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      “SHE’S GONE.”

      The one Dragnor had hunted for almost eighteen years.

      Lilae. The Flame.

      Master was not pleased.

      Dragnor looked up at the night sky, still frozen in awe by the amount of power his prisoner had displayed in that very courtyard just seconds ago.

      “I knew this would happen,” he whispered as she vanished from his sight like a shooting star.

      His sharp glare stared at the disturbed clouds. He just let his only bargaining tool escape.

      “You disappoint me.”

      The eerie voice made Dragnor’s body stiffen with dread. As if he were all around him, Wexcyn came to him like a monster in a dream.

      The world went dark. Nearly a hundred palace guards surrounded Dragnor, and yet he was the only one to notice the strange darkness that smothered him like a blanket.

      A god, even a forgotten one imprisoned by the other gods—could do remarkable things.

      “I brought you back from the dead. I gave you power,” Wexcyn said. Far away in his prison, the forgotten god could still reach his agents.

      And there were many.

      There was nowhere to hide.

      “The Cursed is still yours to command,” Dragnor said, his eyes searching for a way out of the darkness that threatened to force him to his knees.

      Escape. If only he could fly away, the way Lilae had just done. Too late for second thoughts. Dragnor’s life—his soul—belonged to Wexcyn.

      “I have weakened the emperor with a potion that will leave him vulnerable to The Horrors and bend him to our will once more.”

      “You have done nothing but prove that Emperor Kavien cannot be controlled.”

      “But he can, Master. The Flame’s influence over Emperor Kavien was only a temporary setback. I can fix this.”

      “Dragnor,” Wexcyn hissed. His voice made the fine hairs on Dragnor’s arm stand on end.

      “Yes, Master?”

      “Find the Storm, Flame, Inquisitor, Seer, and Steel and any other person that dares to defy me, and kill them. I swear this is your last chance. Do you understand?”

      “I will. I swear it.”

      “Fail me again and I will let Vaugner have you. Do you know what he does to those that escape the Underworld?”

      The thought of being sent back to the Underworld, into enemy hands, frightened Dragnor into silence. He’d just escaped the clutches of Vaugner, the Elder that wanted him ripped from the living world. He would have gotten on his knees and begged if he wasn’t standing in the presence the Avia’Torenan soldiers and guards.

      Until Emperor Kavien was awakened, Dragnor would rule in his stead.

      “I will find them and kill them all.”

      There was no further reply. As Dragnor stood in fear, awaiting Wexcyn’s voice, the darkness was lifted, and the world was bright with torches and moonlight once again.

      “Clear out. Search the entire city for the slave,” Dragnor ordered.

      The soldiers and guards cleared the courtyard, going in sectioned troupes to search for the missing slave. Lilae would be halfway across the realm by now, but he had to at least try.

      If he had to mount his wyvern, Tari and fly to every kingdom in Eura, Dragnor would do so. He’d done it before. He’d do it again to keep his place in Wexcyn’s new world order.
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      THE HAIRS ON LIAM’S neck stood on end at the ghastly sight between him and The Barrier.

      The head of a Tryan man was set on a pike in the middle of the jungle.

      “Stay back,” a female voice boomed from the trees as Liam, Nani and Rowe approached The Barrier. “You are not welcome in Nostfar.”

      Liam’s bright blue eyes glowed in the dark as they shot from the pike to The Guardians that awaited. They stood before the open doorway that stretched hundreds of feet into the black sky. The glow from The Barrier’s ancient power illuminated the giants before him, swords ready in their massive hands.

      They were silent, and whoever did speak was unseen.

      His blue eyes narrowed as he looked up to the tops of the trees. The dark leaves rustled with the wind, yet revealed not even a trace of who spoke.

      Shadow Elves. They could blend in anywhere.

      “Who speaks?”

      “Turn around and leave.”

      Liam’s brows furrowed. “This, coming from an elf in the Tryan realm.”

      “Last warning.”

      His sword. If only he had it on his hip at that moment.

      Pain seared into Liam’s leg as a thorny black vine wrapped itself around his thigh and yanked him to the slick black ground of the volcano.

      Liam hit his head on the hard packed dirt.

      No.

      He was so close to The Barrier and finally meeting The Flame. Her face came to him as darkness threatened to take over.

