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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Adrenaline boiled in my veins when the car bolted along the empty highway.  
 
    The velvet sky was blanketed in icy stars. Summer stuck to my skin, thick and damp from a recent storm. With the window of the passenger side down, I slithered my shoulders out, then leveraged onto the edge, sitting with my body half out as the blue Camaro bulleted through the canyon.  
 
    My pale hair whipped about my face. I closed my eyes. Here, I was free.  
 
    Angie squealed in delight from the backseat. Leaning over the passenger seat she reached out her hand, a brown bottle curled in her knobby triple-jointed pixie fingers. She giggled when the beer sloshed over my jeans. Fae creatures didn’t take well to human drinks, and most preferred their potent spiced ale, but Angie didn’t mind. So long as inhibitions were blurred, what did it matter?  
 
    “Tee, here,” she said in her silky purr and held the bottle out the window. 
 
    No pause, no hesitation, I took it willfully, chugging back until it numbed my tongue.  
 
    Kent swerved a bit but found his place in the center of the road again. By the grace of whatever sleeping gods still watched over the Magis District of upper Montana, I had enough instinct to grip the top of the car before I toppled back and splattered in pieces along the road.  
 
    The wave of adrenaline only brought a hearty laugh deep in my throat.  
 
    Angie cheered as though I’d performed a feat of incredible acrobatics and puckered her lips, inky eyes scanning me from head to toe. The glance suggested so many things. It only brought a wilder desire to push the limits more.  
 
    “My dad’s going to kill me!” Kent cheered, hollering out his opened window. “Like, set the entire pack on me.” 
 
    “Nah,” I shouted at the wind. “You’re too valuable.”  
 
    And he was. Kent was the future wolvyn alpha of the notorious Glacier pack. The strongest and oldest shifter clan in the area. If his dad, Alpha Ridge, killed anyone—it’d be me. The defective. The one with broken, dysfunctional magic.  
 
    “Open her up, Kent,” Angie said. She closed her full lips around his earlobe, sucked and licked, until Kent growled deep in his throat and the car picked up the pace. 
 
    I closed my eyes, accepting the power behind the air. Nature had always been a part of my life. It was the only place I found any sort of peace. Truth be told, it was the only thing that spoke to the faint buzz of something mystic in my blood. The only way I knew I belonged on the Magis side instead of the human.  
 
    We sped along the winding road up into the back forest near the border; I embraced the freedom. The forest spoke to something deep in my soul, like a missing piece of my heart could be found beyond the trees. While I balanced precariously outside the window, time slowed in a way. I studied the trees, the sharp pine needles, every stone pebbled along the forest floor.  
 
    Releasing the roof, I gripped the door with my legs, clutching as tightly as possible, spread my arms wide, and let out a long whoop of freedom. Freedom from labels, judgment, from life.  
 
    Lost in myself, it took a few heartbeats to note the flash of blue, green, and red in our wake. Magis Police. I cursed, but kept my grin and smacked the roof of the Camaro.  
 
    “Pick up the pace, man.” Kent swore loudly, but I pounded the car harder. “No, no, don’t slow down.” 
 
    “Have you lost your damn mind, Teagan?” Kent snapped his teeth, a bad habit with his temper flared.  
 
    Rolling back into the car, I laughed and took another drink. “Live a little! What’s your old man really going to do to you? No one’ll touch you, not even the MPF.” The magical police force was in the pocket of Alpha Ridge, in the pocket of Dorian, the wealthiest vampire and harem in town, the dark fae in the hills, and in the pocket of the North Star Coven, probably the creepiest coven of mentalist witches in the district. They could take hold of your mind with a single drop of their tricky spells.  
 
    “Come on,” I shouted. “Go!”  
 
    A little longer. Just a little longer where nothing else matters.  
 
    “Go, Kent!” Angie cheered. Her silvery hair fluttered around her face like moonlight. She giggled and slapped Kent’s overly broad shoulders.  
 
    Kent answered us with another growl, but kicked up the speed.  
 
    I celebrated with another drink. At least Kent had a clear mind so I could live the wild ride without my wits—it made the night all the sweeter.  
 
    The lights behind the car flashed, now the sirens blared in the night. With a breathy chuckle, I leaned over the passenger seat, heart pounding, and pulled Angie’s mouth to mine. She tasted like honey and rain and beer. I didn’t care. She wanted more and I gave it to her. Her tongue was long and strangely rough. Pixies were sensual creatures, and the longer I kissed her the deeper the back needle-point teeth dug into my mouth.  
 
    She cut my lip, but licked away the blood, grinning viciously. Angie squealed, then planted a kiss on Kent’s cheek. 
 
    I laughed, a real laugh, though a prickling in the back of my head reminded me this was strike three.  
 
    And a moment later I was out of the game.  
 
    Kent rounded the corner only to be met with three cruisers blocking the road. The spinning lights atop the cars blinded me for a moment. But they’d brought pyre, too. Nasty stuff, conjured up by the covens in town to mimic the dead magic from dragons. A fiery line blocked the road and it wouldn’t go out with the antidote potion.  
 
    We were sunk.  
 
    Kent slammed on the breaks, hard enough that Angie fell off the back bench and I slammed my forehead against the dash. Behind the Camaro the two cruisers and more pyre blocked our retreat. Kent’s fingers tightened around the steering wheel, his knuckles white. 
 
    Well . . . hell.  
 
    I groaned, flopped against the seat, and rubbed the spreading ache in my head. My blood hummed in power. I hated it. It wouldn’t do anything to help me and was simply another reminder I had no clout here. I was at the bottom of the Magis District pool. 
 
    The beer bottle had spilled along my clothes and reeked. It didn’t matter; in a matter of thirty seconds I was ripped from the seat, each arm pressed behind my back, my face shoved against the cold, unforgiving asphalt.  
 
    *** 
 
    I knew Kent would get off. Alpha Ridge had him out and surrounded by formidable Wolvyn in thirty minutes.  
 
    Angie, last I’d heard, got her first strike and was given community service at the spell repository with Bertie, a plump cheery witch who loved to collect all the magical writings she could find. Pretty cushy.  
 
    As for me—well, I was a frequent flyer, so once again I was dressed in a shirt and tie tucked behind the small defendant table waiting for the sentence to drop. 
 
    “You’re going to keep your mouth shut and take whatever deal the judge gives you. No smart remarks. You’re looking at real time this go around. We’re lucky we even have a deal on the table,” Mr. Atwood snapped.  
 
    An imp. That was my defense team. And why was he complaining? All my mishaps were, no doubt, financing his California beach house.  
 
    Well, Aunt Liz was financing them.  
 
    A knot hardened in my chest, but I glanced over my shoulder.  
 
    Liz stared straight ahead, her hair peppered with grays and pulled up in a stern bun. I’d never seen Liz fancy herself up, but today she wore an old black dress that looked nice around her thin frame. Black, like she was mourning her the lost cause of her defective nephew.  
 
    I wanted to ask what lengths she’d taken to arrange for care of the other kids. Being a low power witch, and being saddled with a powerless nephew, Liz started the reject house (actually called The Sunset House, but reject fit well enough). All defectives could find a place with Liz. In the Magis Districts, power was pride. Kids like me born without an inherent ability, why would parents keep them?  
 
    My own aunt was saddled with me the last eighteen years because my parents couldn’t be bothered to care. I heard they died doing some dark spell stuff.  
 
    Couldn’t say I cared.  
 
    It wasn’t a big deal—really—I didn’t have memories of my parents, so how could I miss them?  
 
    I swallowed the knot in my throat. I was lucky. Aunt Liz was kind, and I wasn’t easy to deal with. Only for Aunt Liz’s sake did I finally relent to shutting my mouth and listening to my imp attorney.  
 
    The judge cleared his throat and called for me to rise. The portly man lifted one of his thick brows over his goat eyes. Fae had the strangest eyes.  
 
    “Teagan Ward, you understand the charges laid against you?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Honor,” I muttered. 
 
    Judge Swain rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Young man, this is your third offence in less than sixteen months. And that’s just in the Magis district. Let’s not mention the trouble you’ve caused in human borders.” 
 
    “All due respect judge, some kids took one of—” I grunted when Atwood stomped on my toe. “What?” 
 
    “Shut. Up.” 
 
    “They took one of the defectives across the border, what was I—” 
 
    Atwood’s eyes burned like hot, black coals. “Mr. Ward. Hush.”  
 
    I tightened my jaw. Judge Swain cleared his throat and went on. “That’s a lot, Mr. Ward. I’ve half a mind, due to the acceleration of your behavior, to put you in the rune cells. You understand? Solitary confinement. Dark. No ability to use any kind of magic.” 
 
    Defective, remember. I didn’t open my mouth.  
 
    “I’d keep you there until your twenty-first year, too,” Swain insisted.  
 
    I swallowed hard, daring to glance at Liz. She closed her eyes. Her chin quivered. My skin heated.  
 
    “However,” Swain said. “I’m prepared to offer one, final chance, Mr. Ward. You have a chance to attend summer courses at a magis school upstate. In conjunction with the school, you will be enrolled in a reform program for . . . unique powers.”  
 
    Broken. That’s what he really meant.  
 
    “They’ve had impressive outcomes for someone like you,” Swain said. “Helped find decent employment in both Magis and human districts. Son, I’ve cut you a break here.” 
 
    He wanted to send me away? Start over with new people who probably hated defectives as much as they did here? I’d barely earned an in with Kent. Not many creatures in the Magis District took to those of us with nothing to offer.  
 
    Not that Kent was here speaking for me, but still.  
 
    Swain clicked his tongue and spoke only when I met his gaze. “Wyvern Willows reform program is the offer. I only give you the option because I’m fully aware of your circumstances, and you have an aunt who seems willing to walk through fire for you. I hope you will not slap away her, nor my generosity.” 
 
    I paused and glanced at the desk. The idea was ludicrous. What sort of place was named Wyvern Willows? Dragon guilds died out during the Dragon Mage war two hundred years ago.  
 
    Now I was going to some place that couldn’t let go of the old. Great. 
 
    Atwood shot up next to me when the judge prepared to order the sentence. I sucked in sharp breaths to bury the ball of frustration. With a hidden glance at Aunt Liz, all my wants needed to go to the backburner—just once I couldn’t be selfish and bitter. She dabbed at her blue eyes, still avoiding any glance in my direction. Liz deserved better, and I wasn’t fool enough not to understand I was breaking her heart piece by piece.  
 
    Judge Swain cleared his throat. “The MPF court orders that Teagan Ward, Class: Defective, will be handed to the custody of Wyvern Willows Reform Program and will commence classes within the next five days, or will be returned to the custody of the Magis Court. Understand, young man?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Good. Don’t let me see you in here again.” 
 
    With a crank of the gavel, two officers flanked me. Both with matching black eyes and a slight bluish tint to their skin. A kind of growl rumbled in the back of my throat as they took my arms, but when gentler hands took mine, I calmed.  
 
    Liz gave me a look, one that kept my mouth shut as we escaped the fae courtroom and outside to the old, trusty minivan. There, Aunt Liz remained quiet, not even looking at me until we were well into the traffic of Glacier Magis District.  
 
    “You’re ruining your life,” she whispered. “You could be so much more, Tee.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” I gritted my teeth. “I’ll pay you back for all . . . this.” 
 
    “I don’t want money, Teagan. I want you to see your potential like I always have. When you came to live with me, I promised I would raise you the best I could. I tried to be mom and dad; I know it hasn’t always been easy—” 
 
    “Aunt Liz,” I interrupted. “This isn’t your fault. I’m the one who makes my own choices.” 
 
    “Yes,” she sighed. “You do. You have a strength inside Tee, I only wish you could see it.” 
 
    I balked. “Strength. No, I have a disease inside.” 
 
    “You don’t need the packs, the pixies, you don’t need any guild to be accepted, Teagan,” she said. This wasn’t the first time I’d tried to find a place among the guilds and clans of the district. Doubtless, she’d grown weary of it all. “You have acceptance here.”  
 
    She gestured at herself. A grin played at the corner of my lips, but I shook my head and glanced out the window. I was glad she cared, no mistake, but her affection and love wouldn’t give me a job in the district. It wouldn’t give me a place once I left her house. Defectives were good for thieving and begging in the magis district. Or something menial on the human side. But with humans, if you were discovered as a magis, well, then you had to have a special license. A scarlet letter. Humans viewed anyone from the magis district, even defectives, like they’d explode on a whim.  
 
    Maybe someone should remind them the pyre mages and dragons were dead.  
 
    “I expect you to follow the rules at Wyvern,” Liz went on. “You’re to stay on the grounds. Don’t go looking for trouble. You’ll follow the rules, won’t you?” 
 
    I nodded, but didn’t respond more than that. I wanted to follow the rules, but already I was plotting my misery at the reform house.  
 
    “Because, honestly Tee, if you don’t, I really won’t be there to bail you out again. My heart just can’t keep doing this. You’re almost nineteen. Time for you to deal with the adult consequences.” 
 
    “I know.” I folded my arms over my chest. “I’ll do whatever program they’ve got. Don’t worry about me. The other kids need you more.” 
 
    She winced like I’d stung her, but recovered quickly and chuckled. “Oh, sweetie, I wish it were so simple to just turn off. I love you. I really do. Just love yourself enough to do this right. Who knows, maybe this will be a turning point for you. It could open an entire realm of possibilities we never imagined.” 
 
    I scoffed and leaned against the window of the van. Something told me Wyvern Willows was going to be the end of life as I knew it. The thought of it settled like a sick bulge in the center of my stomach. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    The air was spicy. In a good way. Breathing it in relaxed the anxiety building in my chest when Aunt Liz rolled into my new prison cell.  
 
    The town of Wyvern Willows was small. Old diners, a single grocery store, a tiny hardware shop. Along the immaculate walks there were old iron streetlamps that had a sort-of charm. Even an old-school ice cream parlor where families and kids lined the swiveling seats licking their favorite flavors like a vintage magazine photo. 
 
    The human district reminded me of the old black and white Mayberry.  
 
    People waved as we drove past, like we were old friends. I wondered if these people would be waving if they knew it was a van driven by a witch and filled with her magically defective wards.  
 
    Places like this didn’t exist, and I was determined not to trust anyone who would willingly live in such a town. I wanted to hurl when we passed by the manicured lawns and homes along the hillside. Each yard, no matter the wealth of the home, was beautiful, cropped, and landscaped to perfection. Some homes were older, but still ideal. Some were cabins, some brick—just like anywhere else, but this place bellowed that no one stepped a single toe from the perfect, societal line.  
 
    Aunt Liz played like she was thrilled, but I noted the way her fingers tapped the steering wheel nervously when we pulled up to the border gates. None of the smiling, ice-cream eating people here. Two MPF guards stepped out from their little kiosk and knocked on the window.  
 
    “License,” the first guard asked Liz, while his partner lurked around the van, gawking at all of us inside. He had points to his ears and wore black studded stones at each tip. Abby, a half-nymph, patted her delicate hand on the window. Fae creatures could sense each other. It wasn’t long before the creeping guard grinned and patted the window in return.  
 
    I rolled my eyes grinning. Poor Abby, not exactly defective, her parents simply sucked and took off to some forest fae community when she’d turned thirteen. 
 
    “All right, you’re good,” the first guard said and handed Liz her Magis district license.  
 
    She nodded curtly, curled her grip over the wheel until her knuckles went white, and drove through the gates. 
 
    Here the trees reached for the clouds more than beyond the gates. Here the sunlight was like bits of real, shimmering gold. The road was paved until we whipped onto a raked dirt side road. The trees thickened and Aunt Liz’s GPS stopped speaking, leaving us dependent upon a navigation spell Liz had purchased instead.  
 
    Between the thick evergreens, lavender and sapphire and golden wildflowers peeked through. But there were also pockets of the darkest pitch I’d seen. Blackness so dark it drank the light. This was a defective reform camp, I reminded myself. They wouldn’t have night creatures like trolls or wraiths so close. It was just dark.  
 
    I hated that I could grow a beard, but kept a healthy fear of the dark. Like a child. No one, and I mean no one, ever needed to know that.  
 
    Aunt Liz let out a gurgled sound from her throat when the trees parted and a sprawling white house tucked in a grove of oak and spruce trees. Despite the nerves, there was hope in Liz’s eyes, and it settled in the center of my chest like a spool of barbed wire that this was my last shot. Aunt Liz believed in me. But despite all her praises at the beautiful landscape and attempts to reach into my passion for the outdoors, this place still felt as though we were driving up to a gray, sullen prison.  
 
    The van rolled around the circular gravel drive, parking below steps leading to a massive front door. The glass in the rich mahogany wood was painted in two dragons of red and blue. Again with the dragons.  
 
    “Did you know wyvern is another name used for dragon? Interesting. Will you ask why they chose that as the mascot, Teagan?” Andy, the know-it-all of the bunch, shouted out from the back seat. 
 
    I didn’t answer, mostly because Andy’s voice was drowned out by the screams and cries of all the other children in the van. The metal tube was filled to the max with kids spanning the ages. Levi, the youngest and a defective wolvyn shifter, tossed his juice box at my shoulder from his booster seat. Mary Beth, born of a siren, was eating her crayons, while the second oldest, Diesel, a thick boy who looked part troll, kept swearing under his breath at Abby and a scarecrow kid named Mark. The faintest hint of horns poked out of Mark’s skull. Both forest fae, but Mark didn’t have any power to compel or manipulate like Abby.  
 
    Today Diesel seemed particularly offended with Mark and the kid was utterly defenseless in his seat belt next to Diesel’s heavy fist.  
 
    Liz gripped my shoulder, drawing my tight gaze toward her. Her chin quivered. “This looks great, Tee. Don’t you think?” 
 
    Perhaps I shouldn’t have scoffed, but it was habit. I stared out the front windshield at the same moment the two dragons on the door separated and a man emerged. His arms were thick and corded, his neck much the same. He stood like a formidable statue next to the two skinny guys—probably around my age—at his side. 
 
    My gut tightened at the sight of them. I narrowed my eyes.  
 
    “Well, here it goes,” Aunt Liz said, stepping out of the van to meet the newcomers. 
 
    “Hey, try not get arrested again, loser,” Diesel spat while he took Mark’s glasses.  
 
    Diesel murmured curses as I twisted his strange puffed-up ear, but when he swung at me I’d already moved onto the other kids. I high-fived Mary Beth, tickled Levi’s toes one last time. Then, told Abby to mesmerize Diesel. She grinned and snickered when his fat face went pale. 
 
    She’d need to be the defender now. More than one kid like Diesel had filtered through Aunt Liz’s house. Bullies. Angry at their lot in life. I could understand, but I didn’t take well to them lashing out on the smallest defectives. I wasn’t small and could handle myself—the reason Kent hadn’t minded me around—but now peace in the house would likely need to resort to the lone nymph who could harness a bit of power.  
 
    Inside my chest burned in dark, lost, angry tension. Then again, I was chronically angry. About what, I didn’t know. It was simply there, always.  
 
    When Aunt Liz signaled me to join her outside, I finally opened the door and plopped onto the gravel. Cautiously, I inched toward the intimidating man. He stuck his hand out for me to take. There were times when I really didn’t want to act out, but resistance, mistrust, they were part of me and hard to shake.  
 
    “When someone offers to shake your hand, you take it,” the man grumbled. “Now.” 
 
    Then again, sometimes I found amusement in defiance. My lips curled. “I thought I had the freedom to refuse unwanted touch.”  
 
    Aunt Liz pinched the back of my arm.  
 
    “Your freedom was taken away the moment you decided to drink and go on a joyride through a national park,” the man retorted—still calm, but darkly serious. “Now, politely shake my hand, Mr. Ward. Or are we going to have a problem from the get-go?”  
 
    I cleared my throat, contorted my expression into the best I-don’t-like-you glare, then stiffly shook the man’s hand.  
 
    “Good. I’m Mr. Sapphire, the head counselor of Wyvern Reform.” 
 
    “Mr. Sapphire?” 
 
