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For everyone searching for adventure and acceptance, family and fortitude, loyalty and love.





May the Forest watch over you,


May your hunt be fruitful,


May your heart be unburdened,


May your head stay clear.
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Content Warnings




This series takes place as society prepares for war. There will be battle, blood, swearing, descriptions of injuries, and death, including parental, child, and sibling death. There will be flashbacks of battles and traumatic experiences, including abuse, car crashes, and (off page) sexual assault. There will be mentions of self-harm, racism, kidnapping, suicide and suicidal thoughts. 

Readers who may be sensitive to these elements, please be advised. Stay safe and keep your mental health at the forefront. If you or someone you know needs support, call or text 988 for the national suicide and crisis line, or visit 988lifeline.org.











  
  
Prologue




I’m just following orders. 

Tree frogs chirped in the distance and an owl hooted a few trees away. Fireflies swirled around me, flashing red with the occasional burst of orange or yellow. I pulled the black fabric of my cloak closer, hiding from the Forest’s despondent stare. The night creatures were usually my allies, but tonight their judgment weighed me down. 

She made her choice. I’m just following orders.

A branch groaned beneath my fingers and I forced my grip to relax around the rough bark. For this to succeed, stealth was imperative. Hidden as I was, perched on a limb high in the canopy, I could afford mistakes. Once on the forest floor, however . . .

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.

She deserves this.

I stepped off the limb. Wind rushed past my ears as I fell ten feet—twenty—forty.

The tension bled from me, taking with it the sting of her betrayal. In the meditation of the fall, I called my shadows. Darkness momentarily obscured my vision, then the world reappeared. I landed back in the canopy, several trees from where I started. I adjusted my balance, then stepped again, using my shadows to materialize in the next tree. I shadow-walked through the canopy, flitting from one branch to the next with little effort. 

The trees grew progressively larger until I arrived at my destination—an ancient oak with lines of decay spidering up its trunk. I reached out my mind to the massive tree but received only silence. That wasn’t uncommon. People living this far from civilization were forced to shape roots into homes, as the new growth was the only part of the tree willing to change. Often these giants were impenetrable at this height, already too set in their ways.

I peered down. Far below, a small dwelling was formed from the tangle of roots at the tree’s base. My shadows swirled again and my feet sunk into the spongy moss of the forest floor. Blackened leaves scattered the ground around me. I stepped carefully to avoid their crunch.

I crept toward the large, oval window on the east side of the home, conscious of the many holes in the root system that made up the structure. I was familiar with this dwelling, but any of the gaps in those twisting vines could be hidden windows. A glance outside could mean my discovery. 

Black tendrils stretched from my feet and up the wall to the oval window. Satisfaction flashed through me as my shadows disarmed the magical wards, and the pane opened with a soft click. I eased into the dark room, not daring to breathe. Blood pounded in my ears as I listened for any movement. I could barely make out the slow, even breaths of someone sleeping in the next room. A quiet coo sounded from the darkness. 

I spun, flinging a handful of gray powder toward the noise. Through the cloud of dust, wide green eyes stared at me from an intricately carved crib. Pink hydrangeas climbed the bars and a mobile of brightly colored songbirds spun slowly overhead. The infant smiled and cooed again before falling fast asleep.

I let out a long breath, willing the shadows to conceal me. The powder was just ground gardenia amplified with a spell—harmless, but would keep the baby asleep while I completed my mission. It was for the child’s own good. For the good of our people. For all of Silaris. She deserved everything that was coming.

Does she really?

The intrusive thought clanged through my mind like a gong. I froze with my arms stretched halfway to the infant. Did anyone truly deserve this sort of punishment? I’d loved her once . . . was I doing the right thing? 

The shadows swirled around my wrists, giving me strength and renewing my splintered confidence. My resolve solidified, and I lifted the sleeping child from the crib.

She made her choice—thus forcing mine.








  
  
One




Rose
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I was late. 

I used to care about things like punctuality, but not anymore. These days, all sorts of heavy emotions buzzed inside me. If I didn’t acknowledge them, their constant white noise offered me a sort of numb peace. I clung to that numbness as I navigated the halls of the unfamiliar math building, passing classrooms and lecture halls. Conversations and laughter floated around me, bouncing off without penetrating. The sounds of normal life were muted against the constant crackle of flames in my mind. 

It wasn’t difficult to find the right room. When I walked through the heavy wooden door to my Calc 1 class, the smell of dry-erase markers and floral perfume assaulted my nose. A middle-aged woman was going over simple derivatives on the whiteboard. She turned and glared when the door slammed shut behind me. The entire class did. I froze.

“Sorry.” My voice was flat. Dead. I tried to smile, but it was half-hearted and came out like a grimace.

I stood frozen until the professor—Dr. Winters, according to my schedule—gestured for me to take a seat. Only when the other students turned back to the whiteboard did I force my feet toward the nearest open chair.

I sat and pulled my notebook from my backpack, taking slow deep breaths to calm my racing heart. I had to keep my grades up to keep my scholarship. I had to make my parents proud. I could do this. I just had to avoid people and focus on—

“Excuse me?” A deep voice whispered from behind me. I twisted to meet the warm amber gaze of the man sitting behind me. “Are you Rose?”

I narrowed my eyes but nodded.

“Cool.” Color stained his russet-brown cheeks. “Would have been embarrassing if you weren’t. I’m Blaine. I was told to keep an eye out for you. My dad works with Martin in the ER.”

“Oh.” I relaxed. “You know my uncle? Is your dad a paramedic too?”

His black curls bounced around his ears as he shook his head. “Trauma surgeon.”

“Small world.”

He laughed, earning a glare from the teacher. He grinned sheepishly and waved an apology.

“Small town,” he corrected. “Hey, do you need someone to show you around? This is my last class until the afternoon.”

“Isn’t this your first day too?”

“Yeah, but my dad lectures here sometimes, so I’m pretty familiar with the campus.”

“I’m fine, but thanks.” I turned around to pay attention to the professor.

“I know the first week of college can be overwhelming,” Dr. Winters said to the class, “and I know you just want to make friends.” She shot a scolding look at Blaine, who awkwardly cleared his throat. “But I’d like to get a baseline of where you stand before we start the semester. Break up into groups of two or three, and I’ll give everyone an equation. Once your group solves the problem, come write it on the board.”

I almost jumped out of my seat when I felt a tap on my shoulder.

“Ope, sorry.” Blaine grimaced, pulling his hand back. “Do you want to team up?”

“Uh, sure.” There was no reason to be so twitchy. “Yeah, that would be great.”