      Liam cradled his head with a hand. For a moment, he was disoriented. In a haze, he watched Rowe grab a skinny male Shadow Elf by the neck and slam it into the ground with such strength that the sound of crunching bones filled the dark jungle that surrounded them.

      “Kill them. They must not enter Nostfar,” the same female voice yelled from the trees as several Shadow Elves jumped to the ground with such agility that they were barely seen.

      Liam’s eyes widened as they prepared to attack his greatest friends in the world. He sat up and reached for the vine wrapped around his thigh. The instant his fingertips touched it, the vine lifted him from the ground.

      Cool air whipped past Liam’s face as he was slung through the air at such a speed that he saw nothing but blackness. His mind raced as he searched for a way to free himself. Before he could react, more vines reached Liam and snapped themselves around him body, pinning his arms to his side. Like a cocoon, they ensnared him and slammed his wrapped body into the base of a tree that appeared to be dead, yet rumbled like a hungry stomach.

      A quick glance at the ground revealed the source of the vines.

      The tree branches shot through the clearing, attacking his friends and forcing them into a tight space before The Barrier.

      “Liam,” Nani shouted, as she tried to fly to him. With a broken wing, he could tell that she struggled. The branches blocked her path, ascending as she fought to fly over their blockade.

      “I can’t get free,” Liam said.

      Liam looked at the sky. He could summon a storm.

      How would that help? He needed the use of his hands to direct the lightning without harming Nani and Rowe.  He used all of his strength to try to break through the vines, and yet they only held on tighter, so tight that he found breathing laborious.

      A lithe female Shadow Elf jumped down from her spot in the tree top and landed beside Liam. She looked strong, and tall, with leather over chainmail covering her chest and stomach. Her arms were bare, revealing white tattoos and scars. The points of her ears stuck through her auburn hair that looked to be slicked back by mud.

      Ferocity filled her brown eyes as she straddled his chest and held her dagger to his throat.

      Not now. Not like this.

      Not after Liam had already escaped death once. The Ancients might not give him another chance.

      He met the eyes of the Shadow Elf. Lilae awaited him. He had to see her in person at least one time before he died.

      Almost as if the Shadow Elf woman read his thoughts, she paused, her brow raising as she searched his eyes with her own dark purple gaze.

      Nani shot to the ground, faster than Liam had ever seen her fly. She landed in the center of it all. The mayhem that ensued as Rowe fought dozens of Shadow Elves armed with glowing daggers.

      She held her hands out before her and closed her eyes.

      Liam raised a brow. He’d never seen Nani so calm in the face of danger.

      Before his eyes, she started to change.

      Smoke began to rise from the ground and up her body as if she’d recently been engulfed in flames. Liam’s eyes widened as the trees began to die all around them. Nani’s hair went from purple to white. When she opened her eyes, gold light filled them as she held out her small hands.

      White power shot from her fingertips. Screams of terror and pain filled the air as her power shot into every Shadow Elf within the clearing and hiding in the trees.

      Rowe held up his hands and froze, but Nani’s power seemed to be selective, leaving Rowe and Liam free from its terror.

      The Shadow Elves were reduced to nothing more than bone and guts.

      Liam held his breath as even that turned to ash and floated away with the breeze, leaving the three in silence as the intensity in Nani’s eyes faded.

      He hadn’t even realized that the vines had let him free. Glancing back at the tree revealed that whatever Nani had done had killed it, leaving its vines lifeless and shriveled on the ground.

      “Liam,” Nani called in a small, timid voice.

      Liam stood and turned to her. Her white hair gave her an eerie beauty as it was lifted by the breeze. Whatever power Nani had hidden from them all, made her hover off the ground despite her broken wings.

      “Nani,” Liam whispered.

      She smiled and slowly returned to her normal appearance.

      She walked over to him, Rowe close behind. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” Liam said, running his hands through his thick black hair. “But what was that?”

      Rowe cleared his throat. “We didn’t get a chance to tell you.”

      “Tell me what?”

      Nani wrapped her arms around his waist. He looked down at her small face.

      “I didn’t know until today, Liam,” she said.

      “Know what? Tell me. I’ll understand.”