    “Pretty as my name is, I assure you if you act out or break our rules, you’ll wish you didn’t know me.” 
 
    I chuckled, but the other two boys standing behind Sapphire didn’t budge; they didn’t even flinch.  
 
    “Teagan assured me he was here to follow your rules, and he wouldn’t be any trouble—didn’t you?” Aunt Liz’s eyes shadowed into a dark, slate gray. A warning she had a temper buried under all that niceness.  
 
    “Good,” Sapphire said before I could muster any sort of retort. I really didn’t like the guy. “Say goodbye to your aunt, Mr. Ward.” 
 
    Jaw tight, I stomped back to the van and threw open the hatch for my single suitcase. I’d learned this place thrived on minimalism and one suitcase was all that was allowed.  
 
    Aunt Liz sniffled and wrapped her thin arms around my neck. “Be good, Teagan. Please, I don’t know how else to beg anymore. Learn something from these people, make new friends. Then come home. We want you at home, sweetie.” 
 
    “Mr. Ward, it’s time to go,” Sapphire said. 
 
    I squeezed my aunt, holding her a second longer before slinging my bag over my shoulder. “Bye, Aunt Liz. Don’t let Diesel pick on Mark, okay? I’ll call you when they let me get my one phone call.” 
 
    Liz scoffed. “This isn’t prison, Teagan. That’s what we’re trying to avoid. See you around, kiddo. Love you.” 
 
    Aunt Liz relished in speaking to me like I was ten, but today I actually found some comfort in her patient voice. I waved to the few kids who waved to me and trudged toward Sapphire and his robots. 
 
    “Mitch and Graham will take you to your room. You’ll meet me at my office in ten minutes for your tour. Tardiness is not accepted, Mr. Ward. We run on a demerit system. Ten demerits and you’re handed back to the MPF court. Follow our rules, and I think you’ll find our program enlightening and helpful. But that decision lies with you. You now have nine minutes.” 
 
    I glared at Sapphire, who offered a smile that reminded me of when a pompous bully knew they had won.  
 
    The guy with toasted brown skin, and ears that tapered into a point, clapped my shoulder. “I’m Mitch. Your room is this way.” 
 
    I didn’t get a magic vibe from Mitch, but his ears hinted to fae. He had an earring that looked interesting. No horns, no weird tint to his skin. No claws or fangs. Just the ears. Graham, though, his eyes were shockingly pale. Almost white. It was unnerving. 
 
    Inside was orderly like everything in Wyvern Willows. There was a wooden staircase that led toward two more stories. Stained-glass door panes closed off a parlor room where two boys were dusting and vacuuming the rugs. From the front entry there was a direct line to a swinging kitchen door and another room I guessed was a dining room.  
 
    “Come on, boys are on the third floor,” Mitch said. “Girls on the second. And I’d suggest you stay out of the girls’ rooms. Like, don’t even go there. First reason: the only girls here are between twelve and thirteen. Second reason: they all come from succubus bloodlines. Don’t do it. Automatic ten demerits.” 
 
    “Or I’ll lose my mind.” 
 
    Mitch grinned and shot me with his fingers. “If they suddenly got their magic, yep. There’s always that.” 
 
    Graham hurried to take the lead, a scowl on his face. “Look, you think you’re a tough guy, right? You aren’t. Sapphire isn’t kidding around and you would be wise to just stick to the program.” 
 
    I shot him with a glare. “I just want to get out of here.” 
 
    Mitch and Graham shared a look, but kept leading me to the third floor, until Mitch unlocked a door at the end of the hall. 
 
    “I get my own room?” A bright spot in the dreary day.  
 
    Mitch nodded, grinning. “A sign of good faith. But two demerits and you lose the room.” 
 
    “Where would I sleep in that case?” 
 
    “There are cots to set up in the living room. They smell. I’d encourage you to keep your room.” 
 
    I shook my head, the barbed wire wall inside my chest starting to poke deeper into my heart and stomach.  
 
    I tossed the duffel bag onto the small bed and took it all in. Minimalists, for sure. A small desk. A pen, a pencil, a waste basket, and a lamp. An alarm clock sat on a small bedside table with another tiny lamp. The bed was bland, fit for a single person, a scratchy blue blanket on top and one white lumpy pillow. The best part about the room—it had a gabled window that led out to the roof. That was where I would rather sleep, under the stars, away from other breathing things stuffed inside the prison house.  
 
    “So, what did you guys do to get in here?” I asked, turning right back around knowing I had about three minutes to get back to Sapphire’s office. 
 
    “Shoplifting,” Mitch said and dragged a hand through his curly hair. “A few times.” 
 
    I lifted a brow. “A few times? On the human side or magis?” 
 
    “Uh, both. The last one was from a rather grouchy vampire in Seattle. I’m here to cure my kleptomania.” 
 
    I chuckled. Maybe I could like Mitch. A little. “So, what are you?” 
 
    Graham pinched his lips. “Rude.” 
 
    “I asked Mitch.” 
 
    Mitch grinned and leaned against the doorjamb. “Forget him. Graham doesn’t think we should ask personal questions. Doesn’t think we should talk to anyone at all, come to think of it.” Graham didn’t refute any of it. Mitch shook out his hands, like nervous energy buzzed through him. “I’m a changeling. Been here for years because turns out, parents don’t take well to learning their kid was snatched and traded by fae.”  
 
    “So you have a doppelganger out there?”  
 
    “Weird right? Last I heard he settled in fine with human districts with—” Mitch cleared his throat, clearly trying not to show it bothered him. “You know, with my folks.” 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault.” I said, not knowing why I cared. “It was the fae who played with everyone.” 
 
    A shadow passed over his face. Mitch nodded. “Yeah, but still. Even if I didn’t know until my doppelganger showed up with all kinds of weird stories. It messed with my mom. She stopped looking at me, couldn’t stand me. Split up the family, really.” He clapped his hands together, notably uncomfortable. “Anyway, man, it really isn’t bad at the reform. Just toe the line.” 
 
    I nodded, but didn’t agree as I looked again to Graham and his weird eyes. “Don’t want to share? Sapphire shouted what I did for everyone. Seems only fair.” 
 
    Graham answered by stomping out of the room. 
 
    “Don’t feel bad,” Mitch said. “Graham hasn’t told anyone what guild or clan he’s from, or what he did to get here. Only Sapphire knows. Speaking of Sapphire, you better go. The guy doesn’t mess around with punctuality. His office is down by the front door, just off the living room. Good luck.”   
 
    I abandoned the room a moment later and worked my way through the house.  
 
    There were a few glimpses of the other reforms along the way, all doing chores around the house. When I stepped off the bottom step, one of the girls swept by. Her black hair was cropped short, she had distant eyes and a frown that went on for days when she knocked my shoulder in all her haste. The girl let out a kind of hiss and stuck out her tongue, showing off a spiked tongue piercing.  
 
    Awesome. I was locked in a house with juveniles all summer.  
 
    By the dragon doors, I found the open office. In the center, Sapphire tapped his watch. “Thirty seconds to spare, Mr. Ward. That’s a start. Come in and close the door.” 
 
    My private room kept me compliant. A spark in the ashes of the dreary truth of this prison. Privacy was enough to keep me jumping through any hoops this guy put at my feet. 
 
    “Here is your class schedule for Monday,” Sapphire said, handing me a booklet and folder filled with papers all embossed with the logo of Wyvern High School. “Keep in mind, the school here is integrated.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “Wait, both districts?” 
 
    “We find it’s good for those who come to the reform to mingle with both sides.” 
 
    Mingle. Everyone wanted me to mingle. Mingling wasn’t even close to my priorities. “That’s . . . different.” 
 
    “It has its benefits. Offers a degree of tolerance you might not be accustomed to. Ms. Drake is the principal of the school and is already expecting you. The summer schedule is for make up students, reform attendees, and usually seniors there to take summer college credits. It won’t be packed.” 
 
    I got the feeling Sapphire was saying all this to help me feel more at ease. Truth be told, it was working.  
 
    “The demerit system is set in place for school hours,” he said. “Ms. Drake will be in full communication with me about your actions during the day. You’re required to maintain your grades, attend all your summer classes, and if you need any extra help with a subject, you are to submit this form.” Sapphire handed me a pink piece of paper. “This will arrange the proper tutoring. Any questions about school?” 
 
    “Seems pretty much like school,” I bit. 
 
    “Wyvern High is nationally ranked. You’ll be surrounded by some of the brightest students and staff who don’t care much about bloodlines and power class. Maybe you’ll learn something, Mr. Ward.” 
 
    “That’s what people keep saying.”  
 
    “Maybe because it’s true.” Sapphire clicked his tongue, but didn’t smile. Who was this guy? He didn’t scream counselor. More bouncer or mercenary with all his bulk. Sapphire had dark eyes, like ink, and a strong chin coated in a black beard. He looked like he’d fit in nicely in a boxing ring, rather than in a polo shirt and khakis at a reform house. His gaze narrowed as he went on. “There are simple rules here, Mr. Ward—” 
 
    “Will you call me Teagan?” All the judges, officers, and principals called me Mr. Ward. Frankly, I was tired of it.  
 
    “If that’s what you prefer,” Sapphire said. “There are only a few rules. Number one, you are to be punctual. Here is the daily schedule of the house, including weekends. You’ll lose a half demerit for each tardy. Second, you do your chores. Each door will be given a job chart every morning. You’ll do different chores often, helping you hone your skills in different areas. Third is a combination. No drinking, no drugs, no sex.” 
 
    “You really know how to take all the fun out of life.”  
 
    Sapphire promptly ignored me. 
 
    “No fighting with the other students—that goes for here at Wyvern Reform and at school. Stay off the girls’ floor. Participate in group sessions each Thursday evening, and hand in your reflection journal each Sunday. There are lists of punishments and demerits on here.” While Sapphire spoke, he continually handed me papers, a composition notebook, and clipboards.  
 
    “Reflection journal?” 
 
    “Part of understanding why you feel the need to act out is understanding yourself on a deeper level. If anything strikes you as relevant, write it down. I expect something to be written each week. Most students start off with a line or two, but by the time you graduate the program I’m positive you will be filling the pages. It’s a good exercise.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle as I thumbed through the empty lined pages. This was ridiculous.  
 
    “A final rule,” Sapphire continued. “Under no circumstances are you to go beyond the designated fence line. The woods surrounding Wyvern Willows are beautiful, but there are dangerous areas. That’s the law, Teagan, not just my rule. Don’t go beyond the markers or you’ll be arrested and sent back home—where, in your case, you’ll be locked up anyway. Understand?” 
 
    I knew my smirk was arrogant, but Sapphire was aggravating. “So, don’t go into the creepy woods, huh? Yeah that doesn’t make me any more curious.” 
 
    “Sarcasm. I guess that’s your defense so people don’t get close to you,” Sapphire said. “I’ll help with your curiosity; there’s nothing secretive out there, it’s just dangerous. Wraith dangerous, cliff dangerous. Maybe a few hungry bears. Who really knows. We obey the law here, but it’s practically impossible to get a search party out there, so don’t do it.” 
 
    “I got it,” I huffed. Flopping against the chair. 
 
    “I got it, sir,” Mr. Sapphire said. 
 
    “I’m supposed to call you sir? That wasn’t in the rules.” 
 
    “My mistake,” Sapphire said with a touch of arrogance. “That’s it, Teagan. Welcome to Wyvern Reform. Don’t waste your opportunity. Now, get to the chores. You’ll have free time to curse my name and this place all you want after dinner—until then, get to it.” 
 
    Sapphire pointed to the Saturday job list, where my name had already been added. Dumpster duty, cleaning out the rain gutters, and fixing the gate. Inside I was cursing Sapphire already. This place was my own personal version of hell. 

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Sunday night the house was quiet. I sat at the desk in my small room, tapping the pen along the scratched wood. An etching along the side of the wood was from a boy named Chance. He’d wanted me to know he’d been there, apparently. 
 
    The reflection journal was due in less than an hour and I still had no idea where to begin. I thought about being childish and writing something like “you suck” but Graham warned me that Sapphire wasn’t an idiot. Anything other than thoughtful, serious entries would leave me with a choice between demerits or extra housework.  
 
    Glancing out the window, I gazed at the pointed treetops. Sapphire had led the students through a few trails at the back of the house earlier that morning, and in turn had pointed out the fence line for my information.  
 
    When Sapphire said fence line, he meant it. The chain-link barrier was at least twelve feet tall, and in my opinion, completely wrecked the atmosphere of the woods with its gaudy presence.  
 
    The short hike was the singular moment when peace settled inside my chest. The only calm I’d felt since being ripped from Aunt Liz’s house. I’d made sure to take some time to perch on a fallen log, away from everyone else, of course, and just breathed the fresh air. The sparks of life erupted through my blood like always when nature was around.  
 
    As a kid, I believed the forest could speak with me. Aunt Liz encouraged my creativity, and even played along, asking what the rocks and trees were saying as we hiked in the hills by our house. Maybe she hoped it would be a bit of power coming out. My parents were supposedly witches, but I never developed a talent for spell casting. 
 
    I pushed my passion for the outdoors away as I’d gotten older because it served as a painful reminder that magic was somewhere in there, but refused to show. But when Sapphire led us into the forest of Wyvern Willows, the same tingle of home returned. If I listened close enough, I could almost go back childhood and hear the whispers in the trees. 
 
    It was stupid and certainly not going in my journal.  
 
    I clasped my fingers behind my head, closed my eyes, and tipped back on the chair a bit. Aunt Liz had been on my mind a lot today. Being away from her, with all those other kids she had to look after, it didn’t seem right. She didn’t deserve it, any of it. She sacrificed her life, her career, so she could raise me. What a way to show gratitude.  
 
    The thoughts bumbled about in my mind, sending a choking wave of guilt through my chest, as though someone had hooked tight bands around my ribs and squeezed tighter and tighter. The pain drew my open palm over my heart to ease the ache of guilt.  
 
    A knock came to my door. The hinges groaned open before I could protest.  
 
    I glared at Mitch when he stepped into the room. “You know it’s polite to wait until someone invites you inside.”  
 
    Mitch shrugged and sat on the corner of the bed. “I figure there isn’t a lot you could be doing that would be that private.” He smirked. “I mean unless you need a sock. I can leave and come back in, what? A couple minutes.” 
 
    “Shut up. How about just privacy in general.”  
 
    Mitch scoffed and rested his head on my pillow! I tilted my head, a little astonished. How should I react? Fighting other students wasn’t allowed.  
 
    Mitch noticed my glare and hugged my pillow with a sly grin. “What makes you so angry, man?” 
 
    “Do you mind?” I huffed, ripping the pillow out from beneath Mitch’s head. My blood was hot in my veins when my fingertips dug into the cotton stuffing.  
 
    “I don’t mind at all. In fact, I’m here to listen. Tell me your troubles.”  
 
    “You think you’re funny, huh?” I threw the pillow at his head and turned back to the journal.  
 
    “A little,” Mitch said, lightly. “Look, I’m only here to see how your first twenty-four hours have gone. It can be a bit of a culture shock. I mean I’m from Seattle, so coming to Wyvern Willows blew my mind with how small it is.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” Now I sounded more like I was growling.  
 
    “Sure, you sound like it. You’re mad at the world, right? Think it owes you something. I’ve seen it a lot here. Let me fill you in—the world doesn’t owe you anything.” 
 
    “That’s not it.” My cheeks flushed with heat—dammit, the changeling broke through a wall. A sucker punch to the back when I wasn’t looking.  
 
    “Ah, now we’re getting somewhere,” Mitch said. “What makes you mad, then?” 
 
    “I don’t need to say anything to you.” 
 
    “You don’t, but tell that thing.” He pointed at the journal. “The sooner you figure it out, the faster your time here will pass.” 
 
    “Did Sapphire send you in here? Because I don’t need your help getting thoughts out.” 
 
    “I had a hard time when I first came too, but it gets easier and it does sort of feel good to get things out. But no, Sapphire didn’t send me. I happen to like making friends. I’ve been here for a while, and I’d like to think I can help someone else.” 
 
    “How noble.” My teeth dug into the tip of my tongue. I didn’t need to be like this, and did like Mitch. He’d been decent on the hike, not annoying, just friendly. I cleared my throat. “Sorry.”  
 
    “It’s cool.” Mitch paused, staring at the bare ceiling like he was lost in deep thought. Finally, after I’d gone back to tapping the pen on the desk, Mitch rolled over and talked to my back. “So, what is it that makes you so mad that you’d go joyriding? Not enough love at home?” 
 
    “I have enough, probably more than I deserve.” Sighing, I set the pen to rest on the desk and sat backward in the wooden chair so I could face Mitch. “I don’t know why I’m angry. I just am, all the time. I’ve never felt like I belonged anywhere, and I don’t. I don’t fit in with people, don’t fit with any guild or clan.” 
 
    “Some places defectives are mistreated,” Mitch agreed. “But there are other districts that aren’t as prejudiced, you know. Here for example. I think the human side prefers all the defectives. I sort of creep them out.” 
 
    “You have full fae magic, then?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Mitch said. “But I don’t use it. I’m probably more human than the humans in a lot of ways. So you’re angry because you’re defective?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Probably. I don’t know, there’s always been this thing inside me, like a storm’s about to burst any second. And I go joyriding to drown out the noise, okay? How’s that for your session, doctor?” 
 
    “A good start, a real good start.” Mitch said with a wink. 
 
    “What about you? Why are you still here?” 
 
    Mitch grinned, but he definitely had a slier look. “Well, I kept stealing after I came. The MPF judge wanted to send me back to my fae family, but they were still pissed their little human treasure got the drop on them and returned to my family. They didn’t want me either. Anyway, Sapphire went to bat for me and kept me here for an extra program length. I’m nineteen, been here since I was sixteen, but I don’t mind still going to school and all the other stuff. Keeps the days from dragging. Sapphire said I might be able to be one of the counselors eventually if I can stop stealing.” 
 
    I grinned. “Still stealing.” 
 
    Mitch shrugged as though it wasn’t an issue. “I mean, old habits, right?” 
 
    “All right then, what’s your deal? Why do you steal?” 
 
    “I didn’t have a lot of skills. Homeless. Family-less—is that a thing? Orphan, but not an orphan.” 
 
    “I get it.” 
 
    “I’m fae. I’m tricky and good at sneaking around. Stealing kind of became my thing to earn a living. I’d pick pockets, you know, small scale at the mall and stuff. Then, bigger jobs for different guilds. Short story—I got caught one day and was sent here. Back then, I guess, possessions meant so much to me since I didn’t have any, that after I came here I thought all the stuff would disappear or something. So, I started hoarding it. I never sold anything I stole from the house, I just kept it.” 
 
    “That sort of sucks, Mitch,” I said. 
 
    Mitch waved the thought away. “It’s cool. I’ve got this place. So, listen, tomorrow at school I can show you around if you want. It’s good you’re coming only a week into the start of summer, so it won’t be so bad. Do what you want, of course, but if you don’t want to wander around alone, stick with me and Graham.” 
 
    I nodded slowly, eyeing Mitch as he finally abandoned my bed and moved toward the door. “Thanks.” 
 
    “No problem. You’ve only got fifteen minutes, dude. Just write something.” Mitch smirked, then trudged out of sight.  
 
    Tapping the desk with the pencil eraser, I turned back to the notebook, simply staring. After a few moments, I managed a few sentences.  
 
    I like the forest. I guess I’m angry and don’t know why. I wish I could tell Aunt Liz I’m sorry tonight.  
 
    I quickly slammed the notebook shut. There were slings all the students were supposed to hang the notebooks in and place them on the outside knob of their doors, so Mr. Sapphire could collect them after lights out. I didn’t like it. Anyone could read the journals, but it was a little consolation that more staff patrolled the halls and watched the slings like a bank vault. Maybe no one cared to read other personal thoughts enough to risk getting caught out of bed.  
 
    With one minute to spare, I slipped the notebook in the sling. Already, Bart, a goofy-looking guy with a massive receding hairline, was trudging down the hallway knocking on doors for the five-minute curfew signal.  
 