Blaine smiled then glanced at something over my shoulder. He blinked a few times, transfixed. I turned to see a pretty blonde girl gliding toward us.

Pretty was an understatement—this girl was gorgeous. Probably a dancer, judging from the grace of her steps. She would be right at home in a ballet company. The girl’s soul-piercing green eyes scrutinized me and I forced myself not to squirm under her gaze.

“Hello,” she said.

Even her voice was beautiful. Melodic. It matched her vibe—wispy and ethereal. Blaine’s brows lifted as she spoke. His lips parted and he stared, obviously starstruck.

“Hi,” I said, trying to break the awkwardness.

“May I join your group?” she asked. Her voice lilted in an accent I couldn’t place.

Blaine recovered himself.

“Of course!” The smile he gave her lit up his face. “The more the merrier!”

“Wonderful.” The girl smiled and pulled up a seat. “My name is Flora.”

“I’m Blaine.”

“Rose.” I tried not to scowl. Wonderful, now I had to be cordial with two people. 

“Flora and Rose?” Blaine laughed. “A regular bouquet.”

I forced a smile at the joke, but Flora didn’t. She just tilted her head to the side. Blaine’s laughter choked off at her stoic expression.

I began to relax, despite warnings to myself not to let my guard down. With Flora here, Blaine wouldn’t look at me twice. That was good. I could work with that.

Flora’s gaze cut to me. I couldn’t read her expression before she turned back to Blaine. I was never a great judge of character, but I was extra out of practice reading people.

I hadn’t been social in a while. I hadn’t even left the house since I moved in with Martin last month. Being around others always made me feel more alone. Even just being here this morning was overwhelming. I only had one more class today, then I could go back to Martin’s and hide from the world. It was harder to breathe out here.

Or maybe it was just the overpowering smell of that awful perfume.

I grabbed my inhaler from my bag, shook it, and took a deep pull. Dr. Winters dropped a worksheet between us and moved on quickly. Blaine looked down at the paper and furrowed his brow. He twirled his pencil between his fingers.

“I’m not sure how to start this,” he admitted. 

“May I?” I asked.

He turned the paper around to face me. 

“Oh, I’ve done this before,” I said. “The equation seems tough, but it’s pretty straightforward.” 

I held my hand out for his pencil and he gave it to me without hesitation. I worked through the problem, explaining the steps as I went. Blaine and Flora listened with rapt focus. When I got to the end, I circled my answer. They both leaned forward to study the paper.

“See,” I said, “if we break it up into smaller pieces, it’s not as overwhelming.”

“Wow,” Blaine said. “You’re really smart.”

I shook my head. “Math just comes easy to me.”

“Oh!” he exclaimed, as if just realizing something. “That’s right! Martin said you’re some kind of genius.”

“He said that?” I blushed. “It’s not true.”

“You got a big scholarship, right? That’s pretty impressive.” 

I shrugged. Silence fell over our group. Blaine tapped a nervous finger against the desk. Unable to stand the weirdness pervading us, he gestured to the completed worksheet.

“You did all the work. Do you want to write that on the board?”

I looked at the paper, then up at the whiteboard. Everyone else was still working on their problems. Did we just get an easy one?

The thought of being the first person to walk up there had my hands going clammy. I was already the center of attention once today. I didn’t want to be on display again. I swallowed, trying to think up an excuse. Fortunately, Blaine offered me the out I needed.

“Or I could do it, if you want.”

I tried not to look too relieved as I nodded.

“Unless you want to, Flora?” he asked.

“No, you may proceed.”

Blaine’s mouth quirked into a perplexed smile. “Alright, I’ll be right back.”

He picked up the assignment and walked toward the board, leaving me alone with Flora. We watched as he wrote out the equation in green marker. I thought about asking Flora where she was from but refrained. If I asked her that, she might ask in return. I wasn’t ready to talk about my past. I didn’t even want to think about Florida. About the humidity and the heat. About the crackle and pop of flames devouring plaster and stucco. About my parents and the people I left behind—

Stop! I scolded myself. Don’t think about that.

I swallowed my grief behind a wall of indifference. If I didn’t feel anything, I couldn’t feel pain. Of course, that was easier said than done. Waves of sadness crashed into me over and over again. I was going to drown in it if I didn’t get a hold of myself.

“You have very pretty eyes.”

Flora’s words shocked me out of my own head.

“What?” The word was barely audible.

“I wish mine were blue.” She was still watching Blaine. I followed her gaze. He was finishing up the equation and circling the answer. “I’m jealous.”

“You’re jealous?” She must have been joking. “Of me?”

She met my gaze with an intensity that made me blush. Before she could respond, however, Blaine came strolling back. I looked past him to the professor, who flashed me a smile and a thumbs up. It seemed I was forgiven for my tardiness.

“Dr. Winters said ours was the toughest problem,” Blaine said. “Nice work, Rose!”

Our group waited together while the others finished. When everyone wrote their problems on the board, Dr. Winters went over them, explaining what we did right and wrong. I took detailed notes, though I already knew most of it.

When class was over, Blaine led the way out of the classroom. He was taller than me, but only just. He was narrow but obviously fit, with an easy confidence to his gait. Flora was quite a bit shorter than both of us—petite in a way I could never achieve. Her perfect posture had me torn between trying to stand up straighter or slouching to hide at her height.

Blaine held the exterior door open. It was sunny outside, but a cold wind bit through the sleeves of my jacket. 

“Well, it was nice to meet you both.” Blaine held out his hand for me to shake. 

I stared at it for a moment too long before I took it—who shook hands anymore? His grip was firm, but his hand was soft and warm. The sky didn’t fall when he touched me. I was fine. Actually, shaking hands with this stranger was weirdly comforting. Especially when I saw something that looked like concern in his deep amber eyes. 

I quickly shoved my hand into my pocket. I thought his smile flickered, but it was so fast, I might have imagined it. Flora shook his hand next, if a bit stiffly. 

“Likewise,” she said.

“I would love to start a study group.” He grimaced. “I’m obviously not very good at math, but I’m fair at science. I’m willing to trade tutoring.”

“That sounds like an excellent idea,” Flora said. “We could meet at my house. I live nearby.”

“I’m close, too, but I still live at home, so my parents would drive us crazy. I’m cool with going to your place. What about you, Rose?”

I jumped at the sound of my name. I thought they forgot I was here and was wondering if I could sneak away without drawing their attention.

“Um, what?”

“You cool with going to Flora’s?” Blaine asked.

“Oh, I don’t know . . .”

“Please, Rose? I could really use your help. I’m seriously not sure how I’m going to pass this class. I need to ace it for a shot at medical school.” 

“I . . . sure,” I said. “I could probably use the extra study time.” 

