the Ashborn.

He stared at the tiny flame, then extinguished it, the embers smoking faintly on his palm. The ash of Oakhaven would awaken more than just fear. It would awaken rebellion. And Kael, the fallen prodigy, felt the chilling, yet galvanizing, realization that the time for hiding was over. The price of peace had become annihilation. The cost of power, wielded by a tyrant, had finally demanded its counter-sacrifice.
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Chapter 2: The Flame Sovereign
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The air in the Fire Kingdom’s capital, Pyros, had always hummed with a vibrant, almost aggressive energy—the crackle of forge fires, the hiss of steam from geothermal vents, the passionate shouts of artisans. But today, a different kind of heat settled over the city, oppressive and stifling. It was the heat of anticipation, laced with a chilling undercurrent of fear. Great banners of deepest crimson and obsidian, depicting a stylized flame devouring a five-pointed star, hung heavy from every tower, eclipsing the older, brighter standards. A new smell, sharp and acrid, mixed with the usual sulfur—the scent of burning parchment and incinerated truth.

In the vast, open-air amphitheater carved into the caldera of Mount Cinder, a crowd of Fire Kingdom nobles, elemental masters, and citizen representatives stood packed shoulder-to-shoulder, a sea of faces illuminated by the eerie glow of unlit torches that lined the tiered seats. At the center, on a newly constructed dais of polished black volcanic rock, stood Prince Talren. He was no longer merely a prince. The change was subtle, yet profound. His usual sharp, intelligent gaze now burned with an unnatural intensity, almost feverish. His skin, beneath the elaborate ceremonial robes woven with threads of molten gold, seemed to possess a faint, almost metallic sheen, as if the very fire he commanded had begun to calcify within him. His movements, once fluid and commanding, were now strangely rigid, precise, almost... mechanical. He bore the cost of power on his very being.

As the sun reached its zenith, casting long, distorted shadows across the amphitheater, the Master of Ceremonies, a wizened old fuser whose face was pale with a terror he barely concealed, raised a trembling hand. A profound silence fell, broken only by the distant, rhythmic clang of unseen hammers from the Academy’s deepest forges. Then, Talren moved. He strode to the center of the dais, his robes swirling around him. In his hands, he held a crown. Not the traditional diadem of the Flame Princes, but a new, terrifying thing. Crafted from dark, polished obsidian, it was adorned with shards of glass that shimmered with an unsettling, almost liquid light—shards that bore an unnerving resemblance to the molten landscape of Oakhaven. He lifted it slowly, deliberately, his eyes scanning the hushed crowd, a flicker of something akin to perverse triumph in their depths. And then, he placed it upon his own head. A collective gasp, stifled quickly by fear, rippled through the audience. This was no traditional coronation, no blessing from the ancient elemental spirits. This was an act of self-proclamation.

Talren raised his arms, and a surge of raw, untamed fire erupted from the central pillar of the amphitheater, coiling upwards like a colossal serpent of flame, momentarily turning the ash-choked sky into a brilliant, terrifying canvas of orange and red. It was a display of power that made even the most seasoned fire masters flinch. His voice, amplified by the searing heat and elemental magic, boomed across Pyros, echoing off the caldera walls, carrying his blasphemous decree to every corner of the kingdom, and beyond. “Hear me, citizens of the Flame! Hear me, peoples of the Four Elements! And hear me, beings of the unseen! For too long, our world has languished in a false balance, bound by archaic traditions and a lie of equality! For too long, the true potential of existence has been shackled by fear!”

He paused, letting his words hang heavy in the air, his gaze burning. “No more! As of this moment, by the power that flows within me, and by the right of might, I, Talren, Prince of the Flame, declare myself Sovereign of Flame and Light!” A hesitant, forced roar of approval rose from the crowd, a mix of genuine fervor from his most fanatical followers and terrified obedience from the rest. “And with this declaration,” Talren continued, his voice rising to a crescendo, “I claim what is rightfully ours! The Fifth Element—the very essence of creation, the raw, unformed power that binds all things—it does not belong to all. It belongs to Fire alone! For only Fire can forge, purify, and transform! Only Fire can truly understand its nature and wield its boundless potential!”

The audacious claim hung in the air like a physical challenge. The Fifth Element, a concept revered by all elemental cultures, seen as the unifying spiritual force, the raw genesis, or the very soul of the world, was now, by Talren’s decree, the sole dominion of his kingdom. It was an act of profound heresy, a direct insult to the ancient balance, and a clear statement of ultimate conquest. It was the corruption of not just power, but of fundamental truth itself. As his declaration faded, Talren gestured, and a dozen cloaked figures emerged from the shadows, carrying armfuls of scrolls and ancient tomes. They approached roaring pyres that had been lit around the amphitheater, their flames unnaturally bright and devoid of smoke, consuming the parchment with startling speed. The sharp, acrid smell of burning paper intensified.

“For too long,” Talren’s voice cut through the crackling flames, “we have been misled by false histories, by texts that preach weakness and division! The old ways, the ‘truths’ that bind us to lesser elements, are chains! Today, we cast off those chains! We begin the rewriting of elemental history! All doctrines that contradict the supreme truth of Fire’s dominion, all heretical texts that speak of balance over conquest, shall be purged! Only the true narrative, the one that heralds Fire as the progenitor of all life and the rightful ruler of all, shall remain!” Through the crowd, some watched with zealous glee, their faces alight with fanaticism. Others, however, averted their eyes, their shoulders slumping in despair. An elderly scholar, his face tear-streaked, murmured prayers to ancient spirits as a tome he had dedicated his life to preserving vanished in the flame. This was not just burning books; it was incinerating identity, severing the very roots of collective memory. This tyrannical figure wasn't just conquering lands; he was conquering minds.

The news of Talren’s coronation and his blasphemous declaration rippled across the elemental kingdoms with the speed of a shockwave. In Stoneguard, the Earth Kingdom capital, King Theron gripped the edge of his council table, his knuckles white. General Anya, standing beside him, slammed her fist into her palm. “‘Sovereign of Flame and Light? The Fifth Element belongs to Fire alone’?” Theron’s voice was a low growl, laced with venom. “The madman. He’s not merely challenging us, he’s challenging the very fabric of existence!” Master Eldrin, his face grim, nodded slowly. “This goes beyond conquest, Your Majesty. This is an attempt to rewrite spiritual law. To claim dominion over the fundamental forces of the cosmos. It implies not just military control, but a complete subjugation of every living being, every elemental spirit.”

“And the burning of texts!” Anya added, her eyes narrowed. “My intelligence network confirms it. Thousands of scrolls, ancient treaties, historical accounts—all being fed to his pyres. He’s destroying the past to control the future. He’s wiping out any record that contradicts his insane narrative.” Theron closed his eyes, remembering the sight of Oakhaven from Elara’s report – the permanent scar on his land. Now, Talren sought to scar the very soul of the world. “Send new envoys,” he ordered, his voice ringing with renewed resolve. “To the Water Kingdom, to the Air Kingdom









d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
BOOK FOUR

THE FIFTH &
B KINGDOM ||

MALL ORTHE
FLAME PRINCE
~ BRINDA
PHOKEERDASS

THE FIFTH KINGDOM





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