    I closed the door, hoping to avoid any interaction, not because the guy was unpleasant, just that he kept looking at me like I was some broken thing that only a solid hug could fix. No thanks. 
 
    I flipped out the light and was about to pull the blinds over my window, but stopped. Mr. Sapphire was outside on the lawn, right where the trees began, talking to someone I couldn’t see. I leaned against the glass, battling the darkness to get a better look. Clearly, the way he huddled away from the porch lights, he didn’t want to be seen. Sapphire shook his head, talked with hands, and looked distressed.  
 
    Whoever he spoke with must have said something he hadn’t wanted to hear, and was still completely concealed by his massive form.  
 
    My forehead chilled when I pressed my skin against the glass. Sapphire paced, moving enough to reveal his shadowy visitor.  
 
    My breath sort of hitched in my throat—it hadn’t ever done that before.  
 
    She was young, seventeen, eighteen tops. Her hair reminded me of sunrise, and even in the pitch of night her eyes gleamed bright and captivating. Awestruck. I’d heard of the feeling, when you get the wind knocked out of you, but I’d always thought it was an idiotic notion. Yet here I was.  
 
    I couldn’t make out specific features, but from where I sat perched against the window, her skin was bright and absolute perfection.  
 
    What was she doing here in the dark with an older man?  
 
    Like cinder blocks in my stomach, a definite pull to be at her side grew. Almost like I deserved to be a part of the tense conversation.  
 
    Until the girl nodded briskly at something Sapphire said, then without warning, was devoured by the depths of the forest.  
 
    The skin around my eyes pulled tight as I searched for any sign of the girl. She shouldn’t be alone, not in any way should she be alone.  
 
    The manic need to be with the mysterious girl mounted like a flame in my chest. What was Sapphire thinking sending her into the woods, what sort of man did that? Why did I care? I cursed under my breath and flopped onto the bed. When the twist in my gut worsened, I shoved my head under the pillow, desperate to rid myself of the sudden nausea. What the hell was wrong with me? I didn’t get like this over females. But like I’d lost my mind, I wanted to find out who she was, find out why Sapphire spoke to her in the dark. A new desperation grew. I had to know the girl.  
 
    And that thought unnerved me most of all. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The sun could be a miracle after a tumultuous night. I rubbed the sleep from my eyes, embracing the warmth of the rays on my cheeks. The clock on the nightstand was blinking. Blinking that it was midnight!  
 
    I shot up in bed, shaking the old-fashioned machine. I cursed loudly. At some point the power must have gone off during the night. This was when I wished more than anything the rules allowed for cell phones.  
 
    I spilled out of bed, sheets tangled around my waist as I dug through the tiny closet for some clothes.  
 
    A fist pounded on my door, followed by Mitch’s voice. “Teagan, come on. The bus is leaving in five minutes.” 
 
    “I’m coming!” I said, as I shoved a black T-shirt over my head, and slipped on the best jeans I could find. Wobbling around, I bounced into the hallway with my shoes, toward the shared bathroom area. Other reforms shuffled up and down the stairs. Some headed for the bus, others too old or without a need for summer school, held chore charts in hand.  
 
    The bathroom was massive. Remodeled to hold five sinks, three showers and two stalls. I pinched my toothbrush between my teeth while I finished tying my shoes. Normally my hair settled in waves when it was longer, but since Aunt Liz forced me to cut it before coming here, this morning it was messy and grungy.  
 
    I slapped water along my scalp hoping to correct the awkward sandy wave sticking up in the center of my head. With a sigh, I stared at my reflection. I looked exactly like I’d just rolled out of bed. 
 
    Good enough. I hurried back into my room and made sure my smell was at least presentable. 
 
    Outside, a white bus with rust spreading like a plague along the edges rumbled up the drive. Cursing, I snatched my backpack from the floor, taking the stairs two at a time until I burst out the door.  
 
    Mr. Sapphire stood like a muscle-packed sentinel on the porch stairs, and all at once I remembered the secret meeting in the dark with the girl. 
 
    “Calling it close, Teagan,” he said  
 
    “Yeah, well there were things by the trees that kept distracting me,” I replied with meaning. Sapphire must have suspected, because I had to admit, I enjoyed the way his brow lifted too much. “Check your power, it went out last night.” 
 
    I jumped onto the bus and the door clamped shut. The driver was a plump woman with curly orange hair and curled, black fingernails. Some type of ogress, maybe a troll, I guessed. She scrutinized me hungrily, then nodded her thick head to the back of the bus. “Find a seat, young man. You make me thirsty.” 
 
    I looked at her horrified, but Mitch’s laugh drew me to his seat. “Don’t mind Wanda, she’s a fae sith, but she hasn’t touched blood in ages. Sleep in?”  
 
    I slumped into the seat next to him. “No, the power went out. My clock reset during the night.” 
 
    “Weird. Mine was fine. Well, you made it at least.  
 
    “Great.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s not so bad. Really, you’ll like the school. I’m not lying when I say this, man, some of the girls here . . .” Mitch kissed his fingertips to his lips and smacked. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s great except Sapphire thinks mixing girls and guys will damn us all.” 
 
    “Well, it doesn’t hurt to look a little.” 
 
    I almost said something about the girl in the trees last night, but when the words formed on my tongue they seemed to evaporate. I’d keep it my secret until I figured out who she was.  
 
    Wyvern High School wasn’t anything special. It looked a lot like my last school, except the grass was a rich green, no brown spots, and the trees were perfectly sculpted. 
 
    I trudged behind Mitch and Graham through the front doors and paused briefly when a stone statue of a grisly dragon peered down at us from the perch above the entrance. My gaze halted on the structure, a chill raced down my spine as the white stone beast seemed to read my very thoughts.  
 
    “These people really hold onto dragons,” I said.  
 
    “Well, when you live in a town with the word wyvern in the title, what do you expect the mascot to be? A turkey?” Mitch chuckled, waving farewell to Graham when he drifted into a separate door. “Sapphire said once the dragon guilds were the epitome of strength. They hold onto the symbolism not the fire breathers. Rotten history and all that.” 
 
    “The wars?” 
 
    Mitch blew out his lips. “Come on, dragons and mages—they basically ruled together. Then they all slaughtered each other. Not becoming. Fae can be creeps, but we tend to leave each other alone.” 
 
    All people could be creeps—human and magis alike—but there was something wrong about the Dragon Mage wars. They’d been allies, then something snapped. And the cost was bloody and devastating. Power corrupted, that was my theory.  
 
    Mitch stuck with me, and though I’d never admit it, I was glad Mitch had the same first two periods. There were a few students in algebra class who intentionally sat two seats away from us, and a few more who gave us steely glances. In the end I crossed my arms and sat back with a snarl painted on my face.  
 
    “Don’t let it get to you,” Mitch said after class. “It’s not because we’re magis, more that we’re the reform guys—the criminals.” 
 
    “What happened to being a warm, welcoming community.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s just Sapphire being optimistic. Truth is most kids here are genuine asses.” 
 
    I snorted a laugh and shot a glare at two guys, who looked pasty and high on something, until they turned around.  
 
    “Part of the program is to get us to integrate with our peers naturally. Not everyone loves the idea. You didn’t think everyone would be cool with a convicted thief and a wild boy in their precious babies’ world, did you? Add unknown abilities on top of it—come on. The parents, mostly human, talk. Some kids keep their distance. I prefer it that way if you ask me.” 
 
    “Wow, I think that’s the first time I’ve heard a hint of bitterness,” I said, shoving Mitch’s shoulder.  
 
    Mitch laughed and spiraled down the stairs with me in tow. “Maybe a little. I’m awesome, but I’m not perfect, Ward.” 
 
    Mitch stopped and pointed to a door with a big Welcome to Summer School sign still strung up over the window. “Well, this is Tiddel’s English. Your third period. We have the same lunch hour. If you want, Graham and I usually eat outside at the football field. Want to meet us after?” 
 
    I nodded, feeling even more grateful there was someone to talk to today.  
 
    Everyone at my previous school knew my reputation and mostly ignored me but for Kent and Angie and a few of the Glacier Pack wolvyn. Even still, I’d grown up with those people—this was all new, and without sounding like a wimp, it was intimidating. 
 
    “Don’t worry if people avoid you. So what?” Mitch said when I paused too long.  
 
    “I’m good,” I said. “See you later.” 
 
    I pushed my way into the classroom. The front two rows were already filled with students and most of the third.  
 
    “Excuse me, you must be Mr. Ward,” the woman I could only assume was Mrs. Tiddel said from behind her desk. She was taller than me and as thin as bones. Her nose was sharp, but her eyes were kind behind her round glasses.  
 
    “Teagan,” I said inching closer to her desk.  
 
    “Good to have you, Teagan. Correct me if I’m wrong, but you’re Class: Defective, right?” Mrs. Tiddel said with a toothy grin. 
 
    My stomach lurched when a few snickers echoed from one side of the room.  
 
    “That’s what they say,” I grumbled.  
 
    The teacher nodded, oblivious. “Mmmkay, well, I don’t think there’s anyone I need to keep you from. You know, it’s not always good clashing, say, witches and vamps. Long, long rivalry there. Anyway, for the most part we’re loosey-goosey in this class and pick our own seats. Keeps things fresh, and helps me memorize names, not just assigned seats. Makes my mind work.” 
 
    She was weird, but I grinned. Couldn’t help it, really. “So, just sit anywhere?” 
 
    “Yep, the classroom is your oyster.” 
 
    Glancing about, I thanked my good luck that most of the back row was open, and quickly rushed to one of the back corner seats. A few students had been in my other classes and eyed me with suspicion. Taking Mitch’s advice, I kept my eyes low and focused on a cartoon masterpiece on the top of the desk left by a former student.  
 
    Then, a shift came in the air, almost like an electrical current running through me forcing me to lift my gaze back to the front of the room. A ball like tangled yarn built in the back of my throat, and my heart jumped out of place.  
 
    Her golden hair still glittered, even without the moonlight. Now, the sunlight revealed the crimson and copper color instead of the silver.  
 
    The girl from last night; I’d never forget her face. She walked right to me.  
 
    In all my experience with the opposite sex, I’d never been so caught off guard—so at a loss for words. I stared like a fool. Something about the perfect roundness of her face, the way her lips rested in a cheerful smirk, the way her slender fingers gripped the strap of her black shoulder bag—no, perhaps it was her eyes that captivated me like a moth to a flame. Sea green, and I was swimming.  
 
    She looked at me, those eyes sparkling and curious. I waited for her to stop and turn away, but she kept coming. It was only after she took a seat directly at my left I noticed the two guys flanking her.  
 
    One, with hair that reminded me of flames, narrowed his eyes in my direction. He studied me as though he were trying to flip me inside out with his gaze. The second had smooth brown skin and hair down to his shoulders, glossy like a raven’s wing. 
 
    The guys brushed me off, taking their places in the final two back row seats. Her presence forced my glance to peek out of the corner of my eye, wanting to catch one more look at the girl. I cleared my throat, face hot when she rested her chin in her palm and stared right back at me.  
 
    “Hi.” Her voice shattered something inside the pit of my stomach. A flash of hot and cold, so raw and intense, I hugged my insides under the desk. She grinned. “You’re new.” 
 
    “He’s a reform, Jade,” the fiery-haired guy said.  
 
    “I wasn’t asking for your help, Raffi,” she said with a smile over her shoulder, then locked me in her gaze again. “There’s something sort of familiar about you. We haven’t met, have we?” 
 
    I shook my head vigorously. My tongue bulged in my mouth so I couldn’t form the words. “I . . . uh, I saw you at the house, though. I think it was you, at least.” 
 
    Her eyes widened, and the guy with long hair leaned forward, voice rough. “Jade, you went to the house? That was dumb.” 
 
    “You saw me?” she asked, ignoring him. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, a little confused. 
 
    “Look what you’ve done,” she said with a forced sigh. “You’ve gotten me in trouble with Dash and Raffi. They seem to think I can’t handle myself on my own.” 
 
    Who was this girl? Magis? I couldn’t tell, but something about her spoke to something in me. 
 
    Raffi scowled and turned his attention toward the front of the room where Mrs. Tiddel began the lesson, a book about the Holocaust and the effect magis societies had during the war effort. Secretly, I was a history buff, so I looked forward to reading the book, but again, that would be a truth I kept inside.  
 
    “Maybe you shouldn’t hang around with guys who don’t let you think,” I whispered after a few minutes.  
 
    The girl beamed and leaned closer. “What’s your name?”  
 
    “Teagan. Teagan Ward.” I pulled out a notebook, clearing away the scratch in my throat. 
 
    “I’m Jade,” she said, completely turned away from Mrs. Tiddel, but either the teacher had taken no notice of our conversation, or she didn’t care.  
 
    “Why are you in summer school, Jade?”  
 
    She grinned. “Boredom. Summers are dull here. Besides, if I hadn’t enrolled, then I wouldn’t have met anyone interesting like you.” 
 
    I flushed. She had to be lying, no one would willingly enroll in summer school. But the town was like a Christmas card. I doubted they had much more than bowling for entertainment. Inside, I tried to keep it together, but everything from the fog in my head to the turning in my gut was a raving mess. I’d always been aloof with girls. No strings attached when it came to love making or fooling around. But this girl—a girl I’d said a handful of words to—was destroying me.  
 
    Nymph. Maybe a Huldra. A seductress. That would explain it and no mistake I didn’t mind.  
 
    “So, why were you at Wyvern Reform last night, Jade?” 
 
    “Visiting with my old friend Mr. Sapphire. I’m afraid next time I’ll try harder to stay in the shadows.”  
 
    “Oh, yeah? Are you a former student, or do you have other reasons?” 
 
    Jade smiled, her white teeth gleaming like perfect pearls. “Oh, I see. You think there’s something inappropriate going on between us. Well, Teagan—perhaps there is. What do you plan to do about it?” 
 
    “No judgment if you like older guys.” My fist clenched under my desk. There was a big problem and I didn’t know why.  
 
    Raffi and Dash both snarled a bit, but kept their attention on the teacher. They were irritated, but didn’t flick their eyes at us once. Strange guys, I thought.  
 
    “I appreciate that,” she said. “In turn, I’ll put your mind at ease—nothing inappropriate is happening. Sapphire is a close family friend. There was a little trouble I needed help with and he obliged.” 
 
    Jade’s smooth way of speaking could have lulled me into a trance if I allowed it. She was confident and intelligent and unafraid by all pretenses. But there was something about the way Dash gripped his desk and Raffi’s face reddened like a cherry that brought me to wonder how she could keep such volatile company.  
 
    “Glad to hear it.” I cursed myself—I could hardly think of anything interesting to say. 
 
    “There is something so fascinatingly familiar about you, Teagan. I simply can’t put my finger on it.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Must have one of those faces.” 
 
    “You must,” Jade said. “Well, it’s good to know you, Teagan. I suppose we should pay attention now; it’s rude to talk while others are speaking.”  
 
    Jade flashed one more smile. My brain fog lifted, and Mrs. Tiddel’s playful voice went on about the reading report we had to turn in within two weeks. Raffi’s red face was close to Jade, who looked ahead at Mrs. Tiddel while he rambled something hushed in her ear. He looked upset, so did Dash, but at least Dash didn’t eye me like he was about to murder me.  
 
    Drawing my attention away from Jade and her uptight friends, I tried to focus. Of course, by the end of class I’d only jotted a few notes and had shot a heap of glances at Jade. The bell rang and Jade stood, followed by Raffi and Dash.  
 
    “Bye, Teagan. It was good to meet you. Welcome to the dullest summer school ever,” she whispered.  
 
    “Better than dull days, I guess.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Raffi stayed close to Jade, his arm wrapped protectively around her shoulders, and it caused my skin to prickle.  
 
    “Hope Sapphire can help you reform and all, Defective,” Dash muttered as he passed.  
 
    I kept quiet, fists balled. 
 
    Once Jade was gone, I stacked my books back into my bag and rushed from the room. I didn’t know where the football field was, but I quickly shoved outside the closest door knowing I’d find it sooner or later.  
 
    “Mrs. Tiddel is good,” Graham said, passing over a bag of chips before opening one of his own. “But she really likes in-depth writing, so she’ll know if you just copy and paste from Google, so watch that.” 
 
    I leaned back on my elbows, watching from the bleachers as students poured across the field in groups. I caught sight of Jade with Raffi and Dash. Her laugh was a siren’s call. She tipped her head back, smiling at the sky. Even Raffi laughed and didn’t look like he planned to snap a neck.  
 
    “Hey, Mitch, what’s her story?”  
 
    “Oh, don’t even go there.” Mitch shoved an enormous bite of sandwich in his mouth. “That’s Jade Drake, as in the principal’s daughter.” 
 
    “What, does that automatically make her untouchable? We’re in school, but adults.”  
 
    “Yeah, tell that to them.” He nodded toward Raffi and Dash. “That’s Raffi Tarragon and Dash Bulwark. They never leave her alone. They’re like crazy tight childhood friends or something. But Raffi is into Jade, and you’d be insane to mess with him. He’s known for his temper.” 
 
    “Sounds like a creep,” I said. “Magis?” 
 
    Mitch shrugged. “Honestly, I’m not sure. I thought troll, or half giant for Raffi, once. But they’ve never shown any kind of magic as long as I’ve been here. And Ms. Drake doesn’t have powers, but somewhere in her family history is old sorcery, I guess. So, she’s empathetic to all us lost magis creatures. Raffi is nice enough if you stay away from Jade.” 
 
    I forced my gaze away, but that didn’t mean I had to stop thinking about her. In fact, I embraced the odd sensation filling my chest every time a thought of Jade crossed my mind. Keeping feelings hidden was a talent, and this new sensation would be the latest thing I buried.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Dinner clean-up wasn’t a warzone like at home, but after painful silence with Melinda, the succubus girl with the tongue ring, and Lance, another thirteen-year-old defective who’d done some intense vandalism on a dare, I was ready to disappear into my bedroom again. 
 
    I towered over them, had more brain cells, and by the end was certain I was in a teenage soap opera the way they went on about nothing. 
 
    “So, like, how old are you? Aren’t you sorta big for high school?” Melinda asked, fiddling with her tongue ring. She winked, and something tugged at my chest. An unnatural need. This girl wasn’t defective and I ought to warn Mitch, I thought.  
 
    I took a step back. “I missed half my last year.” 
 
    Lance snorted. “Yeah, ‘cause he kept getting arrested. That’s what Graham says.” 
 
    “Is that what Graham says?” I asked with a bite to my tone. “I’m almost nineteen. Not the only one who is, either.” 
 
    “Oh.” Melinda grinned again. “So, like, a man.” 
 
    Her magic struck again and whatever dormant power was inside me fought back. A little nauseating, to be honest.  
 
    “Melinda, knock it off.” Sapphire’s deep rumble broke the sick wave of colliding magic. Melinda clicked her tongue, then turned back to the sink, affronted. I blinked my stun at Sapphire. He frowned at the girl’s head, then pointed it at me. “Teagan. Come with me.” 
 
    With a sigh, I finished drying the heavy stock pot and placed it back on the counter. I’d take Sapphire over the those two without a second thought. Back in his office, Sapphire leaned against his desk and gestured at the chair in front. I sat stiffly. 
 
    “Just doing a nightly check-in.” 
 
    I lifted one brow. “You meet with everyone every night? Why haven’t we done this before?” 
 
    “I don’t meet with everyone, only those I feel like I need to meet with. The rest of the staff helps too. But I wanted to check-in with you. How was the first day?” 
 
    My brow furrowed and I stared out the open window. After knowing for certain Jade had met with Sapphire in the dead of night, I’d placed a kind of wall between myself and the man. Jade said he was a family friend, but something about it seemed off.  
 
    “It was fine. Basic summer school.” 
 
    “No trouble with anyone? Or any of your classes?” 
 
    “Nope. If there were it’s not like I’m a kid. I can take care of it.” 
 
    “Would you tell me if there were any issues?” 
 