      She bit her bottom lip and let go of him. Twirling the ends of her purple hair, she flickered a sheepish look at him.

      “I am the Inquisitor,” Nani whispered. “Please, don’t be cross with me, Liam.” She lowered her eyes to the ground as she wrung her small hands. “This is all still very new to me.”

      Liam took a deep breath.

      Inquisitor?

      Could his dear fairy friend be one of the keys to saving all of Ellowen?

      He picked Nani up and hugged her. “I could never be cross with you, Nani. You and Rowe are my best friends, and together we will rid this world of evil.”

      Liam nodded to The Barrier as the giants started to move from their frozen positions.

      “Are you ready for this?”

      She smiled at him. “I am.”
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      SLAVE.

      Lilae squeezed her bright green eyes shut against the memories of being called that vile word. Scars and intricate black tattoos covered her body, serving as ugly reminders of the suffering she’d experienced in captivity.

      No one would take her freedom from her again. The blood of the men she’d killed started to dry on her skin and stained her clothes.

      “Just a moment longer,” Delia said.  She held onto her staff made of willow and bone to steady herself on the top of the black mountain. “The Storm is just beyond those doors.

      Rocks and stone surrounded them, and dark woods that stretched for as fas as the eye could see awaited below, but Lilae’s eyes were fixed on the door of The Barrier.

      Red hair, wild and glowing in the light of the moon, whipped around Lilae’s face as she glanced back at Delia and the skeleton warrior, Garion.

      Lilae’s lips pursed as she waited with anticipation of finally meeting one of the other heirs of the Ancients.

      Adrenaline kept Lilae from shivering. In only the sheer nightgown she’d escaped the palace in, Lilae stood taller than the majority of women she’d encountered during her travels.

      Lilae’s eyes narrowed at the figure of The Storm as he emerged from the distance. Finally, she would meet this elusive creature.

      Clad in gold armor from the Overworld, where the Ancients dwelled, The Guardians turned to Lilae and knelt before her. Their faces and fingers were shielded with metal plates fused to their gray skin.

      Each realm had a single entryway that only The Guardians could open. It was wide and under a stone archway that had a film of light stretching from top to bottom.

      For years, Lilae and her surrogate family had followed The Barrier along Eura during their travels. Every time she’d imagined what the races on the other side were like. Having met a Shadow Elf and suffered at his hand, she was wary about what creature would step through those doors.

      “Lilae,” the Guardians said in unison. “The Storm is in position. A new era is upon us. It is time to destroy The Barriers.”

      Lilae’s throat was dry. She swallowed and looked at Delia whose dark blue eyes watched her.

      “I don’t know how to do this,” she whispered.

      Delia gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. “Use the power that the Ancients gave to you. I’ve watched you grow from a tiny baby to a strong, beautiful woman. The Ancients chose you because of your courage and heart, Lilae. Make me proud. Make your father proud.”

      Breathless, Lilae nodded, her heart thumping.

      The Guardians stood from their kneeling positions and motioned together toward the doors.

      “Your power will link with the Storm. Only such power can destroy The Barrier,” Delia said, and patted the top of her hand.

      Power.

      The Ancients had given her a wondrous gift.

      Lilae looked down at her bloodstained hands. The Shadow Elf, Dragnor had stolen her divine power, leaving her defenseless for nearly a year. Now, it begged to be free, urging her to destroy everything in her path.

      “You can do it. Remember all that I taught you.”

      “I remember,” Lilae said.

      “Good,” Delia said. “Let that power flow now,”

      Lilae smiled at having Delia grant such permission.

      Delia stepped away as threads of light encircled Lilae’s body.

      This is new.

      The sound of sparks along the stone columns caught Lilae’s attention.

      Her hair flew back as the storm raged on above. Lightning flickered across the sky, screaming and crashing down onto the stone structure. The wind ripped around them, smacking her in the face. The feel of the Storm’s power nearly overwhelmed her.

      Lilae clenched her jaw and stood upright in the vicious wind.

      Warmth encircled her like a warm blanket as her hands were set ablaze. She sucked in a breath and focused on creating two large orbs of fire that settled above her palms.

      While the Storm’s raging wind and lightning fought the magic of The Barriers, Lilae’s flames sparked within the air causing vibrant colors to cut through the darkness. With great concentration, the orbs grew larger and larger until it seemed that the balls that contained them would explode.