And Martin will be glad to see me out of the house.

“Great!” Blaine’s face lit up. “Let’s exchange socials.”

After promising to meet up, Flora glided away and Blaine pulled his half-concealed skateboard from his bag. I tried to squash down the seedling of hope sprouting in my chest. The one trying to convince me it would be okay to be friends with these two.

Blaine hopped onto the board and was soon speeding away.

“Wait!” I called before he could get too far. The back of the skateboard skidded against the ground as he stopped, then he rolled back to me.

“Yeah?”

“Could you show me where the Creative Arts building is?”

Blaine smiled and that hope dug roots deeper into my chest.



Blaine
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“Why me?”

Flora looked up at me from our usual table in the back of the Student Union. Mouth full of fries, she tilted her head to one side to show her confusion.

“How did you know it was me?” I sat across from her and tapped the simple golden ring that hung from the chain around my neck. I hadn’t taken it off since Flora gave it to me yesterday. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought to ask her then—though, if I was being fair to myself, I had been a bit overwhelmed.

Flora swallowed and took a sip of soda before answering. “I wasn’t positive at first, but I knew it was either you or Rose. That first day of class, I was drawn to you both. The ring was guiding me.” She shrugged. “I wasn’t even registered for calculus.”

“Okay, so how did you know it wasn’t her?” 

“I actually gave the ring to Rose first. Nothing happened.”

I frowned.

“We can’t tell her.” Flora told me. Again.

I gave a harsh laugh and took a bite of pizza. My next class was in twenty minutes and I wasn’t in the mood to have this conversation. It had been just over a month since I met Flora and Rose that first day of class, but somehow it felt like we’d been friends forever.

“You can’t be serious.” 

“I am serious,” Flora said. “Deadly serious. And stop looking at my ears. You’ve been doing it all day. It’s weird.”

“Sorry, I just . . .” I shook my head. Flora’s quirks made so much more sense now. “She’ll be crushed if she finds out we’re hiding this from her.”

“Rose will be fine.” Flora rolled her eyes.

I wasn’t so sure. I saw how she looked that first day of school. Sunken. Hollow. Dead on her feet. Even now, weeks later, I would catch her falling back into that depressive trance. She never talked about what happened to her parents, but at least she genuinely smiled now. She even laughed at my stupid jokes.

“Plus, Silaris isn’t for Rose.” Flora popped another fry into her mouth. “Even if I wanted to take her with us, she wouldn’t survive the Rift.”

I coughed and had to take a drink of water.

“Wait, what?” I asked. “What do you mean she ‘wouldn’t survive’?”

“Well . . .” Flora looked abashed as she smiled sweetly. “Humans—regular humans, I mean—can’t cross the Rift.”

“Why not?” My hands went cold.

“There’s a spell on the Rift to keep our lands safe. It keeps humans out.”

“It keeps your lands safe . . . by killing anyone who tries to come through?”

“Yes,” she confirmed.

I couldn’t help myself—I glanced at her ears again. Her perfectly normal, rounded ears. I never thought of Flora as callous, but apparently I hardly knew her at all. Maybe her attitude toward danger and death was a common trait of her people. 

“Blaine!” She glared at me and arranged her golden hair to cover her ears.

“How did you know I would survive?”

“Well, I couldn’t be completely sure.”

I stared at her, incredulous.

“Flora!” I barked. “Don’t you think you should have told me I might die going through that portal?”

“Lower your voice.” Her own voice was calm, while my heart thundered in my chest.

“Lower my . . .” I cast my gaze around the cafeteria. People ate or studied. There was a steady hum of conversation around us. No one noticed my outburst. Yet. I leaned forward and hissed at her. “I could have died!”

“You wouldn’t have died.” Flora rolled her eyes again and pointed at my chest. “That ring proved it. When it reacted to your presence, it confirmed who you are.”

I already wished the stupid thing hadn’t glowed when I touched it. I should have known it was more trouble than it was worth.

“The Rift wasn’t going to kill you,” Flora continued, heedless of my thoughts.

“You still should have told—”

“But it will kill her.” 

Flora’s eyes darted over my shoulder. I turned to see Rose approaching. I clamped my mouth shut—no more talk of Silaris. Not here, where Rose might overhear. I wanted her involved, but I didn’t want her dead. An adventure wasn’t worth her life. 

As much as I hated to admit it, Flora was right. I would keep this part of my life from Rose. I would hide it to keep her from getting hurt.

Just what I needed, something else to feel guilty about.

“Hey, what’s up?” Rose asked as she placed her tray next to mine. She sat down and brushed her brown hair over one shoulder. The practiced flip of her hand flashed chipped purple polish over chewed nails.

“Nothing!” I said it too fast. Flora’s lips pressed into a hard line and Rose raised her eyebrows.

“We were just talking about the math quiz,” Flora covered for me. “Blaine is embarrassed because he didn’t do very well.”

I felt my face heat. I really hadn’t done very well.

“Oh.” Rose’s shoulders relaxed. “I think I did okay on that one. If you want, we can go over the problems you missed tonight. We’re all good for our Friday study session, right?”

Rose doing ‘okay’ on a math test meant she definitely aced it.

“Yeah, that would be great.” I smiled. “I just can’t understand what we’re doing in that class.” 

Flora gave me a pointed look.

“Oh, but uh . . .” I cast around for a reasonable excuse. “I can’t study tonight. Mom has people coming over for dinner. Can we do it next week?”

Rose looked surprised, but she nodded. “That’s okay. Flora, do you still want to get together? We could binge that reality TV show you like.”

“Actually, I can’t either. I’m going home to visit my parents this weekend.” The lie rolled smoothly off of Flora’s tongue. 

I scoffed internally. I wasn’t even sure if Flora had parents. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she told me she was grown from some sort of plant. Had she ever told us the truth?

“Oh. Okay.” Rose looked back at me, penetrating blue eyes stark against her dark hair. Guarded. Calculating.

My face warmed. Did she know I was lying? Probably. She was clever and I sucked at being secretive. 

“Well, I hope you both have fun tonight.” Rose forced a smile. “We can hang out when you get back.”

“Definitely,” I said, jumping on that possibility as a distraction. “Monday?”

“Sure.” When she thought I wasn’t looking, she frowned down at her plate. 

The rest of the day passed in a blur. After my last class, Flora and Rose met me in the parking lot, as usual. I dropped Rose off with a promise to text her and was pulling up to the curb outside Flora’s house less than a minute later. We got out of the car and walked up the front path amid the colorful flowers that cascaded across the lawn. I followed Flora into the house and a pang of guilt hit me when I glanced at our usual study spot in the living room. The matching red armchairs and the simple black couch judged me with their emptiness as I walked past them into the kitchen.