    “Like I said—I’m not a kid.”  
 
    Sapphire sighed, keeping his arms crossed over his thick chest. “I was wondering if you’d expound more on what you wrote in your reflection journal. What do you like about the forest?” He held up the composition notebook.  
 
    My face heated. “I didn’t realize we’d be talking about that.” 
 
    “Well, it helps me understand you better, Teagan. You wrote some really compelling things.” 
 
    “I wrote ten words.” 
 
    “Yet, still compelling. So, why did you write about the forest first?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said, slouching in the chair. “I’ve always liked the outdoors.” 
 
    “That’s good to know,” Sapphire said. His voice was deep, like a force of nature, but the man had a good balance of kindness and sternness. “I’ll make sure you have more outside labor and activities. That’s good. Now, what about the next part—why do you feel angry?” 
 
    I tossed my head back and sighed. “I don’t know, sir. That’s why I wrote: I. Don’t. Know.” 
 
    Despite my best efforts, Sapphire wasn’t intimidated. “Does being outside help with the anger?” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    Sapphire moved behind his desk and sat. He took a few moments to write something down on a yellow pad of paper and tapped the end of the pen, probably to irritate me. “Okay, that’s all good to know, Teagan. See, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” 
 
    “Sure, sir.” 
 
    “I know you’re grown, by the way,” he went on. “But you need to finish high school. So keep up, yeah? You’ve been pretty easygoing. Honestly, based on your connections to the wolvyn, I expected a bit more resistance.” 
 
    “Would you like me to cause more problems?”  
 
    Sapphire chuckled. “No, I like the way you’re going. I think the real Teagan is showing through. That’s exactly what I want.” 
 
    “With all due respect, you don’t know the real me, sir.” I didn’t mean to blurt it out. 
 
    Sapphire wasn’t smiling anymore, but he nodded. “You’re right, I don’t. Here’s your journal. Oh, and I checked the wiring in your room. I don’t know what happened, but it seems like an electric surge fried the breaker to your room. It’s all fixed.” 
 
    I stood and took back the notebook. “Can I go? I have homework.” 
 
    “You may go, yes.” Sapphire smirked in that annoying way that riled my blood.  
 
    Upstairs, I flopped back onto my bed, glancing once toward my backpack. The day had brought piles of homework, but instead of my math book, I reached for the reflection journal. It was strange how thoughts came to my mind, how the idea of writing them down, no matter how small, did come naturally.  
 
    I dated the line so Sapphire would know I was speaking directly to him.  
 
    No one knows the real me. That’s intentional. 
 
    I tossed the notebook aside.  
 
    Screw homework. Punching my pillow into a lumpy mound, I buried my face and fell into a dreamless sleep.  
 
    Morning came and again my clock refused to sound the alarm. In all my haste to rush out the door, I hadn’t had a moment to call out Sapphire for his faulty wiring.  
 
    Rushing into first period, I slammed into a girl with short auburn hair, her nose sprinkled with freckles, and she wore a sultry smile that sort of forced me to grin back. This was the type of girl I was used to.  
 
    “Sorry,” I said, bending down to help her pick up the spiraled notebook splayed along the floor. 
 
    “No worries,” she said. “Hey, I haven’t met you yet. You’re new, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Her eyes flicked over my shoulder when Mitch scurried behind me. Her brow lifted, but her smile filled with a new desire. 
 
    “I’m Jenna,” she said. “Magis or human?” 
 
    I offered a half grin and shrugged. “Neither. Defective.” 
 
    Instead of disgust, her eyes brightened. “I’m human. Is that a turn off for someone who grew up in a magis district?” 
 
    “Nope.” I took a step closer. From my peripheral, I noted that Mitch rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Good because you seem like someone who knows how to liven up a stupid town.”  
 
    “Yep, he’s like me, Jen. Wild and criminal.” Mitch clapped me on the shoulder, then gave a quick thumb’s up before hurrying to his class.  
 
    Since I’d seen Jade Drake, I had thought of little else, but she wasn’t within reach. Perhaps a girl like this Jenna might be able to show me more of the ropes of Wyvern Willows. I’d done fine with human girls back home if I didn’t tell them I came from the magis district. And when I shadowed Kent, wolvyn females didn’t have a problem, so long as partying with me got them close to the future alpha.  
 
    “Magis and criminal, huh?” Jenna winked. “You’re definitely not the sort of guy I should bring home to meet my parents, then.” 
 
    I leaned in. “Does it scare you off?”  
 
    Jenna dragged her fingers across my hand and slid the folder out of my grip, her smile wide and mischievous. “Not at all. I love a good challenge.” 
 
    “But then, you’re in summer school, too. Maybe I ought to watch out for you.” 
 
    “I’m here for Advanced Bio, Teagan. College credits.” She scribbled something on the front of my notebook. “Why don’t you and Mitch give me a call this weekend. A few friends and I would love to get together.” 
 
    My eyes drifted to the name and number written in large print. “We have free time on Saturday night.” 
 
    “Oh, I know the reform schedule.” Ah, she’d done this before. With a pat to my cheek, she lowered her voice. “Don’t do anything to get it taken away.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    Mitch leaned against a row of lockers and smiled. “You aren’t a true reform until Jenna Mark pays you a visit.”  
 
    “That much experience, huh?”  
 
    Mitch shrugged. “Not just her. Those friends of hers are regulars too. Jenna likes the new faces. She knows how to butter up Sapphire, though, so he keeps allowing them to hang on the weekends. It’s been a while since there’s been a new guy. Jenna is probably over the moon.” 
 
    “Sounds perfect.” I sounded more like I was convincing myself.  
 
    An hour later, I sat in the back of Mrs. Tiddel’s class, tapping my pencil on the desk. My pulse quickened when Jade entered. Dash wasn’t with her, only Raffi today. And again, he watched me, unblinking, as if I might turn on them at any second. 
 
    “Hi, Jade.”  
 
    Jade grinned at Raffi, then scooted her desk a few inches closer to me. When her fingers brushed my arm, flames burst along my skin. I held my breath until the sensation passed. Did she feel the same thing? If she did, Jade recovered quickly. 
 
    “Teagan, I’ve been looking forward to seeing you again,” she said.  
 
    Raffi nudged her elbow, frowning. “Let’s just listen today, Jade.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said sweetly. “I plan to listen to the class and speak with Teagan.” 
 
    A pressure rippled through the air. There, then gone in another breath, but like yesterday Raffi kept his eyes focused on the front of the class. Though he desperately looked as though he wanted to say something more.  
 
    “Why would you want to see me?” I asked dryly.  
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?” She smiled, clicking her stiletto fingernails. Painted a rich, inky black with a few splashes of green. Jade had a dimple, too, I hadn’t noticed. I might not be able to look away. She shifted in her seat, so she faced me directly. “Teagan, I know certain things should be kept secret, but I wonder if I could ask you a personal question.” 
 
    “Sure.” I leaned over my elbows, so my hand rested an inch away from Jade’s. Something about her presence made it nearly impossible to keep my distance.  
 
    “I’ve been trying to figure out what the purpose of sending you to the reform school would have been, unless it is for the benefit of Sapphire, of course. Perhaps he needs extra strength. Is that why you’re here?” 
 
    I laughed, but eyed Jade strangely. “To give Sapphire strength? No, that’s not why I’m here.” 
 
    “So you defied law enforcement intentionally. Was it arranged by the elders? I have Raffi and Dash. I don’t need anything more. Naturally, I thought it could be for Sapphire.” 
 
    “Jade.” I glanced at Tiddel, who was droning on with her lesson. I replayed her words twice before speaking again and still didn’t understand what she was talking about. “What elders? Is that a coven, or a guild? Or do you mean the judge? I had a plea deal and Wyvern Reform was it—that’s why I came.” 
 
    Jade’s smile slipped. The flash of frustration brightened the green in her eyes. Yet, when she spoke it was still in the same soft tone. “I don’t know why I expected you to tell me something straightforward. No one else does either. Forgive me for asking. I won’t push you to divulge any more secrets of the council, or your purpose. I’ll do my duty and take the cover story without question.” 
 
    “Wait, I’m not sure I know what you’re asking,” I fumbled, trying to keep the conversation alive. “Are you wanting to know what I did to get into Wyvern Reform? I’ll tell you.” 
 
    Jade had already turned around in her seat. 
 
    “Mr. Ward, thank you for volunteering to read. Just pick up in paragraph two and, Teagan—” Mrs. Tiddel said, clutching tight to the thick textbook. I hadn’t even opened the book.  
 
    “Yes?” I turned the pages as if I knew where we were.  
 
    Tiddel beamed wistfully and caressed the page. “Read it with desire. Give the words the passion they deserve. Begin.” 
 
    I could feel my cheeks flush when Jade smirked, looking a little smug. Any smile I’d had faded into a deep frown. Jade hadn’t admitted to being magis, and I didn’t know if she could force the teacher to call on me, but based on her sly grin I think she might’ve had some hand in it.  
 
    *** 
 
    After school I shuffled toward the bus with Mitch and Graham. Mitch groaned on about his art homework when Jenna shouted down the hall, drawing all three of us to a halt.  
 
    “Teagan, these are my friends Lacy and Sloan. They’re going to be joining us on Saturday. Mitch, you’ll be available to keep them company, right?” 
 
    “Sure. Always glad to offer my services,” he said with a wink. 
 
    Lacy had one half of her head shaved, her eyes like pure copper. A wolvyn, no doubt. Like Kent, she had this wide-eyed stare that raised the hair on the back of your neck.  
 
    “What pack?” I asked.  
 
    Lacy grinned, her human-form teeth glistening. “Green Hills. Heard of us?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. You have some impressive numbers. I have friends in the Glacier pack.” 
 
    “Oh, Alpha Ridge’s turf,” she said. “He’s . . . violent.” 
 
    Putting it lightly. So was saying I had friends. Neither Kent nor Angie had reached out, not to Liz, not to me. No mistake, I was sure by now they’d long forgotten me. 
 
    “She’s always bragging,” Sloan whined. “There are other magis who are stronger than shifters, Lace.” 
 
    Jenna touched my wrist. “Ignore them, they love to compare power. Sloan is part siren and hates water, if that tells you anything.” 
 
    “Hey.” Sloan nudged Jenna’s arm, but simply snickered.  
 
    I laughed. Talk about defective.  
 
    Jenna eyed me with an intent to conquer. At least I thought so, until I saw the way Sloan devoured Mitch with a single glance. Did her voice work on fae? The way she looked at him, if she started a siren call, I had no doubt my fellow reform would be lost. 
 
    “What about you Graham, want to join us?” Jenna asked.  
 
    Graham shrugged. “I don’t know, depends on homework.” 
 
    “Oh, come on Graham,” said Mitch. “You always complain no one wants anything to do with us. He’ll be there.” 
 
    “I can’t wait,” Jenna said, brushing her fingers along my shoulder.  
 
    I smiled, the rugged, dangerous feeling spreading through me once again. Old habits. After the awkward class with Jade, I ought to cut my losses and stick to what I knew. My logical brain knew Jenna was into me because of my record—I knew exactly how short-lived any romance might be—but who really cared?  
 
    “It’ll be great getting to know someone a little better from school,” I whispered close to Jenna’s ear. Her breaths were rapid when she glanced up. I half expected it, but was still surprised when Jenna pecked my lips. When she pulled away, she kept her mouth close.  
 
    “I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised what you discover, Teagan.” 
 
    Graham sighed and abandoned us. Mitch grinned, the fae in him coming out in his flashing eyes, as I leaned against the wall. Jenna and her friends floated away. Defective, true, but I could still have a bit of fun.  
 
    When I turned to ask Mitch about any private places I could sneak to with Jenna, my heart lodged in the back of my throat. 
 
    Jade’s brilliant gaze stabbed me from across the hall. 
 
    A furrow gathered over her brow and a bit of pink flushed her cheeks. The seductive dimple faded because Jade certainly wasn’t smiling. Her gaze leapt to Jenna as the girls retreated, then back to me. I cleared my throat, the back of my neck prickled in shame and it didn’t make sense. Why have shame when I didn’t know Jade, didn’t have any romantic connection to her?  
 
    I blinked away and hurried in the opposite direction. On the bus I slumped in my seat, chest tight. A weird, sick knot of betrayal throbbed in my chest until I thought a rib might snap.  
 
    Foolish to think that way, but the feeling didn’t ease all through the night. The raw coils in my insides worsened at the idea of Jade witnessing the simple kiss. 
 
    I hardly slept, so it didn’t matter that again the alarm clock flashed a blinking midnight reset, never going off.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Saturday morning brought me lawn duty. Three hours of clipping, trimming, and whacking, but it gave me time to meditate with my friends the trees.  
 
    The air blistered over my exposed neck and arms by the time the afternoon broke through the quiet morning. Tonight was my first social night since coming to Wyvern Reform, and I was looking forward to the evening if for no other reason than to silence Mitch about what might happen.  
 
    The changeling spoke of nothing else and had admitted to fooling around behind the school with Lacy before, but tonight Sloan would have his attention. As much as I did look forward to the night, a dark cloud bloomed in my chest.  
 
    All week Jade had pummeled my thoughts. She’d spoken with me in Mrs. Tiddel’s class after she’d seen Jenna in the hallway, but hadn’t said much, and when school dismissed Friday she’d wished me a good weekend. Truth be told, she’d said it like a bad taste in her mouth. 
 
    I wanted to ask her things. Everything. Was she magis? Why did she think I was here? She had to be magis. But I wanted to know more. If she was with Raffi, why the jealousy about Jenna? Maybe I’d read it all wrong.  
 
    I sounded like an idiot. Like a hormonal, insecure teenager.  
 
    I shook my head and chugged a long gulp of water. A family of robins watched me from the branches. Their beady eyes followed me around the yard as though the birds were waiting for me to outright speak to them. All morning they’d perched on the tree, only flying away when I moved toward the front door of the house. Not the first time. Once a line of chipmunks surrounded me. Liz even snapped a picture of it. They’d sat there, perched on hind legs, as if waiting for me to do something remarkable.  
 
    “Teagan,” Sapphire’s voice echoed from his office.  
 
    I wiped the back of my hand over my sweaty brow. “Yes, sir.”  
 
    “What are the rules for tonight?” 
 
    “No drugs, no alcohol, no getting naked. I got it.” 
 
    “Stay out of the bedrooms. You may go out on the porch with the lights on or in the free room for a movie. Curfew is still at ten.” 
 
    “Do you grill Mitch and Graham like you do me, sir?” I tried to sound aggravated, but Sapphire only seemed amused.  
 
    “Mitch knows the rules, Graham is being forced to participate, and I don’t recall you being in a position to question what I do or don’t do, Mr. Ward.” 
 
    “I’m not a complete ass, you know. I can keep it in my pants.”   
 
    Sapphire lifted a brow. “Fair enough. This is a privilege. Don’t bring me to regret it.” 
 
    I offered a lazy salute, then hit the shower.  
 
    It was disturbing the lengths Wyvern Reform went to allow visitors. All parents of underage kids were informed, had to fill out consent sheets, and an adult was always hovering in the corner. For us, we had an inch more freedom, but there’d be someone close in case we went feral and turned on our guests, I guessed.  
 
    Jesse, Sapphire, and Bart were on chaperone patrol, and Sapphire meant business. I laughed whenever his loud voice shouted at a few rebels sneaking into bedrooms. About every half hour it’d happen again.  
 
    Jesse had the job of sticking with me, Mitch, and Graham. The youngest employee, entirely human, and had the tendency to scroll absently on social media, not really paying attention to his surroundings.  
 
    Curfew loomed and we led the girls to the front porch.  
 
    Jenna curled against my chest on the porch swing. She seemed comfortable, like she belonged there. My skin was on fire, and not it a good way.  
 
    Sapphire worried about my wandering hands, but Jenna’s hand was inching ever closer to my lower back, then my belt, and more than once I had to shift into an uncomfortable position to avoid them. Sloan was on the prowl, her face buried against Mitch’s neck. I had to laugh—poor Mitch—he tried to reciprocate her moves, but Sloan was a little much. Eventually, he folded his hands in his lap until she gave-up.  
 
    Graham kept his arms crossed, his eyes focused straight and ignored Lacy at his side who looked rather annoyed. She snarled more than once, showing her wolfish features in the dim light.  
 
    “Now you know,” Jenna said softly, her fingers tickling against the back of my neck. “There are girls who aren’t afraid of magis guys.” 
 
    “Defective isn’t really impressive.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’ve heard of defective magis showing power later in life. It’s known to happen.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah. Rare, but it’s happened. Usually because there was some kind of block placed on magic. You know, because they might be sociopaths with magical abilities and that’d be chaos. So I guess they weren’t really defective, just blocked.” 
 
    “Huh,” was all I said. Not exactly the hopeful notion I wanted. 
 
    “You’re not the first girl to talk to Teagan.” Graham said, a little indignant. “There are others who aren’t intimidated by reform magis, Jenna.” 
 
    I glared at him. His pale eyes flat and uninterested in my temper.  
 
    Jenna tilted her head. “Really?” 
 
    A curl twisted the corner of Graham’s mouth. The first hint of gladness I’d witnessed since coming. He took a sip of soda we’d snatched from the fridge. “Jade Drake likes him.” 
 
    My stomach tightened. I narrowed my eyes at Graham, warning him to shut up, yet I wanted him to keep speaking in the same breath. 
 
    “Jade?” She whipped around, her freckled nose crinkling when she met my gaze. “Are you the kind of guy who’s into a princess?” 
 
    “Princess? I’ve spoken to her like twice.” Not entirely true, but I really didn’t need to bring up all the little comments we’d shared each day in class. “Why do you think she’s a princess?” 
 
    Jenna chuckled, as did Lacy and Sloan. “Well, she lives in a mansion. She’s followed by some of the hottest guys in school like they’re her personal guards. She’s the principal’s daughter, want me to go on?” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean she’s a princess,” I said, wryly. Strange how I jumped—no, needed to come—to Jade’s defense. “You’re holding it against her that she’s rich?” 
 
    “No, that’s not all. She’s weird,” Sloan said.  
 
    “We’re in a magis district,” I said. “Everyone is weird.” 
 
    “No. She’s worse.” Sloan leaned over her knees, a cruel grin on her pink lips. “A couple years ago she got into trouble with some kid and, of course, it was brushed under the rug. But the kid—he like disappeared. We never saw him again.” 
 
    “What?” My voice croaked and I fought to clear it away.  
 
    “I’ve never heard this story,” Mitch said.  
 
    Graham folded his arms and frowned. “Me neither.” 
 
    “Yeah, some say the guy made a move on her and Raffi murdered him—I wouldn’t doubt it—that guy has rage issues,” Sloan went on. “Others say he tried to do something to Jade, you know, like force her, and she hurt him. Of course, her mom takes care of everything and makes certain her record is spotless. Jade seems all perfect, but there’s something dark in her.” 
 
    My fists clenched. A surge of hot, raw anger flooded my veins until my skull throbbed. If true, I’d find the guy and end him myself. What the hell? When did I turn into some slaughterhouse?  
 
    “She doesn’t have girlfriends,” Jenna chimed in. “And hardly speaks to anyone except for Raffi and Dash. The rest of us are just peasants beneath Princess Jade.” 
 
    “There are all sorts of stories like that—about all of them. Jade, Raffi, Dash, my dad even struggles with Ms. Drake. Like no one knows where Jade’s dad went,” Lacy said. “Are the Drakes divorced, is he dead, is he chained in the basement? Who knows? Look, my brothers and I, we sniffed them out once—” 
 
    “Lacy,” Mitch said, astonished. “You went on their property.” 
 
    What?” she said innocently. “They’re weird. It’s put the wolvyn on edge. Anyway, even their smell is . . . I don’t even know. It’s not a scent I’ve picked up before.” 
 
    “I’ve seen Jade out in the forest.” Jenna said, smugly. “It’s creepy. She’s always alone out there, probably doing all kinds of druggy stuff or weird magic. But that’s the other thing. No one knows if she’s magis.” 
 