      Lilae grinned as the light illuminated her face.

      The power had raged inside of her for so long.

      Finally, it relished in its release as the flames around her body intensified.

      Slamming the orbs together created a bubble that she could step inside. Surrounded by red flames, Lilae leaped into the air. She rode the wind, exhilarated by the smooth feel of the air gliding past her as she ascended. Higher and higher she went, releasing the flames like a flood of fire.

      The Barriers began to crumble and crack. Stone and debris fell to the ground. Lilae’s flames and the Storm’s lightning stretched across the entire structure, traveling farther than her eyes could follow.

      The ground shook beneath them.

      The dark sky grew brighter, and the air grew colder. There was the sound of crackling and sizzling as their power fought with that of The Barriers. The glow of The Barriers dimmed as the stone turned to black dust and faded away.

      “Thank you,” The Guardians said. They opened their massive black wings that stretched the span of at least six feet and flew into the darkened sky.

      Delia stepped forward, her face pale in the moonlight. “You did it, Lilae. Now, we begin.”

      They heard footsteps crunching on the debris of the destroyed structures.

      The Storm had arrived.
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      AS THE STORM STEPPED closer, Lilae clamped her hands over her mouth.

      It’s him.

      Lilae had met this man before, numerous times, in what she had thought was her secret world, tucked deep into her dreams and imagination.

      The Storm was more rugged than his dreamlike perfection. Her heart quickened when their eyes met. They were strikingly blue, unnatural but beautiful. Messy black hair fell onto his face as he beamed at her.

      The distance between them closed as he approached Lilae. He bowed before her, took her hand, and kissed it with his soft lips.

      “Prince Liam Marx of Oren.”

      “I can’t believe it's you,” Lilae whispered. She wanted to throw herself at him, wrap her arms around his neck, and hug him tighter than she’d ever held a man.

      “I know,” he said, reaching for her. “Finally, we meet. I’m sorry if I'm too forward. But, you are even more stunning than in our dreams.”

      Heat came to Lilae’s cheeks, reddening them. She was still unsure of how to respond to compliments. Two men in her entire life had remarked on her beauty.

      Liam was now the third.

      His skin glowed as if a light shone from within his body.

      A Tryan.

      Lilae’s eyes lingered on his hands, not hesitating to place her own within them.

      The touch sent delicious warmth along her skin. His grasp was tender as he stroked the back of her hand with his thumb and pulled her closer to him.

      Every dream and moment of suffering had led to this moment, to the day when she would meet the man that seemed to be the missing link to make her whole.

      “Thank you,” Lilae said, her lips trembling as she looked at Liam.

      He cupped her face in his hands. “For what?”

      Lilae sucked in a breath and closed her eyes. How was it possible that she felt so safe and secure in his hands?

      She held onto his hands as he stroked her cheeks. “For being there for me when no one else was. For giving me strength when all I wanted to do was cry and give up. To die.”

      She opened her eyes.

      Ash fell, covering the black ground like a white blanket.

      “You saved me,” Lilae whispered, her eyes welling as she looked into Liam’s.

      When he pulled her into a tight embrace, she clutched to his body, not caring that he was technically a stranger from a faraway land. To them, they were more than that. They’d helped each other heal, and persevere, for longer than either even realized.

      “You’re bleeding,” Liam said, holding her at arm’s length to get a look at the blood that stained her clothes and skin.

      “It’s not my blood.”

      Liam looked into her eyes and pursed his lips. Concern filled his eyes, but he breathed in relief. “Good.”

      He hugged her tight to his hard chest.

      Liam smelled of the sea and the jungle. Lilae didn’t want him to let go.

      “Welcome, Prince Liam,” Delia said, breaking them from their intimate moment.

      When Lilae pulled away, she noticed a hint of a smile on the Elder’s lips as she watched them.

      “I am Elder Delia. It seems you’ve already met Lilae.”

      “Lilae,” Liam repeated. He held onto her hand. It was clear that neither of them wanted to let go. “I knew your name had to be beautiful.”

      Voices came from the wreckage.