“You ready?” Flora unlocked the pantry door and swung it open wide, revealing a swirling vortex of light and color. The Rift.

I nodded.

I pushed my guilt over Rose from my head, compartmentalizing it to dwell on later. I needed to focus. I stared at the Rift before me. I watched as Flora stepped into it. Her form wavered, shifting into lines of color, before disappearing completely. I waited a few seconds, then took a deep breath and stepped forward. 

Once I was within reach of the Rift, colorful tendrils snaked toward me. They wrapped around my arms and legs, immobilizing me. I forced myself to relax as light rippled over my skin like water. I felt a yank and my stomach flipped. Colors swirled around me as I tumbled through a vortex of light. I plummeted, shattering the colors like glass. The tiny shards scattered in all directions. Wind buffeted against my ears and an uncomfortable pressure squeezed the air from my lungs. I gritted my teeth, focusing on keeping my feet underneath me.

Several unsettling seconds later, I landed on my ass amid vibrant greenery.

I groaned. “When people said college would be a different world, this isn’t exactly what I imagined.”

“You didn’t scream this time.” Flora smirked down at me. 

“What, like you didn’t scream your first time? I didn’t realize I was being graded on portal travel.”

She shrugged. “You’re lucky it’s Pass/Fail.”

She offered me her hand. I grabbed it to pull myself up, feeling only a little satisfaction when I pulled her off balance.

“Whatever.” I brushed grass and dirt from my legs. “It’s only my second time here. You’ve had a lot more practice going through the Rift.”

“I wouldn’t say ‘a lot’,” Flora said. “Come on, the Council will be displeased if we aren’t punctual.”

She strode away and I jogged a few steps to catch up. I didn’t want to be alone in this unfamiliar forest. Sure, it was beautiful, but the massive trees that surrounded us were intimidating. I couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched.

“Who exactly—” I cut off as Flora spun around to look at the Rift. Her perfect mouth popped open in a gasp.

I turned to see what had her so concerned. I went cold when a familiar form coalesced from the swirling colors. Rose appeared, shifting from a figure made of light into the girl I knew. I watched, frozen, as her feet touched the grass, then she crumpled to the ground.

My mind blanked and my heart stopped, then picked up in double-time as I raced toward her lifeless form.
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Rose
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I hit the ground. Hard.

Luckily, I landed on springy, pillow-soft grass. I gasped and almost choked on the cleanest air I had ever tasted. Confused, I put my hand to my chest and—for the first time in my life—took in a full, easy breath. The permanent tightness on my ribcage was gone. I inhaled again, relishing the ease at which air filled my lungs. Blaine and Flora stared down at me with mirrored looks of shock. After a few seconds of stupefied silence, they spoke simultaneously.

“Rose? Are you alright?” Blaine asked, kneeling beside me and looking me over.

“You can’t be here.” Flora shook her head. “That’s impossible.”

I blinked at them while I tried to make some sense of what happened. Flora’s blonde hair cascaded around her ivory face in waves as she bent over me. Her eyes narrowed in confusion. Blaine’s radiated concern. The blade of grass sticking out of his black curls reminded me of my own appearance. How disheveled did I look after that nauseating fall? I ran a hand through my hair, attempting to tame it.

“Talk to me, Rose.” Blaine half reached out but didn’t touch me. “Are you okay?”

“Y-yeah,” I managed to stutter.

He released a breath, shoulders slumping. “Good.”

I flinched when a hand grabbed my arm but tried to relax when I saw it was only Flora. A weird heat rushed through my body at the unexpected touch. Her grip was tight enough that my flinch didn’t dislodge it, but she released me quickly.

“She’s unharmed.” Flora shook her head in disbelief. “Rose, how did you get here?”

“Well,” I said, shoulders curling forward, “I was about to knock on your door, but . . . I don’t know why I just went inside. I heard—or maybe felt—something, then there was all this color and I was falling . . .” I shuddered and looked around. “How did I get outside?”

Blaine leapt to his feet and offered me his hand. I stared at it for a moment before taking it. He pulled me up but didn’t let go. 

“Why were you at Flora’s?” Blaine asked. 

I pulled my hand from his and looked at the ground. My cheeks grew warm and I was sure they turned bright red.

“I just wanted to . . .” What did I say? That I knew they were lying to me? That I was spying on them?

Flora snorted. When I gathered the courage to look up, I quickly looked away again. Blaine was studying me with a dark expression.

He was mad.

“Blaine, she can’t be here,” Flora said, drawing my attention to her. “She has to go back.”

“Why?” Blaine asked. From the corner of my eye, I could still see him watching me. “She made it through the Rift. There’s no reason she can’t come with us.”

Wait . . . he wanted me here? I blinked. His steady gaze muted the constant thoughts in my head. The ones telling me I didn’t belong. 

“Because it’s not . . .” Flora seemed to flounder for words. “She just can’t.”

“She stays,” Blaine said, finally turning from me and leveling a look at Flora. He didn’t wilt under her glare as I would have. “Or I go.”

“Blaine, you can’t leave. I—“ Flora’s face grew even more pale. “We need you.”

“Well then, there you go. She’s coming.” Blaine turned to me with a bashful smile, growing uncertain. “If you want, I mean.”

I couldn’t comprehend the emotions that coursed through me at his words. I didn’t understand anything that was happening here, but I wouldn’t be left behind. I nodded.

After a few strained seconds between them, Flora closed her eyes. She pinched the bridge of her nose and huffed an exasperated sigh.

Blaine’s smile grew.

“Um, where exactly are we?” I almost didn’t ask, still nervous they weren’t going to let me tag along.

Blaine stepped out of my line of vision, spreading his arms wide for me to take in the scene. 

“Welcome to Silaris.”

I looked past my friends to the world beyond. An unknowably ancient forest loomed over me, stretching as far as I could see. Massive trees grew for miles in every direction. The trunks of the largest were the size of a basketball court. The foliage grew so dense at the top, only slivers of sunlight made it all the way to the moss-covered forest floor, casting a green tint to our surroundings. Thick roots snaked around patches of grass between the trees. The scale made me feel tiny.

Cicadas and other insects buzzed and chirped, creating a soothing chorus. Small, brightly colored birds swooped between branches. They squabbled amongst themselves, not noticing or caring that there were three intruders in their midst. A doe and her fawn stepped into view. They glanced at us curiously but didn’t spook. Their legs were thicker than they should have been, like those of a horse. They began grazing right in front of us.

I spun slowly, trying to absorb everything and make sense of what I was seeing. I came to a stop when the same colorful vortex from Flora’s kitchen came into view. 