    “If I had to bet, I would say Jade deserves to be in Wyvern Reform ten times more than any of you guys,” Sloan said, tracing the line of Mitch’s jaw, humming. 
 
    “You’d be smart to stay away from her, Teagan,” Lacy insisted.  
 
    I hesitated and my voice broke with barely managed temper. “Well, I didn’t get into Wyvern Reform because I’m smart.” 
 
    Jenna leaned her head on my shoulder. “What do you think she does with Raffi and Dash? I mean, they both look like they’d jump in front of a bus for her at any given moment. Who knows what sort of freaky stuff they’re into?”  
 
    Picturing Jade with Dash and Raffi was the breaking point. I was done.  
 
    “Sounds like you all might be a little jealous.” 
 
    “Jealous? Please, who is here with you tonight?” Jenna leaned in, lips aimed at mine, and I had a choice. Let it happen, enjoy a few minutes, or hold true to the way my chest corded in tension over Jade Drake.  
 
    I chose the latter.  
 
    I stood abruptly. Jenna’s lips parted when she scowled in my direction.  
 
    “Well, it’s about time for our curfew,” I said. Mitch burst to his feet, and I thought Graham muttered ‘finally’ under his breath.  
 
    “You’re not going to kiss me goodbye?” Jenna whimpered.  
 
    I wanted to roll my eyes when she pouted out her lip. That might have been playful, attractive even, before—okay, even ten minutes earlier—before Jade was brought into the conversation. Now all I wanted to do was shoo Jenna away and process everything they’d told me.  
 
    At first, I thought nothing could ever taint my awe of Jade, but I’d seen Jade in the woods talking to Sapphire. The more I thought about it, she did speak differently. Most of the time I didn’t know what she was talking about. Then, of course, there was the unbearable pull to be close to her—I’d even hang around Raffi all day if it meant I was close to her.  
 
    Jade was intriguing in an infuriating way. I both despised and lived for my rambling thoughts of her gilded hair, bright eyes, and the mystery that was ever-present when she was near.  
 
    I relented and kissed Jenna on the cheek. Stepping back, I caught the full fury of her scowl. “Sorry, I got into some trouble earlier. One more strike and I’ll probably be sent packing.”  
 
    “Teagan punched one of the employees. In your defense though, he was lurking a little too close for comfort.” Mitch didn’t skip a breath with his lie. I clenched my teeth to stifle the laugh.  
 
    “You’re something else, Teagan,” Jenna said with a sigh. “Let’s do this again soon.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Jenna, Sloan, and Lacy wouldn’t be coming back—at least not to see me. What was wrong with me? A girl who would throw herself at me if I asked, and here I was tossing it all away over what? A girl who hardly spoke to me.  
 
    Lights out came too quickly. I was stuck in the middle of algebraic formulas and numbers with tiny letters that made no sense. Then again, math never was a strong point. Most magis had little use for these sorts of things and took courses in their unique talents senior year.  
 
    Since defectives usually ended up as assistants to the powerful, I saw little point in forcing mathematical theories down my throat.  
 
    I peeked outside my door for any life in the hallway. Convinced it was empty, I opened my window, and slipped onto the sloped roof.  
 
    A full moon rose over the treetops and I tried to solve the final problem with the summer breeze on my skin, the night in my lungs. In the end, I gave up and rested my head against the side of the house, thoughts wandering. School. This place. Of Aunt Liz. 
 
    The night after my sentence she’d cried. My aunt hadn’t known I’d heard her. She’d tried to paint Wyvern Willows in a positive light from the moment we’d left the courtroom, but I’d heard through the walls her wails and laments to my leaving. I wanted to call her, but that would have to wait until the morning. Each student was allowed one home phone call a week unless there was an emergency. I liked to call on Sunday since it was when most of the kids were calmest.  
 
    I’d reassure Aunt Liz that all was well, even if I couldn’t wait to leave. I closed my eyes, desperate to switch my mind to black. 
 
    “You shouldn’t keep coming here.”  
 
    My eyes snapped open. Sapphire. I peered over the ledge to the trees. He stood there, like before, arms folded, body tense.  
 
    “I will come to you,” he said. 
 
    Chest tight, I scooted back into the shadows of the gable. Darkness prickled the hairs on my arms, but I ignored the childish fear and listened.  
 
    Honorable Sapphire wasn’t alone.  
 
    Jade’s hair was pulled into a high ponytail; her flannel pants tucked into hiking boots. She rubbed the bridge of her nose. “I had to come. Who else will understand?”  
 
    “This strength is normal, you’re getting older. It was bound to happen.”  
 
    Jade hugged her middle and I froze when she pointed toward the house. “No, this is different—it feels different. Only one thing has changed, and you refuse to help me. What if this connection means something greater?” 
 
    “There is no connection,” Sapphire said. “You’re feeling more at ease with your body. That’s all.” 
 
    I tasted bile in my throat. Something about the way he spoke was like a dirty word. I wanted to rush Jade away. They shouldn’t be talking like this, yet I couldn’t find the will to stop listening. 
 
    Jade pointed at the house. “Say what you will, but something is happening here.”  
 
    There must’ve been an invisible fist crushing my windpipe because I could hardly draw air when Sapphire turned and glanced at my window. I crouched lower.  
 
    Why? Jade hadn’t said anything about me.  
 
    I dropped my head out of sight, ensuring I was out of sight. My heart pounded in my chest. Even if Sapphire was a friend of Jade’s family, it was strange that a grown man kept having secret, tense meetings with an eighteen-year-old. A tight swell filled my stomach, a sort of protective instinct I didn’t understand. Jade wasn’t helpless, but I wanted to stand in the way of anything that might harm her. She wasn’t weak, but I grew sick at the thought of someone threatening her. Distressing her. I was losing my mind, no mistake.  
 
    When I glanced over the ledge again, they were gone. Jade had disappeared back into the darkness and Sapphire had slithered out of view.  
 
    Crawling back into bed, I stayed awake well into the night until I finally settled that in the morning I would ask Mr. Sapphire exactly what he was doing with Jade Drake.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    I didn’t say anything to Sapphire, at least not the next day, or the next. Every time I tried, the words fumbled over my tongue and I walked away. Like a coward.  
 
    I wanted to speak with Jade, but each day in Mrs. Tiddel’s English class, whatever it was about the girl, I suddenly didn’t care about her late night escapades at the reform house. Until it happened again. My stomach clenched as the next Wednesday night brought Jade’s glowing blonde hair to the edge of the forest.  
 
    She pointed at her chest. I couldn’t see why because of Sapphire’s hulking form. That was it. No more. Something had Jade troubled enough she would continually risk being seen on the property, and Sapphire was clearly not willing to end the behavior.  
 
    I couldn’t play the coward anymore. 
 
    In the morning, I slipped on gray sweatpants and T-shirt. The house was silent, only the wooden stairs creaked as I sneaked to Sapphire’s office. What would I say? I had little trust for Sapphire, but my greatest risk was the man sending me home. He could with one word, and Aunt Liz would personally see me behind bars.  
 
    Yet, the closer I came to the office I knew it had to be done. For Jade’s sake.  
 
    Sapphire’s office was empty. My shoulders slumped, until I noticed the front door cracked open. I peered over my shoulder at the empty halls, the gray dawn cast the wood floors, white walls in haze. At my sides, my fingers twitched. Doubtless I’d get in trouble for leaving without permission and before the bus arrived.  
 
    Still, I opened the door and stepped outside. A faint mist danced over the lawn, but there wasn’t any other sign of life. I knew Sapphire rose before dawn. He was a machine, but I had no clue where he went. 
 
    The trees called to me. A good place as any to start. The air, the spice of the forest, calmed my breaths the closer I came. Beyond the heavy shrubs and spruces, breathless gasps and pants stacked on the silence.  
 
    Sapphire grunted as he pulled his body up and down, using a thick branch as a chin-lift bar. His arms bulged and seemed as though the muscles might burst through his skin if he pressed them much further. For a heartbeat, I considered leaving, but I stayed.  
 
    “What are you doing out here, Teagan?” 
 
    My pulse raced. I hadn’t made a sound and he’d never looked at me.  
 
    Sapphire wiped his brow with a towel hung over a branch.  
 
    “I—” Be a man— “I . . . look, I’ve seen you outside with a girl from school a few times now. I know she’s eighteen, but I think it’s shady.” 
 
    Sapphire’s eyes narrowed. “You saw me with who?” 
 
    I forced myself to stand tall when Sapphire towered over me. “A girl from school. Jade Drake.” 
 
    Sapphire chuckled. “No, I think you’re mistaken, Teagan. I know the Drakes, but I don’t make a habit of meeting the teenage daughter at night.” 
 
    I glared at Sapphire, my courage bleeding through somehow. “I know what I saw.” 
 
    “Teagan, do I seem like I’m that kind of man?” 
 
    “No, but does anyone really seem like that sort of man?” 
 
    “Valid point.” He wiped his brow again, staring at the sunrise through the trees. “You’re positive it was Jade?” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “I saw what I saw. Are you trying to convince me otherwise?” 
 
    Sapphire didn’t look disappointed, truth be told, he stared at me with a bit of bewilderment. “No, I suppose I’m not. Look, the Drakes are old friends. Jade came asking for help with some trouble with her mother. I told her exactly what I’m telling you now—she needed to come during the day, to stop sneaking out, and that was the end of it. There’s nothing inappropriate going on, Teagan. I assure you.” 
 
    “Then why did you just try to lie?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to embarrass Jade, but I shouldn’t have. I have nothing to hide. You can even speak to Ms. Drake if you want. I give my word I view Jade as a niece or something. You met at school?” 
 
    “Yeah, we have a class together. I don’t know her that well.” The longer Sapphire spoke, the more I believed his every word. And the trees weren’t helping. Their soothing songs slowly washed away the rabid need to defend Jade Drake. 
 
    “Yet, you found the guts to stand up for her because you thought she was in trouble. That’s an honorable characteristic, Teagan.” 
 
    “I’m known to have a few. Listen, I’m going to ask Jade her side, sir. I don’t like it, and I can’t shake the feeling like I’m missing something in all this. Are you the same magis guild? You’ve never really said what sort of power you have.” 
 
    One side of his mouth curled into a sly grin. “I’m defective. I thought if anyone noticed it’d be you.” 
 
    Defective? A bit of relief came knowing someone successful shared the same burden—no! Sapphire was creepily sneaking to meet Jade. I needed to keep that in the forefront. 
 
    “I’m sorry I lied about meeting Jade. I should have been open or how can I expect you to be open while you’re here?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” I didn’t like how his voice had a weird way of calming me. He could be lying about being defective and be manipulating me for all I knew. “I’m going to go get ready for school.” 
 
    “Probably best. Nothing is going on, Teagan. I promise.” 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    There was something wrong here. Even for a magis district secrets bubbled in the soil and I couldn’t shake the feeling they were about to burst.  
 
    *** 
 
    “Hi again,” Jade said as she took her seat in Mrs. Tiddel’s class. Both Raffi and Dash followed, scowling at me like I was an infection.  
 
    “Hi.”  
 
    Jade arranged her books, then positioned her head on her hand and just stared at me. Her sparkling green eyes were unblinking, studying everything—it should have made me uncomfortable, but I admitted I enjoyed feeling her gaze. She wasn’t shy about her stare either.  
 
    “What?” I chuckled and faced her after a long pause.  
 
    Raffi and Dash were both turned toward us, their lips pressed tight. Everything about the two guys screamed they hated that Jade spoke to me, but they kept quiet. 
 
    “Nothing,” Jade said. “I just find myself prone to look at you. Is that too forward to say?” 
 
    “Uh, no.” I checked to make sure Mrs. Tiddel wasn’t looking. But to the teacher, Jade and I weren’t there. “Actually, I wanted to ask you about last night.” 
 
    Jade furrowed her brow, for the first time since I’d seen her perfect face, she wasn’t bright and smiling. “What about last night?” 
 
    “You were talking to Sapphire again,” I said. I needed to tread carefully. Pushing her away or embarrassing her was the last thing I wanted. “I want to make sure you’re good.” 
 
    “What do you mean I was talking with Mr. Sapphire?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. I didn’t have a volatile temper, but at times frustration came too close to the surface. “He already fessed up, Jade. But he tried to convince me it was all in my head, too. I saw you both.” 
 
    “You saw us?” The space between her brows pulled together. 
 
    I tossed my hands a bit, surprised Tiddel still didn’t notice. “What is it with you and Sapphire thinking I’m completely oblivious or something? You were maybe fifteen feet from my window. Yeah, I saw you.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” Her voice was soft enough that I wondered if she intended for me to hear.  
 
    “Were you trying to be sneaky? Because if you are, I might suggest staying in the trees, not right out in the open on the lawn.”  
 
    “Sure, thank you for the tip,” Jade smiled, sadly. “Your concern for me is sweet, Teagan. I promise Konrad Sapphire isn’t seducing me or anything. He’s like an uncle. He was just helping me sort through something. I promise.” 
 
    “His name is Konrad?” I pinched my lips and dropped my stare to the desk.   
 
    “Be kind,” Jade said, voice brighter. “Don’t tease him too much.”  
 
    Raffi and Dash must have kept their silence too long, because in a single breath they both shot their heads to the side as though their invisible gags were removed.  
 
    “Enough,” Raffi said through his teeth.  
 
    “Will you calm down?” Jade said. “We’ve finished our conversation.” 
 
    I took that as my cue to listen to the lesson. Mrs. Tiddel had an old book in her hand. “The history of fire magic.” 
 
    The history nerd in me delighted learning more about dead magic. Fire magic was one of the elemental powers that founded all magic. But the true veins of elemental power died long ago. People talked about it less and less.  
 
    “The war of the royal dragons and guardian mages,” she went on. “They don’t like it when I go over this stuff, but by golly, you all live in a town called Wyvern Willows. You ought to know a bit about the wyverns, yeah?”  
 
    She beamed and started passing around her copy of the old book of passages from the lost magic. Students read paragraphs about how the dragons ruled, but other passages said mages ruled. Both had connections to the earth, the elements. Like fire and water and air.  
 
    “Teagan, would you read the last paragraph on page eight?” 
 
    I took the book from the student in front of me and studied the old, yellowed parchment, the slant to the handwritten words. I cleared my throat, almost feeling a sort of reverence. “Dragon folk lived with a council of wise ones and monarchies. Mages served high priestesses and high priests. For mage folk power drew from the earth, similarly to how dragon folk spoke to elements. Earth bonds were often formed between species.” 
 
    “Understand?” Tiddel said. “Everything today is very orderly and class driven, even with defective class and human class. But once upon a time species bonded together for survival and protection. Magic crossed for the benefit of magic. Cool, huh?” 
 
    I raised my hand before I could think better of it. “But I thought mages and dragons killed each other off.” 
 
    Tiddel nodded, undeterred. “And that’s what makes a good story. Conflict. Major, gory, death-bringing conflict. It’s a bit hazy, we don’t know what happened, but somewhere along the lines alliances turned to war.” 
 
    Raffi and Dash muttered something to each other, but I couldn’t hear over Tiddel’s voice.  
 
    The remainder of the class we were assigned a short story assignment—to write our theory on what happened to bring the Dragon Mage wars. When class ended, Jade nearly leapt from her seat, discomposed. She didn’t say a word as she left.  
 
    Outside, I waited for the bus alone. Mitch was held up with one of his teachers and Graham was nowhere to be found.  
 
    “Hey, defective.” 
 
    An audible groan escaped my throat when Raffi and Dash stomped toward me. Jade wasn’t around, and it only made the encounter more unpleasant.  
 
    “Clever,” I muttered.  
 
    Raffi rested a palm against the wall near my head. “I want you to stay away from Jade.” 
 
    “Did she tell you that? Or is your insecurity saying this?” 
 
    Raffi stuffed his hot face directly next to my nose so I easily absorbed the fiery gleam in his eyes. “Stay away from her. I won’t ask next time.” 
 
    “Are you serious, man?” I chased the space between us, chest to chest. “Are you really threatening me? You know nothing about me or who I’ve spent time with. Wolvyn, fae. Thieves.” 
 
    Raffi chuckled. “We’re impressed, but I wasn’t threatening. I promise you I won’t ask next time.” 
 
    He punched the wall—full on punched the brick school wall—before both he and Dash filtered back to the students leaving for the day.  
 
    Stunned was an understatement. I was certain Raffi’s fist did more damage to the bricks than his skin.  
 
    I slumped against the wall feeling foolish for being so drawn—borderline obsessive—over Jade. More than ever, I wanted nothing more than to finish this sentence and leave Wyvern Willows as quickly as possible. I wanted to go back to Aunt Liz, hang out with simple pixie girls like Angie; I wanted to be anywhere away from the spell Jade had unknowingly cast over my entire soul.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Sleep evaded me. After the house fell silent, with no sign of Sapphire and Jade near the trees, I dared open my window.  
 
    The air was rife with sap and pine and breathed calm into my body. If I listened hard enough, just like when I was an imaginative child, I could almost translate the song of the night birds and crickets. The old Guns N’ Roses T-shirt was worn and thin, but I liked how it allowed the chill of the breeze to wash over my skin.  
 
    “Hi, Teagan.” 
 
    I froze. Beneath the trellis, Jade smiled up at me. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I scanned the yard for Sapphire. He had to be close.  
 
    Jade shrugged. “I’m not sure yet.” 
 
    “Sapphire will see you, and I’ll get in trouble.” 
 
    “I think you’re already breaking a rule by being on the roof after lights out. What’s the harm in breaking a few more?” 
 
    I couldn’t help it. She relaxed the constant angry buzz I’d carried most of my life. The smile spread over my lips and I lowered my voice. “No girls allowed. Sapphire says so.” 
 
    Jade tugged on the vine covered trellis. “Well, Teagan, I don’t know what you had planned, but I just want to get to know you a little better. Maybe see if we can be more honest with each other.” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder, certain someone would barge in my room at any moment. The house was still.  
 
    I faced her, waving my hand. “Okay, but be careful, this house is ancient.” 
 
    “I can handle myself, Teagan, but I find your ever-increasing concern for my wellbeing charming.” She moved gracefully, hardly making a sound, and soon she was there, accepting my hand as I pulled her over the edge of the roof. “See, no need for rescuing.” 
 
    I laughed and relaxed after Jade sat by my side. “So, what brought you back tonight? Need to talk to Sapphire again?”  
 
    “I know what you’re thinking, but no. I’ll give Konrad a break tonight. I came to see you.” 
 
    “Really? And what if I hadn’t decided to step out on the roof? Then what would you have done? I don’t think Sapphire would let you come in through the front door.” 
 
    “Broken in through your window,” she said with enough confidence, I believed her. Jade drew in a long breath, and tilted her head. “You’re intriguing, Teagan Ward.” 
 
    “Compliment or insult?” 
 
    “Not sure. I’ve never met anyone like you, someone who sort of challenges me in a way.” 
 
    “We haven’t really talked much,” I said. “You must meet a lot of dull people if our conversations have challenged you.” 
 
    “Not dull people. But no one that fascinates me quite like you.” I didn’t know how to respond, and filed through our limited interactions searching for one moment I might have done something particularly amazing. I came up empty. Jade used her shoulder to nudge mine. “How are you enjoying Wyvern Reform, Teagan? I see you’ve made some friends. Jenna and her posse enjoy the reform house.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t I make friends?” I licked the dryness from my lips and inched closer. 
 
    Jade nodded mutely, then stared at the forest, hugging her knees to her chest. 
 
    “Why do you come out into the forest so much, Jade?”  
 
    She paused, studying me for a few breaths before turning to the moon. “I enjoy the peace of it all.” 
 
    “Does your mom know you always come to the reform house?” 
 
    “She does. I don’t know if she likes my interest with it lately, though,” Jade said. “I don’t understand you, Teagan. I feel like there’s something you’re keeping from me—like a secret reason you’ve come—then in moments like this I believe you are telling me the truth completely.” 
 
    “Are you magis?” I asked bluntly. 
 