      “Nani and Rowe are my dear friends from Oren,” Liam said, motioning to the odd pair. “Rowe is a soldier, and Nani is a healer.”

      Lilae rubbed her hands together, her eyes taking in the fairy and a tall Tryan man as they stood beside Liam before a scene of fire and wreckage.

      Lilae tensed when Rowe looked at her. His brown hair was short, and a beard had started to grow on his chiseled cheeks and chin. He was as tall as Emperor Kavien and similarly built with large muscles and a broad naked chest that glistened with sweat.

      “Hello,” Rowe said.

      A faint smile came to Lilae’s lips. There was something kind and gentle about the giant before her. She didn’t fear him, despite the scars that covered his chest.

      “Hello.”

      “We are an army of five,” Delia began, looking at each of them. “Against a formidable force.”

      “They are my most loyal friends. They wouldn’t have stayed behind if I’d told them to. And they are more than capable to aid us in any way necessary,” Liam said.

      “You’re stuck with us,” Nani said. She smiled at Lilae and flew over to her. Her wings glowed and shimmered in the dark. The bright purple of her hair was a beautiful contrast against her olive skin.

      “You’re The Flame?” Nani’s gray eyes looked Lilae over, judging her.

      Lilae straightened her shoulders. “I am.”

      Nani moved her face close to Lilae’s and scrunched up her little nose. “Pretty…but too tall for a girl.”

      “Nani,” Liam said. He looked embarrassed, his eyes darting to Lilae’s as he raked his hand through his hair with a nervous chuckle.

      “Don’t mind the fairy, my lady,” Rowe said in a deep voice that was surprisingly soothing. “She’s like a child. She’ll say whatever’s on her mind.”

      With rapidly flapping wings, Nani glanced back at Rowe. “I’m not like a child. I’m just honest. I’ve never seen a woman that tall before.”

      Lilae didn’t mind Nani’s comment. Seeing a real fairy intrigued her. Lhana, the woman who had helped raise her, could tell amazing stories.

      When Lilae was a young girl, sitting around the fire on those frigid nights in the woods with the twins, Jaiza and Risa, and her father, Pirin they would listen eagerly, imagining the beautiful fairies Lhana told them about. Never had she anticipated seeing one in person.

      Nani was everything she had envisioned. She had purple pigtails and gray eyes. She wore brown leather pants tucked into her knee-high boots and a ragged cream-colored shirt tucked into her pants. It appeared that she’d been through hardship, but that didn’t affect her beauty.

      “What are you staring at?” Nani paused to turn around on Lilae.

      Lilae blushed. “Sorry. I can’t help it. You’re just very pretty.”

      Nani smiled as she flew closer to Lilae, a broken wing catching Lilae’s attention. She touched Lilae’s hair with a giggle.

      “I’ve never seen someone as pretty as you, Lilae. Not a human anyway.”

      Lilae tilted her head. “But I’m the first human you’ve ever seen.”

      “Exactly,” Nani laughed.

      Lilae smiled. She didn’t mind Nani’s jokes. She reminded her of Risa, always speaking her mind.

      “What about compared to Tryan women, or fairies?”

      Nani shook her head. Her smile lingered. “Maybe prettier than a Tryan, but you can’t compete with a fairy.”

      “You are honest.”

      Liam looked at the sky. “We stand in the middle of Eura and Nostfar?”

      “Yes,” Delia said.

      “Not what I expected,” Liam said.

      Lilae spoke in a soft voice. “What did you expect?”

      Liam smiled at her. “I’m not sure. Eura’s sky looks quite similar to Kyril’s.”

      “So,” Rowe said as he looked into the horizon. “We are the first Tryans to walk the human realm in centuries.”

      “And I am the first fairy,” Nani added.

      “I’m sure you’re more than that,” Delia said, meeting Nani’s gaze.

      “What do you mean?” Nani batted her eyelashes, giving Liam a glance.

      “I am an Elder. I know who and what you are. I see your aura, and you are not merely a fairy. Not anymore, that is.”

      Everyone looked at Nani as Delia motioned for her to come closer. “We are fortunate to have another chosen one amongst us.”

      Nani smiled, pride in her eyes. “I am honored to be a part of the team.”

      Lilae’s brows rose. She never expected to meet another of the Chosen Class so soon. Meeting The Storm was exciting enough, but she knew what evil and danger awaited them all.