Could breathing too much air cause hallucinations? The extra oxygen flooding my brain must have made me giddy, because the vortex was suddenly the most ridiculous thing I had ever seen. I burst out laughing.

“The Rift clearly fractured her mind.” Flora cocked her head.

“Flora!” Blaine hissed.

“That was in your kitchen,” I said, still laughing and pointing at the swirling colors.

“Yes,” Flora responded, even though it wasn’t a question.

“You must . . . have a really . . . good contractor!” I gasped out between fits of laughter.

Blaine laughed along with my stupid joke. Flora didn’t. 

“You may have traversed safely through the Rift,” Flora said, “but your sense of humor did not.” She strode purposefully into the forest. 

“Give her a break, Flora.” Blaine gestured for me to follow him away from the vortex of colors and lights. Once I recovered from my fit of laughter, I complied. “This is her first time in a parallel world. It’s a miracle she’s joking at all.” He leaned closer to me while we walked and lowered his voice. “Though, to be honest, I thought it was hilarious.”

“A parallel world?” I tripped on some roots, too busy admiring the forest around me. I felt more like myself with every step. Not myself from the last few months, but myself before. I felt light—I was definitely getting too much air. “How did you find this place?”

“Well, Flora’s actually from here,” Blaine said. “She’s an elf.”

“There’s no such thing as . . .” I trailed off as Flora pulled back her long blonde hair to reveal her ears. Pointed ears. “Oh.”

“The Rift revealed itself to me recently,” Flora said in a strangely formal tone. “I would often frequent the isolated clearing where it currently resides to break from society. One day, I closed my eyes to meditate and opened them to the Rift. Before I could react, it entangled my limbs and pulled me through.” She chuckled. “Needless to say, I was quite confused when I was deposited into a random house in your world. When I returned home and relayed my experience to the Council of Elders, they speculated that the Rift appeared for a reason then tasked me to return and find the Veritace.”

“Huh.”

It took me a while to process this. Flora was an elf—that was impossible, of course. Then again, so was teleporting to a new world. I glanced at Blaine’s ears. Even under his thick curls, I could see they were rounded. That meant he was human . . . right?

“I . . .” I didn’t even know what to ask. I wrapped my arms around myself and began chewing on my thumbnail.

“Take your time,” Blaine said.

I nodded. It took a few minutes, but I settled on a question. “If you’re an elf, why are you going to college in Ohio, of all places?”

Flora stood taller. “I was sent by my people to retrieve the Veritace.”

“The . . .” 

“It translates roughly to ‘chosen one’.”

I blinked. “Chosen . . . for what?”

“To save the world, obviously.”

“Which world?”

“This one.” Flora hesitated, then frowned. “Both, maybe? It’s unclear.”

“So,” I looked at Blaine, “you are this Veritace?”

Blaine flushed. “That’s what she keeps telling me.”

“Blaine is the Veritace. The ring proves it,” Flora said confidently. Blaine’s hand went to a simple golden ring hanging from a cord around his neck. “Besides, if he wasn’t, he would have died upon traveling through the Rift—”

“Again, that would have been good to know before I went through that portal with you,” Blaine muttered. 

“It opened specifically so he could come through. No mere human is able to pass through unharmed.” She studied me. “At least, they shouldn’t be able to.”

“Oh.” Then how did I get through? “W-where are we going?”

I lost all sense of direction in this forest. The trees obscured the position of the sun and everything looked the same. I was at the mercy of Flora’s navigational skills. I shoved down my discomfort—Flora and Blaine wouldn’t lead me into danger, right?

“We are going to Trehilm, my home.” Flora grinned. “Then, we adventure.”
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Beads of sweat were forming on my forehead when Flora finally stopped and turned to us with a broad smile. 

“What do you think?” she asked. 

“Of . . . what?” I glanced at Blaine’s confused expression. The section of forest behind her looked identical to the one we just traversed. I was expecting houses or tents, at the very least. “This is where you live?”

Flora looked confused at first, then understanding dawned on her features. 

“Oh, my apologies,” she said. “We don’t typically bring in outsiders. I forgot about the cloaking spell.” She waved her hand in front of my face and my vision wavered as if I was looking up through a body of water. The forest came back into focus and I gaped at the sight before me.

“Whoa.” Blaine echoed my thoughts.

The trees had been transformed into living houses. Staircases spiraled the outside of the trunks, leading to doors at various levels. Each tree functioned like a multifamily home or a natural apartment building. Windows framed each story and people occupied the balconies jutting from the trunk. Some hung freshly laundered clothes or tended to plants growing out of the tree bark. Some simply read books in the diffuse sunlight. They were all inhumanly beautiful.

Because they weren’t human—they were elves.

As we traveled deeper into the city, elves of different heights, ages, and skin tones crowded the paths. A few frowned as we passed, but most didn’t even glance our way. Pointed ears framed delicate features and eyes in shades humans could only dream. The most prevalent was some shade of green, but I noted individuals with violet, cerulean, and even magenta-colored irises. The alien stares emphasized that Blaine and I were outsiders. Distracted as I was by everything around me, it took me a few minutes to comprehend Flora’s words.

“Did you say cloaking spell? Magic is real?” Of course, magic was real. I saw it with my own eyes, first at the Rift and then when those tree-condos appeared out of nowhere. “You can do magic?”

“Yes, all elves possess some ability with magic.” She reached down to a flower bud on the side of the path. As she gently caressed the bud, the flower burst open, revealing beautiful crimson petals, vibrant against the endless green landscape. “I am not the strongest in the art, but I can hold my own.”

“Can humans learn magic?”

“A group of humans discovered magic long ago,” Flora grimaced. “Their power originated from a dark source, whereas ours is derived from nature itself. Witch magic is very different from mine and from what I understand it is hereditary, so I could not instruct you on the subject.”

“That’s too bad,” Blaine interjected. “Learning magic would be cool. And probably helpful for—” he waved a hand in the air “—whatever it is we’re doing.” 

“Speaking of that,” I said, “are you going to tell us what this adventure is all about?”

“My apologies, but . . . look, I don’t really know.” Flora sighed. Upon approaching Trehilm she had been stiff and formal, but here I saw a shade of the friend I had known for months. The one I gossiped with about classmates and reality TV shows. The formal speech sounded odd coming from her lips. “The elders are the Keepers of Knowledge, but they do not always share memories that would cause our people pain. They will reveal the information we need and tell us what needs done.”

“You don’t think it’s odd they keep secrets?” I asked, skeptically.

“I have not been in your world long, but even I’ve observed your leaders keeping things from your people.”