    Jade glanced at me, then shook her head. “No. Not anymore. I had a bit of power once, but it faded.” 
 
    “So like reverse defective.” 
 
    “I guess,” she said. 
 
    Now she wasn’t telling me everything. I scooted closer until our legs touched. “Jade, I haven’t lied to you. I’m here because it’s better than the alternative—but don’t tell Sapphire I said that.” 
 
    “What’s the alternative?”  
 
    I didn’t want to admit my mishaps. Jade’s opinion mattered, but the way her eyes pleaded for something—something I wanted to give her even if I didn’t know what it was—I put pride aside. I would rather tell her from my own mouth, than someone making me out to be worse than was true. “My next option is MPF rune cells for two years. Solitary confinement with ghosts for company.” 
 
    Jade didn’t say anything for a moment and folded her legs beneath her. “Sounds intense.” 
 
    “You haven’t asked what I did,” I said.  
 
    “I didn’t think it was my business unless you want to tell me.” 
 
    I could have kissed her right there. Everyone always wanted to know. “I helped steal the Glacier Pack Alpha’s car. With his son.” 
 
    “You ran with wolvyn? Is that what you are?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. My aunt said my folks were witches or something.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Jade said, then looked at the moon once more. “It sounds like you were looking for something and acted out in order to find it.” 
 
    I turned my eyes to the velvet sky, too. “That’s deep.”  
 
    “Is it?” Jade asked. “Perhaps I was wrong about you. You aren’t who I thought. But I think you’re like me in a lot of ways. What are you looking for, Teagan?” 
 
    My smile slowly faded. Who did she think I was? “I don’t know. I haven’t ever found that place I belong, I guess.” 
 
    “Maybe you’ll find it here.”  
 
    “What are you looking for Jade?” I countered. “You said we’re alike. What brings you to the forest at night—don’t say it’s because you like nature. I do too, but I don’t wander around in the dark.” 
 
    Jade’s green eyes pierced a hidden piece of my soul when she met my eye again. “I’m looking for my place, too; searching for the right road to take—a road that will help those I care about the most. I’ve been lost for a long time, but lately I’ve felt stronger and ready for whatever fate has in store. It’s been since I’ve met you.” She leaned her face close to mine, so I drew in a sharp breath. “There’s something so familiar about you, but it isn’t like my memory recognizes it, more like my heart.” 
 
    In the quiet of the night, when the crickets slowed their song, I began to understand what she meant. Jade had this aura about her, something I’d never noticed on anyone else, and it reeled me in, like my spirit had found a missing piece. 
 
    Clearing my throat, I wasn’t positive how to proceed. Normally, I’d be locked in passion with a girl this close to me, but with Jade it was different. I didn’t want to rush anything, didn’t want to ruin anything. The little things of Jade Drake mattered.  
 
    “Glad I could help,” I whispered after a pregnant pause. “So, can I ask you a question? What’s the deal with your bodyguards?” 
 
    Jade snorted a laugh. “Raffi and Dash? We’ve been friends since the beginning. They get a little protective of me, that’s all. I’ve had a few encounters in the past with people hurting me, so they don’t trust strangers. You’ll have to forgive them. They really aren’t unkind.” 
 
    “Hurt you? What do you mean?” I recalled what Jenna had said. Hearing it from Jade caused my blood to boil. 
 
    “Nothing to fret over, Teagan,” she said. “It’s all in the past, and I’ve cut ties with those people. Raffi and Dash are like my older brothers. I know people think I’m romantically involved with one or the other, but it’s not like that.” 
 
    “Does Raffi know?”  
 
    Jade laughed again, reclining back on her palms. “Has he gone and said something to you?” 
 
    I crossed my ankles and leaned back too. “Nothing I can’t handle.” 
 
    “Oh, I have no doubt you can handle more than people give you credit for,” Jade whispered. Her shoulder brushed up against mine. “Don’t let it get to you. Raffi can’t help himself, it’s just in his nature to be protective I guess, so he’s the most outspoken. I should go now.”  
 
    “Whoa, just like that?” 
 
    She grinned. “Just like that.” 
 
    Her shoulder pulled away and I thought I might do anything to get it back. “Wait you shouldn’t go through the woods alone. Let me at least walk you.” 
 
    “Teagan, I’ll be fine. Besides, you’ll get into a lot of trouble. Konrad is stubborn, and I’m not sure I would have the ability to convince him to be lenient. I’ll see you at school tomorrow.” 
 
    I watched Jade slip like a ghost across the lawn. She paused, glanced over her shoulder, and waved. We stared at each other for a moment longer, then the black of the forest shadowed her from sight.  
 
    I flopped back on the roof. My first real smile broke over my lips and I greeted the cool shine of the moon with open arms.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    “Wait, you’re saying Jade came to the house—just to talk to you?” Mitch asked in a low whisper.  
 
    I nodded, and Graham lifted his brow, more interested in what I had to say since I’d arrive. “What did she say?” 
 
    Quickly, I recounted the main points, Graham fascinated with the smallest details—even curious about her relationship with Raffi and Dash.  
 
    “So they aren’t together?” Mitch asked. 
 
    “According to Jade, Raffi is like her older brother who’s protective,’” I said.  
 
    “Sounds kind of like a cop-out for this guy wants me so he tries to control me.” 
 
    I grinned wryly. “My thoughts exactly.”  
 
    “I still can’t believe Jade Drake came to the reform house,” Graham muttered. “She’s never had the slightest interest in anyone before. But she really said that? Raffi and Dash are protective because someone tried to hurt her?” 
 
    “What’s with you?” Mitch shoved Graham’s shoulder. “Isn’t that what he just said? She probably means some guy hurt her—you know, like a broken heart. Nothing violent ever happens here. That’s probably why people have such an issue sometimes with a magis reform house. We’re heathens.”  
 
    We were different. Not that I liked being halfway to nineteen and still strolling the halls of a high school, but even here the reforms were treated differently. Today, for example, anyone living in Wyvern Reform, wouldn’t be attending classes. No, we’d be on labor duty. On the grounds making certain the school gleamed with perfection.  
 
    Mitch shouldered a pack when we descended the bus. Graham was assigned to the baseball fields with some of the defective boys. Mitch and I were to join Melinda and more of the actively magical students at the track and field.  
 
    “Melinda, beat it,” Mitch said, halfway to the field. “I’ll mesmerize you.” 
 
    She’d been winking at the two of us, the tug of her seduction magic driving a hole through my chest. She frowned. “Shut up. You’re not even a strong fae.” 
 
    Mitch raised a hand. “Want to find out?” She squealed and hurried on with her friends. Mitch shook his head and made an irritated noise in his throat. “That kid needs to get a life.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s an instinct.” 
 
    “It’s hormones,” Mitch said. “She wants to stretch her magical limbs because she’s a stupid teenager. Succubi are the worst when they’re young. And for your information, I’m pretty decent with fae magic. Even if I was raised human, Sapphire made sure I learned.” 
 
    I believed him and told him to keep his fae-changeling hands off me. Fae were tricky creatures who could manipulate you into doing almost anything. Not that I thought Mitch would, but . . . 
 
    “Mr. Ward.”  
 
    My head snapped up and my heart dropped. 
 
    Mitch’s eyes widened. “Dude, that’s Ms. Drake. You’re screwed.” 
 
    Ms. Drake had inky black hair that spilled around her shoulders. Her face was made of sharp lines, a beautiful face, but intimidating all the same. She offered me a tight smile. “I’d like a word with you, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    I nodded and handed my pack to Mitch. “Meet you later.” 
 
    Mitch grinned and a bit of excitement lived in his eyes as he walked away, glancing back at least four times before he disappeared down the slope of the lawns.  
 
    My heart thudded against my chest all the way to her office. Ms. Drake ushered me ahead of her, the stiff smile in place.  
 
    Inside, wall to wall, was lined in different crystals and gemstones and geodes. Light broke into prisms across the gray paint. An impressive collection. Each stone was unique in its own way; a vein of sapphire stones or amethyst, or sharp points of ruby and emerald.  
 
    Ms. Drake rounded her massive desk and pointed to four bowls filled with sweets: fancy licorice cuts, wrapped taffy, gummy bites, and caramel chocolates. I held up a hand, refusing, and took a seat in one of the chairs.  
 
    “How are you adjusting to Wyvern High, Mr. Ward?” she asked after a short, deafening pause. 
 
    “Fine, Ma’am.” Be respectful, this was Jade’s mother.  
 
    “Oh, call me Ms. Drake. I’ve heard positive things from your teachers. No problems, you’re keeping up all right, yes?” 
 
    “Yes. No problems.”  
 
    “Have you met any new friends? How are the students treating you?” 
 
    “I tend to stick with others from the house.” 
 
    “Of course,” she said sweetly. The way she eyed me down her narrow nose, I couldn’t figure yet if she knew I’d spent time in the middle of the night on a roof. With her daughter. “Wyvern High is a welcoming place, Mr. Ward. Even in our unconventional summer semester. We pride ourselves on our community outreach, and that includes the Wyvern Reform House. Mr. Sapphire has done an amazing job. All I ask from you is you respect our school, do your work, be courteous to your fellow students, finish your degree, and remember boundaries are what keep our school safe and flourishing. You understand?” 
 
    I shifted in my seat when Ms. Drake kept her eyes locked with mine. She wasn’t glaring, she wasn’t sneering, she was still smiling pleasantly. It almost made the discomfort worse. I was almost positive what sort of boundaries Ms. Drake was talking about. “I think so, Ms. Drake.” 
 
    “Good. I pride our school on being welcoming. I pride myself on it. I’d hate for any of it to change.” 
 
    My fists balled over my knees. I offered her a curt nod. 
 
    She grinned. “I don’t expect any sort of problems. Keep up the good work, Mr. Ward. I’ll be sure to let Mr. Sapphire know you’re showing exemplary behavior. You’re free to go.” 
 
    The words weren’t supposed to slip out, but my mouth had a way of spouting off. “Mr. Sapphire is close with your family, right? Especially Jade. He’s talked with her a few times at night at the house. It’s cool you have such close relationships with your neighbors.” 
 
    Ms. Drake’s smile faded and she cocked her head, peeling back my skin with her eyes. “It is nice. You know, Mr. Ward, Wyvern Willows is a close community. Has been since it was founded two hundred years ago. We’d rather not stir up any hypothetical problems.” 
 
    “Right,” I said wryly. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Ward. Have a nice day.” 
 
    I stood in the doorway for a moment, watching Ms. Drake turn toward the monitor, typing something quickly and turning her shoulders away from me. I left with the feeling I was missing something obvious; a part of my brain was pounding against my senses to simply open my eyes and see it. 
 
    The work on the field wasn’t unbearable. I preferred it to indoor work, and when we broke for lunch, I earned a glimpse at Jade. Raffi and Dash, too, naturally. They were worse than over-protective brothers. They were stifling.  
 
    I sat on the bleachers with Mitch, eating lunch, my gaze turned to the fifty yard line where Jade laughed with the guys. 
 
    “So, did her mom threaten to have you arrested for seducing her daughter?” Mitch asked, biting into a potato wedge. 
 
    “No, she didn’t say anything about Jade. But there was that tone, you know. An underlying threat.” 
 
    “Don’t mess with mama bears, man.” 
 
    I grinned and tossed out a shriveled grape from my bag. “Graham didn’t want to eat today?” He’d been absent since this morning. 
 
    “Guess not.” 
 
    “You ever going to tell me what he is.” 
 
    Mitch shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. I don’t get fae vibes from him—I can usually sense it. But he could be some kind of wraith maybe. He’s sullen enough.”  
 
    A wraith would explain why Graham was hushed about his bloodlines. Dark spectral kind weren’t always favored in magis society. Known to be untrustworthy and, frankly, deadly. I picked at a few carrot sticks, listening to Mitch go on about a tussle between one of the human football players and a forest fae student earlier, until a shadow on the field caught my eye. 
 
    My blood chilled.  
 
    Someone cloaked in a black hood darted toward Jade, Raffi, and Dash. The newcomer held something in his hand; something glowing a poisonous sort of color.  
 
    Raffi and Dash were laughing, not even budging. My skin, on the other hand, had gone from ice to flames. Not one to jump to conclusions, but some deep-rooted instinct whispered this person could not touch Jade.  
 
    I shot to my feet. “Who is that?” 
 
    “Who?” Mitch followed my eyes toward the field.  
 
    “That guy. He’s moving right for Jade.” I didn’t wait for Mitch to catch up with what was happening. The hooded figure sprinted to the middle of the football field. Raffi, Dash, and Jade were doing nothing to get out of his way.  
 
    Wyvern High School was not a large school, so in turn, their athletic field was on the smaller scale. Today, I could not have been more grateful. I wasn’t an athlete, but had always had the natural talent to move like one. The hooded figure ran straight for Jade’s back and I ran faster. I cleared a small fence between the bleachers and track, blood thudding in my head. My eyes were locked, unblinking, on the guy in the hood.  
 
    Who the hell was he and why was no one doing anything?  
 
    He was unmistakably aggressive, and after Jade had mentioned she’d been hurt in the past, I wasn’t taking any chances.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, Raffi and Dash pricked to life, but they weren’t focused on the would-be assailant—no, they raged at me! They wanted me to stop. Not going to happen. 
 
    The guy in the hood raised his glowing bottle like he planned to throw it at Jade, but I slid in front. The slick, gush of liquid splashed over my hands, my arms. Whatever was inside scorched through my skin, my muscle, down to my bones.  
 
    An electric pulse, the same shock I’d felt when I saw Jade the first time, rushed through my veins. It countered the burn, but not enough. My head twisted in a sick vertigo, my knees buckled, and I fell back the same moment the hooded guy fell.  
 
    Next, Raffi’s thick arms coiled around my body, pinning me to the grass. I burned with whatever electric surge of adrenaline pulsed through my blood and caught Raffi’s fist midair before it struck against my face. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Raffi bellowed, drawing several odd looks from other students while his eyes drifted to my grip still holding firmly against his fist. “I’ll kill you.” 
 
    “What are you t-t-talking about? I stopped that g-guy from hurting Jade!” 
 
    “Raffi,” Jade’s quivering voice broke his focus long enough that I could roll out from underneath him. Jade pointed to the black bottle. Steam rose from the grass where the drops touched the ground. Did no one see my flesh was melting away? I cried out and flopped my head back when a wave of hot pain shook my body. Jade’s voice was small, broken. “All gods,” she cursed an ancient curse. “Zomok pyre.” 
 
    Raffi released me, and I rolled onto my shoulder, certain I’d vomit. “Where’d he go? He w-was right there?”  
 
    The hooded guy was . . . gone.  
 
    “How could you see him?” Dash murmured, breathless.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” I winced through the burn of my arms and hands. I wanted to punch something—Raffi would do if I had the strength to reach him. “He was coming right at you.” 
 
    Jade stood beside me, but a new blow pounded into my stomach. An unseen hand doubled me over. Jade took my shoulders, but her touch was sharper than a winter wind. I couldn’t look at her, not when my insides were splitting open.  
 
    “That’s not possible,” Dash said more to himself than anyone. Students gathered around, Mitch called my name, and tried to shove through the crowd.  
 
    “I . . . think that was poisoned or something,” I gasped. 
 
    “Jade, handle the students,” Raffi said, ignoring me. “Dash, come on, let’s get him out of here. Meet us at the willow in an hour. Go with Eisha.” 
 
    I was vaguely aware someone pulled my arm around their shoulders and helped me stumble off the field. Hopefully they were taking me to the morgue, to make it easy, because I was clearly dying. I groaned when I was tossed into the backseat of a car. The burning so blinding, someone simply needed to cut my arms off.  
 
    Time became obsolete. The moment I was tugged out of the back seat of the car and flopped over thick shoulders like a burlap sack, I had no idea how long I’d been slipping in and out of consciousness.  
 
    The smells, wherever they were—they were spicy and clean and familiar. A few steps, I knew someone walked up steps, inside somewhere warm and muggy. 
 
    Something soft. A couch. A bed maybe. I didn’t even try to understand the mumble of dark voices nearby. The agony had spread from my arms and encompassed my entire body. I trembled, sharp breaths ripping in and out of my lungs, and there was a hazy fear that soon I wouldn’t be able to draw air back in. Death approached for certain. The voices filtered around me as I swayed back and forth, moving somewhere again, then it was over.  
 
    Everything faded into syrupy black. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    My brain smashed against my skull. The only explanation for the wildfire scorching behind my eyes. Rubbing the ache raging in my skull, I blinked my crusty eyes open. 
 
    Mr. Sapphire stood stern and foreboding at the foot of the bed. His piercing eyes startled me slightly.  
 
    Sapphire crossed his arms over his chest, and his coal eyes narrowed. “I thought, just for a moment, you were making some headway. That you were starting to see you didn’t need to turn to old habits when things got hard.” 
 
    “What?” I winced at the brightness of the sun.  
 
    “Drinking, Teagan! Tattoos. I’ve already called your aunt and explained you’ve been given four demerits. Those aren’t easy to work off. You’ve only got six more and you’re out of here, Mr. Ward.” 
 
    I scooted up in bed, my brain returning to hazy focus. What happened? I’d experienced a hangover, but the way my head groaned this morning was something in the realm of boiling alive—but I hadn’t been drinking. What did I do last night? My mind was a blackboard, all my memories the chalk, and someone had tossed a bucket of water against the board. Everything was a jumbled mess.  
 
    “Tattoos? I don’t have a tattoo.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? Then what are those?” Sapphire said, pointing at my forearms.  
 
    It was then a memory of my arms returned. They’d been dipped in molten rock—that’s what I remembered.  
 
    My stomach gurgled as I scanned my skin. Beginning at my wrists on both arms were gilded-green designs. The intricate ribbons of color swooped like calligraphy in an impressive pattern ending at the crook of my elbows. All around my forearms the tattoos curved, swooped, and stained the skin.  
 
    “Sir, I . . . I truly don’t remember doing this . . .” What could I say? The evidence was there. 
 
    “Of course, you don’t, that’s where the drinking came in. You’re stripped of your room privilege for at least a month, and you’ll have extra duties around the house, two group sessions per week, and no electronic privileges for six weeks.” 
 
    “No, Mr. Sapphire.” I didn’t care about the consequences; I was desperate for a flicker of a memory. “I didn’t drink.” Quickly I stuffed the collar of my shirt against my nose, searching for a hint of alcohol. It smelled like sweat and a rancid sort of smoke. “I wouldn’t do that—not to Liz.” 
 
    “Well, you did, Teagan,” Sapphire said, albeit a little kinder. “Look, backslides are expected. This was a major one, but all we can do is wipe the slate clean and try harder. Your revoked privileges aren’t to discourage you, they’re to help you succeed.” 
 
    “Mitch!” I shouted. “I was with Mitch, he’ll tell you.” 
 
    Sapphire sighed and stepped out into the hall, dragging a sullen-faced Mitch into the room. “Mitch, Teagan seems to think you were with him yesterday.” 
 
    Mitch eyed me with the same sort of disappointment. “Dude, you skipped school. You left during lunch and said you’d be back later. Just fess up. It’s all good. We’re still cool, but don’t drag me down with you.” 
 
    I flopped back onto the pillow, covering my bleeding eyes. Occasionally I would glance at the tattoos. They weren’t normal, no, I’d seen plenty of ink, and these were something on an entirely different level. From my limited experience I knew these would take more than one session, they were that beautiful and complex. They were almost magical.  
 
    “Dude you’re fae,” I said behind my arm. “Tell me these don’t seem like something other.” 
 
    Mitch shifted on his feet, but didn’t look at me. “I couldn’t say.” 
 
    I didn’t believe him, but had no energy to argue. I knew I hadn’t been drunk. I’d done a lot of things, but I was desperate to never see the pain in Liz’s face again. Besides if I happened to be wasted, find the greatest tattoo artist on the planet, my skin would be irritated. Not even a bit of redness or irritation. My skin was smooth to the touch. I considered saying as much, but they wouldn’t listen. Not the way they both looked at me like I was one crack from breaking beyond repair.  
 