      “But Nani is more than even that now. The god of the fairies has long since sacrificed herself for her people. As heir, Nani is now the god of the fairies.”

      Nani’s jaw dropped. “They didn’t tell me that!”

      Delia’s eyes narrowed. “Who?”

      Shrugging, Nani flopped to the ground and crossed her legs. She shook her head. “It sounded as if the wind spoke to me.”

      “The Winds,” Lilae and Liam said in unison.

      Stunned, they looked at each other.

      “The Winds speak to you too?”

      Liam nodded. “They do. For as long as I can remember.”

      “So,” Nani’s eyes widened with hope. “I can repair my wings?”

      Delia motioned for her to come. “Of course. You can do much more than that, dear. Stand.”

      Nani rose to her feet.

      “Spread your wings.”

      Nani spread her beautiful wings. The broken wing was jagged and ripped, like a butterfly that had caught its wing on a thorn. Still, it glittered in the moonlight.

      “Call forth your Inquisitor’s power, and this time, you must focus the energy on repairing yourself.”

      Black smoke emerged from Nani’s feet, rising up her body until she was shrouded by it. Her hair went from purple to white. Her skin glowed white as she closed her eyes to focus.

      A bright light shot through the clearing. Everyone winced as Nani burst into a million sparks that stretched into the air around them. A cold gust of wind swept through, and the sparks sizzled as they returned to Nani’s spot, recomposing her body into a stunning young woman.

      Lilae’s heart raced as she beheld Nani in her new form.

      “Oh my,” she whispered.

      Stunned, everyone stared at Nani. This new Nani. No longer a small fairy with ragged clothing. She was born anew, her short purple hair now long enough to brush the small of her back. Still short, she looked regal, in silver robes that clung to her body.

      Liam stepped forward when Nani’s eyes opened.

      “What happened?”

      Nani twirled in her robes, looking down at herself in awe. “Telryd and Ulsia spoke to me about my new home in the Overworld. Pyrii helped me choose my crown. I saw things.” She looked at Lilae. “So many things.”

      “The Storm, The Flame, and The Inquisitor—a god amongst us,” Delia said. “Let’s prepare for war, shall we?”

      Lilae never would have guessed that the small fairy was just like her and Liam, descendants of the Ancients, let alone an Ancient herself.

      Liam rubbed his chin, still looking at Nani in bewilderment. “Do you think it will come to war?”

      “Yes, Liam,” Delia said with a nod. “Emperor Kavien will do whatever Wexcyn orders. You will lead our army.”

      “I’m ready,” Liam said.

      “So am I,” Lilae said. She looked away from Liam when he glanced back at her. “But, Emperor Kavien is more than what he seems. I saw his true self. He’s more of a slave than I ever was.”

      Delia nodded. “I know. I witnessed what you did. You changed his heart in ways we could never imagine.”

      Lilae swallowed. Emperor Kavien’s kiss would never be forgotten. Having him hold her in his bed while they slept would haunt her. A yearning filled her entire being.

      She missed him.

      The man that made her his slave.

      A sigh escaped Lilae’s lips.

      “But I fear that even if Kavien has a change of heart, Dragnor and all of Wexcyn’s other agents will execute his plan.”

      “Yes. He has many traitorous agents,” Liam said.

      The sadness in his voice caught Lilae off guard. His jaw clenched for a moment as if his memories put him in a foul mood.  She wanted nothing more than to console him and find out the cause of such pain.

      The moment passed quickly, and his face relaxed. “Where are we to find an army?”

      “We go to a land of warriors,” Delia said, her eyes brightening. “There is a kingdom that no other army has dared test since the creation of The Barriers. They are the only humans that stood up to the other races during the first war.”

      “I’ve seen Kavien’s army,” Lilae said, crossing her arms across her chest. “He chooses only those with a particular skill. We need warriors if we are going to try and defeat him. Where is this place?”

      “Auroria,” Delia said. “It is time to take you back to your birth family.”

      Lilae swallowed. “My birth family?”

      Delia nodded. “Yes.”

      My brother, Ayaden. My real mother.

      The idea left her feeling unsettled and her stomach churned.