I conceded with a nod.

“Plus, look around,” she gestured to the homes. “People are happy. The elders know all the horrors of our past. So long as everyone listens to the Council, the dark parts of history will not repeat itself.”

“Sure, but aren’t you just a little interested?” Blaine asked.

“Most certainly not,” Flora answered a little too quickly. Blaine and I shared a skeptical look, but we let the subject drop. “Come, the Harmonious Tower is this way.”

We followed Flora to a bustling section of town and stopped before a massive, cathedral-like structure. I craned my neck to stare up at it. The Harmonious Tower was an intricately connected conglomerate of large trees. Branches twined between the trunks, growing into each other and acting as open air walkways. Elves far above us navigated those walkways to travel from one tree to another, disappearing through archways into the trunks. At its base was an ornate staircase that would look more at home in some mansion’s ballroom than in a forest.

As we climbed the staircase to the doors of the Tower, I noticed the steps were not carved, or even built, but were growing out of the tree itself. They merged fluidly with the base of the trunk and were covered with bark worn smooth from wear.

“We asked the trees for shelter and they provided,” Flora said when I inquired. “Elves do not build the way humans do. We shape nature around us but do not destroy it.”

I frowned at the jab. Not all humans destroyed nature. Some of us volunteered at our local wetland cleanups, patrolled for sea turtle nests, and marked Burrowing Owl dwellings for protection. Though, it had been a few years since I did any of that.

“We could learn a lot from the elves,” Blaine said. 

We followed Flora into the tower, feeling like tourists following their enthusiastic guide. As we passed through the main hall, she emphatically described the mural that flowed along the wall with us, depicting the first elves that migrated to Silaris from across the seas. The pictures began with a simple scene of five figures surrounded by untouched forest, but as we walked, it showed each elf touching a tree. Those trees burst into progressively larger structures, until the city that stood today was pictured.

We climbed to the next level and emerged onto one of the outdoor walkways, high above the ground. I looked over the edge, admiring the unique merge of forest and cityscape. Flora told us there was magic in place to keep us from toppling off, but Blaine stayed close to the middle of the path, refusing to look down.

We passed through an arched opening into a different tree and found ourselves in a museum. Blaine and I admired the artifacts on display as Flora rambled and pointed out some of her favorites. Among them was a towering mural picturing a gigantic, metallic-gray dragon with shining white eyes. The creature’s wings were outstretched and its teeth bared against a lone elven figure in a billowing green robe. The strength radiating from the elf was palpable. There was a faint glow coming from him, drawing focus to the figure. The dragon—half of its body hidden in the shadows—was the most menacing thing on display in the room. Malice dripped from the image like the beads of blood off the dragon’s yellowing teeth. The elf stared resolute before the dragon, holding a staff that glowed with the same material as the dragon’s eyes.

“This is the story of Lutya and the dragon, Argonius,” Flora explained. “This mural depicts the famous fight between our first Councilor and the evil dragon that was plundering the land and killing all who stood in his way. Many tried before, from all the races in Silaris, but Lutya was the one to succeed. It is said he single-handedly brought down the dragon and saved Silaris from its evil.”

“Is Lutya the first Veritace?” Blaine asked.

“What? No, Lutya is an elf,” she said, as though it was obvious. Blaine and I stared at her, confused. She failed to notice. “It is rumored Argonius created the Rift to your world. His claws were so sharp they cut through reality itself.”

I eyed the portrayed claws. They were excessively long and sharp.

“Where are the swords and bows of ancient elven heroes displayed?” Blaine asked in a hopeful tone.

Flora sighed and led us to a dark corner of the small museum. The cases showed a thin layer of dust, neglected compared to the rest of the displays.

“I expected there to be more here,” Blaine commented, dejected. He pointed to a particularly gruesome serrated short sword that seemed out of place among the beautifully carved recurve bows and thin, delicate rapiers. “Can you tell us about this one?”

“No,” Flora said, looking at the weapons with disinterest. “The elders don’t burden society with this history.”

The other artifacts in the room sported name placards with short descriptions, but the weapons held no labels. I admired a pair of delicately curved, metallic green sheaths decorated with a carved leaf pattern. Who would be graceful enough to wield such beautiful weapons? My gaze darted to Flora, then back to the swords. Definitely not me. I didn’t know the first thing about—

“Uh . . . guys?” Blaine’s voice cracked.

I spun toward him and shielded my eyes from a bright light. The glow dimmed to reveal a thick longsword vibrating in its sheath, trying to escape the brackets restraining it. 

Blaine backed toward us, not taking his eyes off the sword as the clattering grew louder and more frantic. There was a shatter of glass as the sword broke free from its display case, sharp tip heading directly for Blaine.

Blaine yelped, throwing his hands in front of his face to protect himself. Before the tip could puncture his palms, however, the sword stopped, rotated midair, and pressed its hilt into his hand. Blaine grasped it reflexively but stood stunned while the sword hummed with power in his grip. After a few seconds, the sword stopped vibrating, and the light flickered out. Blaine scrambled back, dropping the sword. The clatter of metal echoed in the quiet room.








  
  
Three




Blaine
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“Fascinating.” 

The three of us turned in the direction of the new voice. A man stared at us from an open doorway. His shoulder length brown hair split around his pointed ears and was topped with a gold circlet resembling vines. He wore long, flowing red robes.

“Elder Siltyn.” Flora bowed.

“Come with me,” the elder snapped, looking our group over. “Bring Peacekeeper with you.”

Peacekeeper?

“In its sheath, please,” Elder Siltyn continued. “There’s no need to be running about with an exposed blade.” 

Oh, the sword. I blinked down at the weapon on the ground. Now that it wasn’t flying at my face, I could get a good look at it. The sword was simple, but with a crossguard in the shape of sweeping wings. Worn, brown leather wrapped around the handle, and the steel glinted, daring me to reach for it.

Elder Siltyn left through a different hallway. Although he didn’t look to see if we were following, he continued speaking as if we were, his voice becoming softer as he got further away. “There will be enough consternation as it is. Imagine a sword being carried in the Tower. That hasn’t happened in my lifetime. Though, I suppose a sword following you through the air may cause more alarm . . .”

The three of us exchanged a look. I bent to cautiously pick up the sword while Flora and Rose scrambled to unhook the sheath displayed on the wall. Once Peacekeeper was safely sheathed, we hurried to catch up to the elder. I carried the unfamiliar weight of the sword awkwardly, eyeing it every few seconds to make sure it wasn’t going to start glowing and attack me again. It stayed obediently in my grasp as we walked. 

We heard the elder’s words before we fully caught up with him, still speaking as if we were right beside him.