    “Get up, Teagan,” Sapphire said. “You’ll be moving your things to the front room today.” 
 
    “I really don’t think I can move, sir.” I wasn’t prone to begging, not in the least, but this morning I would kiss Sapphire’s bare feet if the man would allow me to stay in bed.  
 
    “That isn’t really my problem,” Sapphire responded softly, almost like it was difficult to say. “This was your choice. Now, get up, or we’ll make it five demerits.” 
 
    I rubbed the bridge of my nose. Sapphire stomped out of the room and Mitch shifted around a bit before moving toward my closet. “Come on, man. You can get through it. We’ll get you some coffee and you’ll be fine.” 
 
    Reluctantly I rolled onto my shoulder when Mitch tossed me clean clothes. “Mitch, I’m telling you—I have no memories of last night. I’ve partied before, but I always have bits and pieces. Look at these.” I held up my arms. “Are you telling me in a matter of what, an hour, someone did these?” 
 
    Mitch shrugged. “You don’t remember anything, but I do. We were eating lunch. You were frustrated Jade was eating with Raffi and you told me you’d be back later. You even asked me to tell Sapphire you went to study and I really was going to lie for you. But by the time I got home you were already sleeping it off. I’ve never seen Sapphire so flustered.” 
 
    Mitch sat on the edge of my bed and stared at his hands. “I know it’s not easy being defective. Trust me, it’s not easy being a changeling. We’re outcasts, I get it. But we can be more. There are places that don’t care about bloodlines or clans or guilds. So don’t let a girl distract you from why you’re really here. This is our time to fix ourselves. Don’t waste it, okay?” 
 
    I shook my head. My mouth tasted like vinegar. Slipping off the T-shirt from yesterday, I pulled on a long-sleeved shirt and started gathering what few belongings I’d need in my public bedroom.  
 
    “Here,” Mitch said later, once I’d set up a cot in the front room. He held out a thermos. “Sapphire made this. He said he added a few things that should help your head.” 
 
    “Like what?” I grimaced, gagging against the bitter smell.  
 
    “I don’t know, I think some meds for your hangover.” 
 
    A magical hangover. Look, I’d been drunk before. This was not drunk. This was something else, but no one wanted to hear it.  
 
    “I’ll take anything.” The drink wasn’t bad, definitely some kind of coffee, but it had a strange woodsy aftertaste I couldn’t decide if I liked. Soon enough, I praised Sapphire’s name when the silky drink dulled the sparks of heat in my skull.  
 
    An hour later, I took a deep breath while the other reforms took free time. Sapphire sat across the office buried in a thick book. My knee bounced while I waited until the click at the other end and Aunt Liz’s voice sent my heart into my stomach.  
 
    “Hi, Aunt Liz,” I croaked.  
 
    “Teagan,” she said. “Did you sleep it off?” 
 
    I winced and barred myself away from Sapphire. “I wanted to tell you . . . I’m sorry.” I’d apologize, though I maintained my innocence. 
 
    “I’ve heard that before.” She let a heavy silence grow. Too long. The walls started to crush me. Liz freed a long sigh. You promised me you would follow the rules. That you would do this right, so you could come home. I don’t know why I thought this time I could trust you.” 
 
    “Aunt Liz, I really am sorry.” In all my years, I’d never heard her speak so dryly, so angrily. I’d really messed up—even if I couldn’t remember—I had to fix this.  
 
    “You know what, Tee? I’m sorry too. I’m sorry you keep looking for happiness in a life that will never bring lasting happiness.” 
 
    “That’s not it, Liz—” 
 
    “No, I’m not ready to hear your excuses,” she interrupted. “I’m pleased to know you’re safe. I’m over the moon they’re punishing you, and I hope you know I’ll always love you. I have to go, Tee. Your choices are in your hands now. I pray you’ll be good, that you’ll try harder.” 
 
    Liz hung up, leaving me sitting stiff in the chair, the phone still against my ear. She’d never hung up on me before. 
 
    “She’s upset, Teagan. Just give her a little time. The best way to prove you mean it will be your actions,” Sapphire said.  
 
    “That’s what I was trying to do.” 
 
    Sapphire glanced to the ground. “Still holding onto the idea that you don’t have any recollection of what you did?” 
 
    “Yes, because it’s the truth. I’ve also accepted no one here will believe me, so that’s the last I’ll say about the night.” Sapphire seemed torn—really torn over what I said. Running his fingers through his beard, he stared blankly at a painting of the mountainside hanging behind his desk. I leaned back in the chair, annoyed. “Did you want to say something?”  
 
    Sapphire rose from his seat and placed the book on the corner of the desk. “I want you to know I think you’re bound for greater things. You can do this; simply learn to trust your instincts. There will be those who are willing to help you when the time comes, but it’s up to you to trust us and let us in.” 
 
    “Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind next time I wake up tatted and completely confused. It was nice feeling all the support for that.” 
 
    I didn’t ask permission to leave, but Sapphire didn’t stop me either. Upstairs, reforms laughed and cussed and taunted each other as they piled into the large bonus room for popcorn and movies. I was due for lights out on a cot.  
 
    “Just letting you know,” Sapphire said a few minutes later. “Jesse will be in my office for his shift.” 
 
    “I’ll be extra quiet when I sneak out then.” 
 
    “You’ll get through this, Teagan. You will.” 
 
    I huffed, feeling less like a man and more like a scolded child. My chest tightened, the spaces between my ribs pitted with each breath.  
 
    Never in all my suppressed frustration had I been so hopelessly angry.  
 
    Something was happening. Like a link to the chain of what made me who I was. And no one was there to help. No one was listening, and I truly believed no one ever would. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Mitch treated me much the same, but Graham had topped a high-horse or something and hardly said a word.  
 
    He was polite enough, but undeniably agitated over my relapse. I stretched my neck finding a place on the bus. The cot was anything but comfortable, and truth be told, Sapphire seemed upset about making me sleep there this morning. He assigned me firewood duty for the woodburning stove. Firewood duty meant going into the forest. It meant breathing in the air, the trees, the sounds that seemed to be calling to me more and more. I suspected Sapphire gave it to me because he knew of my love for nature and somewhere inside he felt bad for me.  
 
    I didn’t want his sympathy. But I was grateful for outdoor chores.  
 
    Two days later, I returned to school. In the back of Mrs. Tiddel’s class I rolled up my long sleeves everyone insisted I wear now, inspecting the green swirls.  
 
    Dash entered the class, but was absent Raffi and Jade. My stomach dropped.  
 
    Dash sat next to me—in Jade’s seat. He looked older than a senior. Almond-shaped eyes, dark hair pulled back behind his neck in a short ponytail. His gaze dropped to the green tattoos on my arm and the tiny muscles in his jaw pulsed.  
 
    “Jade won’t be coming anymore,” he said. 
 
    I scoffed, copying what Tiddel was writing on the white board about reading assignments. “Figures.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t even be asking, but what’s the story with you? What took you away from here?” Dash grumbled.  
 
    I eyed Dash with a raised brow. “I’m not from here. I’ve never been here in my life.” 
 
    “Right,” he said snidely. “Look I get it, it’s a lot of work concealing identities, but I’m not an imbecile.” 
 
    Imbecile? Who said imbecile?  
 
    “You really want to know something?” My voice came sharp. The nights of poor sleep, the lack of Jade, and the cryptic way everyone spoke with me boiled to the surface. “Everyone talks to me like I know something. This place is a nightmare. I don’t know what you’re talking about concealing identities, and I don’t know why Ms. Drake is threatened enough to pull Jade from a class with me. I don’t know anything, so just back off.” 
 
    Dash paused and studied me, seemingly oblivious that Mrs. Tiddel was completely involved in her lesson by now. Dash hadn’t glanced to the front of the room once since coming to class, yet schoolwork never seemed to be a stress for either Raffi or Dash. “All right, I’ll go with that,” he finally said. “Look, forget about, Jade. There’s a lot of family stuff going on and she needs to take it seriously. She doesn’t need to be dragged into all this.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, my pencil pressing so hard into the desk the lead snapped. “That’s what I’m talking about. Dragged into what?” 
 
    Dash sneered. “Forget it, Teagan. For everyone’s sake.” 
 
    *** 
 
    I missed the bus. Sluggish all day, it wasn’t really a surprise, but I thought Mitch might tell Wanda to wait.  
 
    The trouble was, I didn’t know exactly how to get back to the house. 
 
    I was still on thin ice so I should’ve called in to Sapphire. Then again, the afternoon boasted decent weather. A few storm clouds rumbled over the mountains in the distance, but I could make it back in time. Not that getting caught in the rain was the worst thing.  
 
    I hurried across the main road, to a forest pathway I’d not noticed before. The general direction of the reform house was to the east, so if I was right, this road would take me in that direction. At least it would be a solitary walk.  
 
    Along the road there were old ATV tracks, and tucked in the back were small cabins. I was certain I could live quite peacefully in this part of Wyvern Willows. When the trees thickened, a soft tug urged me to turn down a narrow road that led into the deeper woods. Why not? Sapphire said to trust my instincts. No better time than the present.  
 
    Clouds blotted out the sun and the sounds of the forest hushed to a whisper. Warmth spread through my chest, as if the thicket welcomed me. A chipmunk perched on a bough was studying me. No fear, just cocking its little head curiously.  
 
    Then out of nowhere I trampled another person.  
 
    “Hey, watch it.” Her voice was surprised, angry, and put-out in one shrill tone.  
 
    “Whoa, sorry. I didn’t see you. At all,” I said, bewildered.  
 
    A woman, probably close to my age, but three heads shorter, glared up at me. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Uh, I’m walking home.” I made a move to go around her. 
 
    “No one comes down here. Not magis, not human.” The girl wore a hood. Her entire body cloaked in dark sweats and ankle-high sneakers. Even her hands were gloved. It wasn’t exactly cold outside. “This road is protected.” 
 
    “Well, I guess not very well since I found it.”  
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “Yes. How? What do you want? What are you?” 
 
    “Which question do you want first?” I shot her a strange look. “I’m just trying to go back home.” 
 
    “Where’s home?” 
 
    Maybe I could scare her away. I stopped, lowered my voice, and stared directly into her hazel eyes. “Wyvern Reform.” 
 
    It didn’t work. She was undeterred, but her eyes did widen a bit. “Well, you should turn around and use the main road.” 
 
    “You’re pretty protective about your not-so-secret road, aren’t you?”  
 
    “Yes, I am and I don’t . . .” Her eyes fell to my wrists where the tattoos showed. Self-conscious, I pulled my sleeve all the way down.  
 
    “What are those?” she whispered.  
 
    “None of your business.” 
 
    “When did you get them?” 
 
    “Again, none of your business.” 
 
    She gawked at me. “I’m Mini. It’s a nickname, my real name is Agatha, but I prefer Mini. Mini Keeper.” 
 
    “Teagan,” I said, a tad reluctantly. “Ward.”  
 
    “Ward,” she repeated breathlessly. “Wow, it’s really happening, then.” 
 
    “Okay.” A prickle of nerves crept along my forearms. “I’m going to go.” 
 
    “No, wait. I know you’re lost,” Mini said softly. “Sorry I was so snippy back there. I shouldn’t be so unwelcoming. I’ve been told I can be overbearing. Listen, Teagan, if you cut through on that path right there, you’ll end up back at Wyvern Reform in about fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “You’re giving me whiplash.” I paused at the trailhead. 
 
    “I know. It’s just a lot of people come up here to party and they leave their junk everywhere. I live in one of the cabins on this lane, and we all like to keep it orderly.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “So this path will take me to the house?” 
 
    “Well, close to it. You should see it when you come out on the road,” Mini said. 
 
    “Thanks.” I hesitated. 
 
    “I promise,” she said. “This is the road you ought to take.” 
 
    Then, Mini darted away. Logic demanded I not trust her, but curiosity won out. The trail was narrow, and the darkness of the forest only deepened the further I went. I drew in a deep breath through my nose. Darkness was like a new layer of skin and I hated it.  
 
    After five minutes of walking, the forest looked as though it had fallen into night and I had trouble seeing my own feet. In my thoughts I cursed Mini. She must have tricked me just to be rid of the reform, and I’d fallen for it.  
 
    I pushed through a thick spruce tree, and at the next step, my stomach shot into my throat. Air whipped around my face. I was in a freefall.  
 
    Brambles, twigs, and stones scraped my face and arms. I fumbled clumsily, trying to find anything to grab. The flat ground came too soon. I smacked my face, hard, on piles of dead leaves and twigs. With a groan, I rolled onto my back, ribs aching. The ravine was shockingly brighter. I scanned the hillside. A thirty-foot slope, at least. 
 
    My palms were warm with sticky blood from countless gashes. Releasing a pent breath, I carefully lifted to my hands and knees and tried to orient myself.  
 
    It wasn’t a ravine at all. It was a clearing at the base of the slope. I shuddered when a cold breeze kissed the back of my neck. It was unsettling in this part of the forest. I could almost pretend there were whispers floating in the air. The sore skin where my tattoos had been inked ached. Wind picked up once more, rustling funnels of leaves around my body—this time I wasn’t imagining it. I heard a voice. A terrifying, calming, chilling voice. 
 
    “Hello?” I called out like every soon-to-be-murdered victim in every horror movie. Rubbing the sudden chill from my arms, I scrambled to my feet. The leaves blew again, but I pushed through them. My stomach rumbled in knots, and all my senses piqued in defense.  
 
    I stumbled on a stone jutting from the ground. The undeniable whisper on the wind came once more. The words made no sense in my mind, but they reached something inside. I sat back on my knees, studying the strange stone, and traced the carved symbols.  
 
    It was written in a strange language. Almost familiar, but quite alien, too. At the top center was a symbol of a dragon head. My eyes scanned the rest of the clearing. All around were similar stones in a deliberate pattern. Five main stones formed a circle, then corresponding smaller markers splayed out in a straight row like a sun with its rays. Each stone had weathered, speckled moss and years had aged the stone. These could be dragon clan monuments from a lifetime ago. I grinned and inched nearer.  
 
    Different symbols marked the stones, obviously saying something unique on each surface.  
 
    I touched one of the large stones again. My forearms ached and bubbled in the same slow burn. The tips of my fingers felt a slight shock. The dormant magic in my blood embraced this place. Old magic lived here.  
 
    Energy of the forest filled my body. I breathed deeply. But as quickly as the surge of energy had flowed through me, all at once it stopped. The forest was again silent, the stones were just stones, and the sunlight faded, leaving me in cold pitch.  
 
    In my mind, I tried to find a way out of the lower forest. Climbing would be difficult. My hand was still resting atop the dragon stone as I yearned for a new path. With the shudder of an icy chill, I searched over my shoulder. No, there hadn’t been a path there before. It was an impossible thought, so the path before my eyes had certainly not appeared because I’d wanted one.  
 
    A chill danced along my back. I found my feet again and hurried down the new road. Branches swooped over my head creating a shield against the newly falling rain. The storm had found the town, but I stayed dry until a few paces more dropped me behind the large reform house.  
 
    I whipped around. The forest was as it always had been. No road in sight.  
 
    The back of my throat was dry, and my body fell from the euphoria of whatever happened. Had my power done something? No. Had to be those weird stones. Like an old spell waiting to assist. 
 
    Thoughts lambasted my mind as my arms trembled with new cold. The forest had spoken with me—yes, I wasn’t crazy, I’d felt a subconscious connection to the clearing. I’d sat in my haze, surrounded by the stones, believing magic and powers beyond my understanding were real. Now, the feeling was seeping away like water in a sieve.  
 
    “Teagan!” Mr. Sapphire shouted from the porch. Ducking my head, I buried the nauseating questions deep inside and rushed toward the house. He ushered me into the dry entryway. “Where have you been?”  
 
    “I missed the bus. I had to walk and got turned around,” I said. Sapphire didn’t need to know of my supernatural experience. He’d likely give me a demerit for it.  
 
    He pinched his mouth. “Come inside and get warm, we were starting to get worried.” 
 
    I stomped my muddy shoes and stepped in the house. The storm howled behind me, and I watched the rain pound against the glass panes.  
 
    As the wind rattled the screens I could almost hear the same voice from the clearing. Only clearer now. Speaking directly to me. I wouldn’t let on, not when nothing made sense, but in truth, now the voice terrified me. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Aches and pains along my arms and head faded, but my heart was still in a patter after the experience in the forest.  
 
    I got up once, asked Sapphire for an Aspirin, and tried to sleep. That girl, Mini, she was strange. Dash was strange. The more I thought about the people in Wyvern Willows, the more it seemed everyone knew secrets I didn’t. Magis districts were known for their abnormalities, but this was over the top. A truth no one wanted anyone to know and it left a prickle on the back of my neck well into the night.  
 
    Part of my unease came from not seeing Jade today. The obsession to keep her safe rattled me to my core. Maybe I was on the brink of unhinging, like my mind was slipping away..  
 
    My eyes began to flutter shut when someone shook my shoulders vigorously. I jolted upright, eyes wide.  
 
    “Shh!” A gentle hand touched mine, sending a tremble up my spine. “Don’t say anything, they’ll hear you.” 
 
    It took a few seconds for my eyes to adjust in the dark, but panic set in when I locked onto her emerald eyes. “Jade? What are you doing here? Sapphire will kill me.” 
 
    Jade moved as if the dark were part of her, silent as a shadow, and her hair glowed once more like moonlight. “I needed to see you.” 
 
    Needed. She dragged the word, put meaning on it. I could understand the feeling. 
 
    “How did you get in here?” I rasped. The light was on in Sapphire’s office and I was positive Jesse would barge out any moment.  
 
    Jade’s white grin broke the darkness. “I went through your window, of course. It took some doing trying to find you all curled down here like some delinquent.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but revel in the thrill of having Jade sneaking into the house to see me. Thankfully I was actually dressed; sleeping without a door and privacy would do that. “You must have ninja skills or something to get around Bart and Lily. They patrol all the floors and don’t mess around.” 
 
    Jade snickered and kneeled at the edge of the cot. “Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    “Wait, where? Jade, what are you doing here?” I said, hesitating. “Why haven’t you been at school?” 
 
    “Do you want to ask all these questions now, or come outside with me?” She inched closer, so I caught a hint of her skin. Vanilla, and citrus, and rose.  
 
    I swallowed with more effort and fought off the urge to touch her face. “If I get kicked out of here, I’m going to the rune cells. I can’t risk getting into trouble.” 
 
    “Teagan,” she said softly, her face inches away. “You don’t really believe you got blackout wasted, do you?” 
 
    Drawing in a breath, feeling my heart pounding all through my neck, I held her deliberate gaze. “No. I don’t.” 
 
    “Me neither.” I closed my eyes against the trill on my skin when her lips brushed my ear. “There’s something different with you, something I need to understand.” 
 
    “What do you want to know?” I asked. 
 
    Jade rested a hand on my leg. “Come with me, we’re going to figure this out. They don’t want us together for a reason and, frankly, I’m tired of being treated like a child.” Her eyes begged me, and I thought for a breath I might do anything she asked. “Please. I need to show you something. It’s a place we can get answers. Don’t worry about Sapphire, I’ll make sure we’re back before sunrise. Besides, Jesse is fast asleep.” 
 
    I wrung my fingers together, but after a long breath, stood and followed Jade through the kitchen and out the back.  
 
    The storm had left the world in damp freshness that invigorated my mind and made the risks of the night fade into oblivion. Jade kept close, her body radiated warmth, and her smile rarely left. As if this were the most fun she’d had in forever.  
 
    There were a few moments when she’d stop and look at me, when her eyes said a thousand things, that sent my head in a fog. Then, she’d shake her head and keep going.  
 
    Jade wore solid black, and only her pale face and hair were visible when we walked deeper into the trees. The night was alive. Sounds of creatures grew louder the longer we walked. I closed my eyes, reveling in the peace of the place, breathing in the extra energy from the towering trees.  
 
    “You fit in out here,” Jade whispered.  
 