      “Now,” Delia said before turning to Garion, her skeleton guard. He stood there, slack-jawed, swaying as if the wind pushed him gently from side to side.

      “Scout our path down the mountain,” Delia told him.

      Lilae shivered as she watched him seemingly come to life once again. He straightened his back and stood tall, alert, and fierce. Without hesitation, the skeleton bid its master’s command and left Delia’s side to start the descent down the rocky path of the black mountain.

      Seeing him kill all of the palace guards for her successful escape had been appalling. Garion was a dead man, just bones covered in black steel. But he was stronger than anyone she’d ever seen.

      While Garion looked fearsome, Lilae knew she was safe around him.

      Lilae peered into the dark woods that stretched far into the horizon all around them.

      “We must leave this place,” Delia said. “There is no telling who or what heard what the two of you just did. And we shouldn’t wait to find out.”
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      GARION LED THE WAY DOWN the mountain, his eyes glowing as he searched for any signs of danger. It was a treacherous descent. Thick woods of charred black trees that loomed above them, filling every open space, making it difficult to navigate the stone covered ground.

      The foot of the mountain gave way to a thick forest alive with creatures.

      Lilae peered into the darkness, wary of basilisks. She put her hand to her stomach. Memories of how she’d come to bear the wound from a basilisk’s sharp claws came to her. The pain would remain with her, but so would the curiosity and intrigue of the first time she’d seen Liam.

      Glancing at him, she admitted to herself that she’d suffer that pain again to have met him in her dreams.

      Lilae’s bare feet bled from sharp rocks and stones by the time they reached the slightly softer ground below. She stumbled to a nearby boulder with a flat surface and sighed as the pressure was lifted from her wounds.

      “We can set up camp here,” Delia said, using her staff to light the area around them. “The mountain will keep us safe from at least one side. Rowe, you can take first watch.”

      Rowe nodded. “I’d be happy to. But, who is going to muster up some supper? Nani and I haven’t eaten in days, and who knows what Liam had to eat while he was cheating death.”

      “Death?” Lilae glanced at Liam, who blushed.

      “The Mother Tree in the fairy village of Tolrinia gave me her blessing,” Liam explained. “It saved me. So did a very kind mermaid, but that’s a story for another time.”

      “You have been blessed, indeed,” Delia smiled. “Lilae can trap forest creatures like none other.”

      Liam’s brows furrowed when he looked down at her as she examined her dirty feet.

      “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” Lilae said.

      “Delia,” Nani said. “I can call forest creatures with my magic. Let Lilae rest. Her poor feet are bleeding. You don’t mind if I heal you, Lilae?”

      “That would be nice. Please. Shoes were the last thing on my mind when I escaped the palace.”

      “Very well,” Delia said. “Work your magic, Nani.”

      Nani grinned. “Gladly.”

      Lilae rested on her hands as Nani walked over to her. She watched as the fairy rubbed her hands together and white light came from her palms.

      “I take some of the life force from nature to fuel my healing powers,” Nani said, glancing at Lilae under thick lashes when she noticed Lilae staring that the grass that began to shrivel and go limp. “It will regain its vitality within a few hours. Do not worry.”

      Lilae nodded, watching as the open wounds began to close.

      Such magic was unheard of in Eura. She imagined what good fairies could do for the humans. Destroying The Barrier was looking like a good decision.

      Too bad they couldn’t keep out the evil that came along with the good.

      When she was finished, Nani tucked her hands into the pockets of her leather pants. “Done.”

      Lilae rubbed her feet in wonder. “You’re remarkable. Thank you, Nani.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Splendid,” Rowe said, rubbing his hands. “Now, rabbit would be nice. You think you could find some juicy ones?”

      “You know better, Rowe. It’s really all in the cooking, but I’ll summon the fat ones.”

      A smile came to Lilae’s face. “I’d be happy with that as well, Nani.”

      “Me too,” Liam added. He looked down at his shirt where a hole was ripped in the middle.

      “Okay then. I’ll be back.”

      Lilae hopped from the boulder. “I’ll join you. My feet are all better. I’ll not let you go alone.”

      Nani grinned. “But I’m a god now. I can manage.”

      “I’m coming,” Lilae said. She nodded ahead. “Lead the way.”