“. . . had hoped this was all a fluke, but I suppose that was too much to ask for.” He sighed and glanced at me. “Wait here, the Counsel is still gathering. We will call you when we are ready. Put that on.” He eyed the sword before walking through a set of intricately carved double doors.

We stood in a small waiting room adorned with an assortment of chairs. A pretty girl who appeared to be around our age sat at a large desk beside imposing double doors. Her emerald-rimmed hazel eyes widened when we appeared, but she quickly covered the expression with a smirk.

“Impressive, Flora.” The girl tossed her red hair over one shoulder. It smoldered like embers when it caught the light. “I always knew you liked to cause trouble, but what have you done to get summoned before the Council?” She glanced at Rose and me then did a double take. “Are those humans?”

“Hello, Tisha.” Flora’s expression was smooth as she ignored the question. “If you’ll excuse us.”

Flora gestured to some chairs at the far end of the room. Her nose crinkled in annoyance once the girl, Tisha, could no longer see her face. 

“Friend of yours?” I muttered under my breath. I was relieved how steady my voice was. I was still pretty shaken from staring down the blade of a sword. 

“Hardly.” Flora sniffed. “We may have had a thing once. I didn’t know she was working here. It probably satisfies her need for gossip, being this close to the Council. I suppose this quest won’t be very secret anymore.”

Tisha scowled at us from where she sat.

“But that isn’t important right now.” Flora pointed to Peacekeeper. “Blaine, put on that sword belt. An elder’s instructions should never be ignored.”

I did what she said, feeling uncomfortable as I strapped the belt to my waist, situating the sword so it hung at my left side. I took a few practice steps around the girls, feeling slightly less awkward as I got used to the weight of the long sword banging around my legs. 

“I’ll probably have bruises from this thing,” I said, striding back to my friends. “Is this even on right?”

Both Flora and Rose shrugged. 

“Thanks, you guys are so helpful.” I rolled my eyes.

The girls flashed me matching apologetic smiles but quickly lost them as the double doors opened on their own.

“You may enter the Harmony Chamber,” Tisha said in a haughty tone. As we walked through the doors and they swung shut behind us, I imagined her crouched behind them, listening. 

The imagery fled when I entered the vast chamber. The room was circular, with steps on either side of the door leading up to a raised gallery. Dozens of graying elves in deep red cloaks sat, watching us with somber faces. Each one of them wore the same vining circlet atop their heads. In the center of the room was a large, round table that looked to be grown directly from the tree instead of being fashioned with tools. 

An elf with long silver hair was studying something on the table. He looked up when we entered the room. His robes—green instead of red—were more ornate than the others and his circlet had blooming flowers on the vines.

“Welcome, Veritace,” he opened his arms wide, “to the Council of Elders. I am Head Elder Rhisler and I welcome you to this gathering. May the sun shine upon you, always.” The greeting rang with formality and was followed by a pause. Flora nudged me. 

“Uh . . . thank you.” I swallowed. “I’m honored to be here.”

“The honor is mine, Veritace, though not many will see it that way. Your arrival prophesized pain and suffering. You will find we elves have no taste for the atrocities of war.”

I was at a loss for words. I opened my mouth to speak but closed it again. Before I could think of anything to say, Rose spoke up, coming to my rescue.

“What about all those weapons in the museum? They look like they were made for elves,” she said. 

Flora groaned softly beside me.

“Those weapons are but a greasy smudge on our peaceful existence.” The elder peered at Rose with shrewd gray eyes. “Youngling, who addresses the Council?”

“The human, Rose, addresses the Council, Head Elder,” Flora stated, formally. “She came through the Rift with the Veritace. We beg your assistance . . . is this mentioned in the prophecy?”

A quiet murmur drifted through the elders in the gallery. Elder Rhisler was quiet for a long moment before answering, his eyes narrowed and lips pursed. 

“Certainly not as I’ve heard it recited. However, if she truly traversed the Rift unscathed, perhaps this human has a role to play.” He looked down his elegant nose at Rose. “Though I can’t imagine what it would be.” 

I didn’t think the elder meant it as a slight, but Rose’s shoulders hunched. I shuffled closer to her.

Elder Rhisler heaved a weary sigh. “I suppose it is time to recount the history relating to your task. Know this,” —he fixed his icy gaze on us— “what I am about to tell you is guarded knowledge. It is not to be repeated within the elven community, for it will cause unnecessary panic amongst our people. Inciting hysteria will not be tolerated. Do you understand?”

We all nodded.

“Head Elder,” one of the elves from the gallery called. “I beg forgiveness for speaking out of turn, but how can we be sure this child is the Veritace?”

“The child carries the sword, but can he wield it?” another voice called from the gallery. The murmur grew to a buzz of whispers until a third voice spoke up.

“The sword recognized this human. It came to him. I saw it with my own eyes.” The voice belonged to Elder Siltyn, though I could not see him in the crowd. “Is that not proof enough?”

“He wears Alaric’s ring!” another voice called. “Perhaps the sword merely recognized that presence.”

“Very well, very well,” Elder Rhisler said to the gallery. “To prove himself, the young man shall give us a demonstration.”

I stiffened where I stood. A demonstration? How could I give a demonstration of who I was? I didn’t even know why I was here!

“Oh, I don’t know—” 

Before I could get the words out, Rhisler raised his hand. A pure beam of blue energy crackled out of his palm and shot directly for us.



Rose
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I threw my arms in front of my face, cringing in anticipation of a blow that never came. 

I cautiously lowered my hands and looked around. A massive burn mark scorched the wooden floor. Blaine stood before Flora and me, sword held defensively in front of him. Peacekeeper emitted an angry glow in the dim light of the chamber. 

Blaine stared at the sword, aghast. He was trembling. I reached forward to put a comforting hand on his shoulder.

“That was quick thinking,” I whispered.

“I wasn’t really thinking.” Blaine watched the radiant light fade in his hands. “It was more of a reflex.”

“That should satisfy the Council,” Elder Rhisler said, as if he had not just tried to kill us. Even Flora was shaken by the experience. The color drained from her already pale face.

“Head Elder,” she said, “you just shot—”

“Enough,” he said, waving her off. “We have little time and much to tell. The Council honored you with this task, youngling. If you are too inept for this challenge, you may leave and we will find the Veritace a more competent guide.”

He allowed a small pause for Flora to speak. She didn’t cower, like I would have, but she also didn’t argue. She stood up straighter and schooled her expression blank.

“Very well. Where to begin?” he mused. 

Elder Rhisler gestured for us to follow him to the table growing from the floor. We gathered around as he placed his palms on the ringed wood. I gasped as stick figures made of lightning formed on the table, animating the elder’s words. 

“We elves have lived peacefully in Silaris since the beginning of time. Even the fearsome dragons did not trouble us when they roamed the land, instead choosing to live amongst us.”

It was like a TV screen, though the elder’s two-dimensional animation was basic compared to what we had on Earth.

“Then, the Rift was opened and the first humans came through.” He drew the humans shorter and wider than the elves. Though the stature of the elves we passed outside didn’t differ much from a crowd of humans. “Originally, we were overjoyed. We believed another intelligent species from a different plane of existence could advance our society. We feasted with them, we taught them how to survive the dangers of our world, we introduced them to magic.

“The humans aged and died so quickly, we failed to foresee the impact they would have on our lands. We encouraged them to settle here in hopes of establishing trade. We underestimated how . . . fecund your race was.” He shot a disdainful look at Blaine and me. The implication brought warmth to my cheeks as the portrayed human population grew on the table. “Or how destructive. They swarmed through the Rift and overran us. Their settlements damaged our sacred Forest, prompting the Council of the time, our forebears, to seal the gateway to the human world.

“That enraged the humans.” A sneer flashed across the elder’s angelic features before he schooled his face to neutrality. “They claimed we acted to trap them here, but they could not see the pain they inflicted. Our relationship with them strained as their rage simmered for many generations.

“Matters were made worse when disease struck. The humans’ rapid breeding reacted with the magic abundant in our world to create a terrible shape-shifting curse. The poor creatures turned into wolves and slaughtered their loved ones.”

Blaine and I glanced at each other. My face mirrored his alarm as he mouthed the word that had popped into my head, as well. 

Werewolves. 

“Shortly thereafter, the humans learned to control the dark magic that cursed the others of their kind. Their lust for power was insatiable, but before we could intervene, they were lost to reason. Infighting rampaged within the three factions of humans. The ruin we beheld . . .” He shook his head.

Rhisler’s sympathetic expression stayed in place. Maybe I imagined the earlier sneer? He seemed sincere, if self-righteous.

“Disagreements and skirmishes blossomed into full-out war.” Elder Rhisler’s lightshow grew fuzzier as more figures joined the fighting. “We were pulled into the fight against our better nature. The battles were bloody affairs with no end in sight—that is, until the first Veritace appeared.”

Blaine leaned so low over the table I thought the lightning figures might shock him.

“Alaric Nightstorm, a human warrior and leader, was the bearer of that sword you now carry. With Peacekeeper’s power, he fought the evil bred by war. Surprisingly clever for a human, he negotiated a ceasefire, ending the pointless killing. He assembled the leaders of each race and formalized the treaty by which we still abide.”

With a flourish of Elder Rhisler’s hand, the scenes of war transformed into a long document with flowing script. The only thing I was able to make out were the last four lines.



May the forest watch over you,


May your hunt be fruitful,


May your heart be unburdened,


May your head be clear.





“As you can see,” Elder Rhisler waved his hand over the table. The treaty shifted into a three-dimensional map made of light. “The treaty divided our lands, allocating each race their own dominance. We control the northeast part of the continent, the lycans occupy the south of us. The human colonies are to our west and the abomination witches to the southwest.”

Elder Rhisler made an elaborate hand motion, and a smokey gray shadow appeared in the middle of the map. The shadow expanded outward until the elder closed his fist. At another hand motion, a pitch black spot formed in the map’s center. It spread like a liquid over the terrain, flattening the landscape. Another closed fist halted the spread before it reached the edges of the gray shroud.

“Evil encroaches on all our lands. This area”—he gestured to the gray cloud—“is muted. Life is barely sustained. The center of Silaris, however, is devoid of all life. Any who wander into it are lost to us forever. There is nothing but uninhabitable desert as far as our scouts can see. If left unchecked, I fear this will be our fate.” He opened his hand. Gray enveloped the remainder of the map, followed closely by the inky nothingness.

“How did this happen?” Flora asked.

Elder Rhisler studied Flora with narrowed gray eyes before looking at Blaine. I had been momentarily forgotten, which was a relief.

“To our utter embarrassment,” Rhisler said, “the cause is a rogue elf who has been infected by evil. She has discovered a power source that devastates the land while feeding her corruption. Her name was once Mika, but no longer. Now, she is the Defector.”

“An elf caused this?” Flora stared at the blackened map. She shook her head, but her denial couldn’t alter the truth.

“We knew Mika was unstable, but when her lover grew ill, she became dangerous. We should have worked harder to prevent Dorian’s death, but nothing could be done. Being so close to Mika’s darkness weakened him too much. Knowing she caused his death was what snapped Mika and allowed the Defector to emerge. She fled Elvanar, using her evil magic to break the treaty Nightstorm created. She must be stopped and the treaty must be reestablished. Otherwise, destruction will befall us all.”

“How do we stop her?” Blaine’s brows furrowed in concentration as he listened intently to the elder.

“In case he was needed again,” Rhisler said, “Nightstorm transferred his knowledge into his sword and the four gemstones inlaid into the blade. The gemstones—Alaric called them Argems—held the bulk of his memories. He ordered the Argems removed and split among each race to protect, thus not giving one race his entire arsenal of knowledge. You must travel Silaris and find these Argems. Once you reunite them with Peacekeeper, you will obtain the knowledge to reestablish the treaty and stop the spread of evil.”

“If his memories are in the sword, that explains why I was able to use it,” Blaine said, looking over the blade. He had not sheathed the weapon. I noticed indentations in the sleek metal where the stones presumably fit. “Are you saying once I collect these . . . Argems, I’ll know how to fight?”

“You will know more than just fighting techniques. Alaric Nightstorm was also an expert politician and scholar.” Rhisler sighed heavily and grimaced. “However, I suppose your fighting skills will be required to fight the Defector.”

“If we destroy the Defector, will her corruption recede?” Flora asked. 

“That is our belief.” Elder Rhisler looked at Flora, and an odd expression crossed his face. “If you can stop her, it will at the very least stop the progression of evil, giving us more time to deal with the consequences.”

“How . . .” Blaine swallowed, still staring at the map. “How are we supposed to fight that?” 

“That, Veritace, is something you will have to figure out for yourself. Presumably, gathering the Argems will give you that knowledge.” Elder Rhisler clapped his hands together, signaling an end to our discussion. “Time is a luxury of which we do not have much. Elder Asish will assist you in your preparations. The closest stone is just north of here, in the Grove of Contemplation.” His tone was almost bored as he studied the map on the table. Apparently story time was over. “I suggest you start with that one. Report to us any issues. May the Forest watch over you in your journey.”
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