      Nani gave a nod. “Very well.”

      She flew into the forest, lighting the way with the glow from her wings. “Come out, little rabbits. But only the fat ones,” Nani sang.

      “Is that how it works?”

      “No,” Nani said. “I don’t have to say anything. I just summon them with my mind. Like this.” She paused and hovered above the ground.

      Lilae watched as, within only a few moments, brown rabbits hopped from the underbrush of the forest.

      “See?”

      “Wow. That would have come in handy when my family and I were traveling most of my life.”

      Nani’s eyes darkened as she looked at Lilae. “Lilae,” she called.

      “Yes? What’s wrong?” Lilae searched the surrounding trees for any threat.

      “Liam has been betrayed enough by those that we all trusted. I didn’t tell the others yet, but I will not be able to join you on your journey. I am an Ancient now, and the rules are clear; that we cannot intervene. It would disrupt the balance.”

      Tears filled Nani’s eyes. “I swear I would rather be a normal fairy again. I love Liam too much to leave his side.”

      “I’m sorry, Nani. I don’t want you to go either.”

      Nani knelt to the ground and embraced the rabbits as they clamored to get to her. She stroked their fur. “I have to go. But, I won’t be able to go with peace of mind if I thought you would hurt him. He’s been hurt before, and I refuse to let it happen again.”

      “What happened?”

      “Liam was stabbed by the woman he was supposed to marry. The woman he thought he loved.”

      “Oh my,” Lilae said, her heart falling into her stomach. “That’s awful.”

      “She betrayed all of us. I want to find her and kill her for hurting my Liam. But that would be against the rules. Blasted rules!”

      Such compassion for a man that she didn’t know overwhelmed her. She wanted to go back to camp and hold him. Every time she had been in pain or near death, Liam had been there for her in her dreams.

      Could it have been the same for him? Was their time together in their dreams a form of healing?

      “I promise,” Lilae whispered. “I won’t hurt Liam. I wouldn’t dream of it.

      Nani nodded. “Do you know how long we’ve heard Liam talk about The Flame? I expected someone more intimidating. I didn’t expect a woman. And neither did he. But I can tell he is attracted to you. I don’t think he even looked at Sona that way.”

      Sona? So, that was the name of the woman that betrayed him.

      She’d remember that name.

      Lilae started collecting fallen branches and sticks for firewood, stacking them into her arms. She was well aware of how Liam looked at her. Within hours, Lilae knew there’d been a shift in her entire world. She was attracted to him as well.

      “I expected fairies to be smaller,” Lilae said, trying to change the subject.

      “Smaller than this?” Nani stood and twirled in the air.

      “Yes,” Lilae said. “I always heard stories that fairies can talk to animals and use magic spells. There are tales that fairies can even make people fall in love.”

      Nani brought her face close to Lilae’s.

      “Of course, we can,” she said in a soft, serious tone. “We also steal little babies, and turn little red-haired girls into toads.”

      Lilae stared in horror at Nani’s little face.

      The fairy god went into a fit of giggles.

      “Lilae, I was joking. Don’t be so serious.” Her giggles continued into the forest as she carried Lilae’s pile of branches back to camp.

      Lilae stood there for a moment, and her shoulders slumped. She smiled to herself long after the glow of Nani’s wings disappeared. She laughed.

      Lilae hadn’t laughed in ages. She had been trapped in the Avia’Torenan palace for nearly a year, and not once had she truly laughed. With cold fingertips, Lilae felt her face, tracing the outline of her smile—a foreign thing to her.

      Tears trailed down her cheeks.

      Jaiza and Risa used to make her laugh.

      Anic was the first boy to ever show interest in her, to make her feel pretty, to show her what fun was like.

      He used to make her laugh. And like her sisters, he was dead.

      They were all dead.

      Lhana with her fairytales, Pirin with his advice and training. Everyone she had once cared about was gone, forever.

      The guilt returned. It was her fault. Lilae thought she had gotten over it, but how could one forget the death of her entire family? How could she keep her promise not to hurt Liam when all that she knew and loved were lost to her?

      Their screams flooded her mind like an explosion. She fell to her knees and buried her face in her hands. She had to make up for their deaths. She had to prove that it wasn’t all for nothing.
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