    I nodded, a gentle smile finally breaking through my frustration. “I’m alive out here.” Clearing my throat, I nudged her shoulder with my own. “You said they don’t want us to be together. Who’s they?” 
 
    “After what happened at the field I had regulations placed around me. For my protection and all gods, I’m so tired of hearing that.” Jade rolled her eyes. 
 
    “All gods,” I said with a grin. “I haven’t heard anyone but a three-hundred-year-old forest fae use that before.” 
 
    Jade’s nose wrinkled. “Wyvern Willows isn’t exactly modern.” 
 
    “True. So who is they? 
 
    “My family,” she said. “There’s something they’re trying to handle independent of me. Energy shifts at the gate, and they think keeping me in the dark is helping.” 
 
    “Energy shifts.” 
 
    “Yes. You know every Magis District has warding and barriers, well, we have some of the oldest magic defending us. And lately it’s started to change. But you, Teagan, seem to be a piece of whatever secret they’re keeping.” 
 
    My stomach backflipped, but I kept my tone steady. “Okay. I’m going to pretend like that made sense. Your mom talked with me, but was pretty nice. I know Sapphire thinks I went out and got tatted up, but I don’t get the vibe he thinks I’m part of the energy shift.” 
 
    Jade laughed, but there was little humor in it. “I think those tattoos are the things that have everyone on edge. But no one will tell me why. Eisha told me to keep a distance from you while they figured out the surges, but I can’t. How do you explain that, Teagan?” 
 
    I couldn’t explain the need to be closer, so I said nothing.  
 
    Jade paused at a slight slope in the forest. I lost my breath when she slipped her fingers into mine. The hum of unspoken power running between us. “Come on, it’s just up here.” 
 
    My palm burned as Jade squeezed my hand and led me through the trees until we came to the chain link fence. When she released me, my insides grew colder. Emptier.  
 
    Jade dragged her fingers along the fence, then without a backward glance she started climbing. 
 
    “I’m starting to think you really want to see me kicked out,” I said.  
 
    “I would never want to send you away, Teagan,” she said through a long stretch toward the top. “You’ve changed me. Now, climb so we can get you back and tucked in like an obedient reform.” 
 
    The spell of Jade Drake took hold on my sensibilities again, and soon I scaled the fence. I jumped from the top, landing on my feet without trouble on the other side. The air was different on this side of the barrier. Colder, a little heavier. And the trees sang a different song. A song of warning.  
 
    “You sense it too,” Jade whispered. Her smile dropped. “I can see it in your eyes.” 
 
    “Sense what?” My skin rushed in hundreds of tiny pin pricks. Jade furrowed her brow, studying my every expression, but she didn’t expound. I took the lead, though I didn’t know where we were going. I needed to stand between Jade and whatever was sending a chill through my blood.  
 
    She used her head to point toward a passage through a corridor of trees. We walked in silence, tugging back endless brambles and branches in the unkempt portion of the forest. There was a strength in the soil. With every step, new energy bloomed through my veins, like I was close to something great. Like I was finally home.  
 
    Whatever defective magic lived inside me, it wanted to awaken here, and it was disconcerting. 
 
    Jade paused. “There. The Wyvern Willow.”  
 
    In a clearing was a willow tree. Wild, tangled branches with few leaves. A pitiful kind of willow, with tattered bark and huge, ugly gashes along the roots and branches.  
 
    But the tree was unique in ways I didn’t understand, and it was trying to tell me something.  
 
    “What is this place?” I scanned the trees, embraced the shift in temperature, the energy. 
 
    “It’s sacred to us,” she said. “I’ve found guidance here; it’s where I refresh. It’s my peace, and I knew I needed to bring you here, though I was hoping you could help me understand why.” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder, hearing every word Jade spoke, though not comprehending anything. “I don’t know. You feel a connection with nature like I do. Maybe you just wanted to show me your spot.” 
 
    “This isn’t my spot, Teagan,” she insisted. “I don’t feel a connection with nature. The spirits of life are mine to balance and call upon.”  
 
    I crinkled my brow. “I thought you said your magic faded.” 
 
    “It’s trapped inside me. Like I believe yours is. I don’t believe you’re defective, I believe someone made sure your power never showed.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t know why anyone would do that. I’m nobody.” 
 
    “So you think.” Jade canted her head. “You really have no idea what I’m talking about, but you feel a connection with the willow? I just don’t understand.”  
 
    She turned and paced, rubbing the sides of her face. 
 
    I stared at the gnarled tree and reached out my fingertips, gingerly touching the bark. A spark dragged a cough and ragged breath from my throat. White heat flowed in my blood and something almost familiar took hold of my insides. As if I’d been here before, or someone close to me had once stood in this place. I flattened my palm on the tree, closed my eyes, a tremble of power in my veins.  
 
    Jade placed her hand over mine. Her touch sent my head into a spin, and cautiously, I squared my shoulders to her. I wrapped my arm around her waist, gently, and opened my hand on the small of her back. Her body pressed to mine, a dizzying rush hit my head when her fingertips touched the line of my jaw.  
 
    Her eyes turned a glassy emerald, tears limned her lashes. “Are you wyvern? Please tell me the truth?” 
 
    “Wyvern? Jade, what are you talking about?” 
 
    Jade’s brow furrowed deeper, the gold of her eyes shading to a rich amber. “I don’t understand. If you’re not wyvern then . . . how is the willow speaking?” 
 
    “Speaking?” My voice cracked, and I drifted my attention to the warm bark. “You hear the trees, too?” 
 
    She nodded vigorously. “This tree. The willow has a power, Teagan. A spirit that ripples through this community and it protects us. Warns us in times of danger. I felt the warning weeks ago. Something was coming, and even my own dormant power started to awaken. Then, I met you. It was the first moment I felt at peace. I could feel my strength again, and something whispered to me that you were my answer.” Jade slowly rolled back my sleeves and traced the green tinted tattoos. I flushed, but she pulled my hand away from the tree and curled my arm around her waist with the first, so she was held entirely in my arms. “Then you saved me. No one else saw the zomok, but you did. So what sort of wyvern are you, and why haven’t you said anything before?” 
 
    This conversation made little sense, but the way Jade’s fingertips touched my bottom lip, my body drew against her, never close enough. 
 
    “Jade.” I tipped my brow to hers, my lips brushing over the ridge of her nose. “I’ve never heard of those creatures. What’s a zomok? How did I save you?” 
 
    “You don’t remember saving me?” Jade eyed me funny and stopped her traveling fingers for a few breaths, which was a disappointment. “What did they do to you?”  
 
    Her palm cupped the side of my face, followed by her other hand. A wrinkle gathered between her brows, and she muttered something under her breath.  
 
    My knees buckled, her body kept me standing. The back of my throat tightened and my mind spun in a nauseous frenzy. Then, my eyes shot open.  
 
    Everything flashed back: the day on the field, the hooded assailant, the glowing bag that burned my palm. I remembered Raffi, Dash . . . I remembered Sapphire now.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I gasped, clutching the sides of my head and pulling away from Jade. “Raffi and Dash—they took me to Sapphire. They did something to me and . . . then just put me in my room. Why did Sapphire lie? Who was that guy in the hood and that . . . stuff? And what are these?” 
 
    My voice rose as I ripped my sleeve up revealing the entire tattoo on one arm. 
 
    Jade brushed my cheek with her hand, and a calm silenced my rambling. “Teagan, something is happening, and it involves us both. Look at the color of your marks,” she said. “They’re my color.” 
 
    “Your color?” 
 
    “I’m the jade stone bloodline. Your marks are green. My full name is Arianna of the Jade Stone, but we’ve always used the stones as our nicknames, I suppose.” 
 
    “We?” I knew I was panicking and tried to back away, but something always pulled me back. 
 
    “The five royals. We are the keepers of the stones of wyvern, one line of two original powers of the earth. And we’re all in danger. Me most of all. Our enemies are desperate to take control of the stones and have been since the wars. Teagan, if they take the stones, the human race, magis creatures, the world as we know it, will be destroyed.” 
 
    I stared blankly at her for too many breaths. Then, kept my voice low. “Are you trying to tell me you’re from the Dragon Mage wars?” 
 
    Jade sighed. “I am, Teagan. I’m of the wyvern race, as I said.” 
 
    “Help me . . . wyvern as in—” 
 
    “I thought you were too,” she interrupted, “but no, you’re something else. The willow carries a different power than mine, but it feels the same as the power flowing inside you.”  
 
    “Jade. What are you?” 
 
    Her hands tangled with mine as if her touch would brace the blow of what she was about to say. In truth it helped because what she said next took my breath away.  
 
    “I’m a dragon.”  
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    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t all at once, but slowly fissures and cracks split through the barriers only the dragons in this town new about. Then, a new force arrived. Not new, exactly. Some of the same, only stronger. As if another young, powerful willow tree had been planted. I didn’t know the source of the new magic until I saw Teagan for the first time. 
 
    The power in the blood of Teagan Ward drew me to speak to Konrad weeks earlier. The willow had been pouring its warning for weeks, and I was the only one who seemed to care.  
 
    Eisha continually paraded her assurances that our haven was well-protected. The elemental wyvern’s greatest enemies were the serpentine lindworms and their hired killers, the zomoks. Wyvern Willows had protected us from all serpents thus far, but that all changed.  
 
    And I didn’t even know what the change was exactly.  
 
    My family took protections too far. Rarely explaining old magic, the war, or how I’d ever be able to escape this form again. The time for secrets was at an end because Teagan Ward was something I could no longer ignore.  
 
    All gods, he was something I didn’t want to ignore. 
 
    Raffi and Dash were the greatest warriors I knew—they could sense danger like it was part of their seven core instincts—yet neither saw the zomok at school.  
 
    Teagan had.  
 
    My youth, it was always the excuse for sheltering me from harsher truths in our world. Even Konrad, who had carried the burden of the Sapphire stone for nearly sixty years longer than I’d been alive, treated me like I was an infant or a foolish human girl who had no instincts.  
 
    But he was a terrible liar. I knew there was something different about Teagan, and so did Sapphire the second those marks carved into his skin, but now silence grew deafening.  
 
    If I wanted information before, I’d not get it now. All I knew about the willow was it had been planted at the end of the Dragon Mage war, the divide, to protect royal elemental dragons from lindworms. It had served us well for two centuries. The magic inside offered guidance, warned us of danger. Its magic was old, and I knew it was different than dragon abilities.  
 
    Different like Teagan and it made little sense to me now.  
 
    Defective, Sapphire called him, but I recognized the same, warm, silken hum of magic in him as the willow. He restored strength. In me, in this town, and I didn’t understand why no one would say anything.  
 
    Now, as I stood near the beloved willow tree, Teagan stared at me as though I was a lunatic.  
 
    “Teagan, please say something.” My true self breathed fire, was the master of the sky, yet my knees trembled under his stare. 
 
    He shook his head, gently easing his hands from my hold. “Jade, I don’t know if you’re playing with me or what, but I need to get back. I’m not willing to get locked up for a joke. Wyvern Willows—I get it.” 
 
    My rapid heart thumped wildly, threatening to pound a hole in my weaker body. The thing about dragons—we were incredibly sensitive to emotions. We bleed for compassion and the true heart in others, but in turn wyverns have incredibly powerful emotions themselves.  
 
    No mistake, my heart chipped the more distance he placed between us.  
 
    In my young life I’d never been drawn to another lifeforce the way I did with Teagan Ward. Romance wasn’t something I cared for—most wyverns were paired by the elders anyway. Love was for lesser species. My destiny didn’t have love in the stars.  
 
    A strong match with a powerful dragon would be expected, purposeful, and the right thing eventually. 
 
    But the way my molten blood surged through my head when Teagan glanced at me, I knew it would be impossible to yoke my fate with another. The willow screamed at me that our destinies were interwoven through the very soil I was atop, and though he didn’t want to see it now, I knew he’d felt something too. 
 
    I reached for him, taking his wrist in my grip. “I’m not joking. I wouldn’t put you at risk of losing your freedom.” 
 
    He chuckled, but I wasn’t deaf to the quiver in his own voice. “You expect me to believe you’re a dragon?” His eyes scanned my body, but not in an inappropriate way. “You don’t look like you’ve got wings, a spiked tail, and breathe fire.” 
 
    I sighed and took two paces closer, hoping he’d listen. To my relief, Teagan didn’t back away. I could smell the sweet masculine scent of soap on his skin, could taste his unusual power, understood why humans swooned when his eyes poured into mine.  
 
    “That’s not all true,” I said, grinning. “I don’t have a spiked tail.” 
 
    He laughed, a stressed sound, reserved, but at least he wasn’t darting away. “Oh, but the rest all checked off on the dragon list.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said sincerely. “This body is my human form. Much like wolvyn, I shift between bodies.” 
 
    “Really? Okay, well turn into a dragon then.” 
 
    Closing my eyes, my fingers trailed along the beautiful, ancient language wrapping his arms. Teagan didn’t know what the marks meant, but I recognized them as the marks of guardians. The mark of a ward of the wyverns. I’d thought they were legends, fairy tales for wyvernian youth. I’d made it my personal mission to study the legends completely. That was until Eisha placed her own energy against the library doors to keep me away, and forbade Raffi and Dash to leave me alone. 
 
    I shuffled my feet, sheepishly. “I can’t shift.” 
 
    “Convenient.” Teagan was soft-spoken to me, but betrayal lived in his voice. I was losing his trust the longer we spent away from the reform house.  
 
    “I’m not permitted to change my form. All the royals—” 
 
    “Royals?” 
 
    I nodded, unsettled. “Yes, I’m a royal dragon, but we’ll get to that later. We’re locked in our human shape; we can’t shift to our wyvern body without the enchantments being lifted.” 
 
    “Enchantments?” 
 
    “I only know what Eisha has told me.” I sighed in desperation. This was not going as I planned. I wanted his hands to wrap around me again. There was safety in those hands, fuel for my strength in his hold. He had no idea what a simple touch did to me. “Wyverns are connected to the elements of the earth, and by such we can use the energy to create certain spells, if you will. I don’t know the specifics of the enchantment over my ability to change forms, I was too young when I was blocked. Believe me, I’ve tried to change many times through the years.” 
 
    “Jade, listen. You’re really cool,” he said, but I could hear the change in his tone. He thought I was stark-raving mad. “But dragons died centuries ago. And whatever power you think I have, you’re wrong. I’m broken. I come from witches who didn’t want me and I cannot call out any power. I need to go.” 
 
    “Don’t lie!” My voice came shrill. He looked at me, stunned. I took a few breaths, then lowered my voice to a whisper. “You’ve felt your power stirring. Don’t lie.” 
 
    He shifted on his feet, those blue eyes carving through my heart. “I might’ve picked up on some weird energy, but no magic has come out.” 
 
    “At least let me prove what little I can, Teagan.” I heated in shame at the croak in my voice. “I’ll show you what I can do.”  
 
    This was forbidden. Showing power in front of humans could converge the council of elders on me, then again, Teagan Ward wasn’t human. Glancing once more at the beautiful writings on his arms, I took heart that this needed to be shown.  
 
    Slowly, with my gaze never leaving his, I knelt onto the cold earth near the willow, my palms hovering just over the twigs and soil. Eyes closed, my command bled into the veins of the ground. The whispers of energy obeyed my call, as I knew they would. Who was the one who protected them, after all? Smiling, I nodded at the suggestion offered by the surrounding trees. “That is a good idea. It will certainly impress him.”  
 
    I smirked when Teagan glanced at me with his mouth slightly open. His brow furrowed, and his eyes shone like the stars above, making it difficult to turn away. Of course, I could have answered the call of the forest in my personal thoughts, but I thought it more dramatic to speak out loud—and Teagan already thought me mad, so what was the harm of having a little fun?  
 
    “Who exactly are you talking to?” His eyes flicked around the clearing.  
 
    “The trees. Don’t tell me you don’t speak to them sometimes.” I winked, enjoying the red flush in his face. “They’ve come up with an excellent idea. Will you hand me that broken branch please?”  
 
    Teagan’s eyes followed my pointed finger. Though he moved cautiously, he obeyed and gently placed the branch in my hands. The thrill of warmth blossomed inside my powerful heart when I beckoned to my abilities.  
 
    The hot power broke and split the bark until it took the sleek shape I’d formed in my mind.  
 
    Teagan backed up, his eyes wide when the aura of energy formed a subtle glow between my hands and the branch. Graciously, the wood bowed to my every command, and in a matter of moments it was done.  
 
    Teagan’s eyes stretched when he looked at me. “You said you didn’t have magic.”  
 
    I grinned. “I said my magic faded. And it did. Besides, I was referring to being able to shift anyway.”  
 
    His eyes dropped to the branch, but it wasn’t a branch any longer. With expert craftsmanship, the once dead thing had smoothed, sanded, and shaped into a stunning wooden dagger fit for a king.  
 
    “So your magic is . . . earth magic?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “As in the old earth magic?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And, uh, how did you do that?” 
 
    “I asked,” I said. “I connected to the energy of the forest. Teagan, I haven’t been able to connect so purely in years—not until you came here. Those tattoos, as you call them—” I touched his arms, mostly because I’d felt distant for too long. “These are ancient wyvern markings. They’re supposed to be fiction, but here you are. My power is alive, someone tried to kill me, and now the wyverns want me to stay away from you. I need to understand just as much as you do.” 
 
    “Wait,” he said, all fear washing from his face when his grip surrounded my wrist. “Someone tried to kill you?” 
 
    He was struggling to keep up. I grinned. “The zomok. It wasn’t simply an assault, it was an assassination attempt.” I curled my hand behind his neck, enjoying the way he closed his eyes and drew nearer to my body. “Zomok pyre. It’s what you caught in your hands. The gas is poisonous to a royal wyvern—someone like me. Zomoks are a skittish type of serpent dragon, and they are banished from the Willows, but the most frightening thing about a zomok is the beasts can conceal themselves from other wyverns, humans, and most creatures. He was invisible to us, Teagan, but you saw him. You saved me.” 
 
    I took his hand, connected in a way I never imagined possible. “The zomok clan answers to the higher lindworm race. Lindworms are terrible creatures that only wish to dominate other species. They were the spark that began the Dragon Mage war.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of lindworms, only elemental dragons.” 
 
    I nodded. “Most histories get it wrong. The elemental dragons are what stand between the serpents from taking control. As an elemental, I thought we’d always be safe here, but we aren’t. If a zomok found me, it’s only a matter of time before more serpents slither their way into Wyvern Willows.” 
 
    “This is insane,” Teagan whispered his face inching closer toward mine. “Jade, this can’t be real.” 
 
    “Why is it so impossible to believe when you live among magical creatures of all kinds?” 
 
    “Dragons are dead. They’ve been dead. They’re supposed to be the ones who held lost magic and . . . now you’re telling me you’ve been here all this time! That you’re two hundred?” 
 
    “And six,” I said lightly. “I know it’s hard to believe, but we’ve had to remain in hiding. We’ve had to protect the stones.” 
 
    “Then mages are alive.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I can’t say exactly, but Raffi and Dash said most were slaughtered in the wars. They joined with the lindworms.” 
 
    He dragged his finger through his hair. “Oh, hell. Jade, what if, what if I’m one of those snake dragons. Maybe that’s why I can feel the willow.” 
 
    I snorted a laugh, then clapped a hand over my mouth. He was serious. “Teagan, the Lindworms are our enemies. They wouldn’t have provided us protection. Besides, your skin is too cool to be a dragon. You’re warmer than humans, to be sure, but not quite dragon. Frankly, I should’ve touched you more a long time ago and I would’ve known you weren’t like me.” 
 
    He shuddered when I let my fingertips follow the curve of his throat.  
 
    “The willow is from the earth,” I said after a pause. “I don’t know what power you have, but I need you to trust me. Trust your feelings.” 
 
    He stared at my palm when I rested it over his heart. The beat spread a seductive heat through my lower belly. I blinked through the rush.  
 
    Teagan’s eyes shifted toward the ancient tree, the muscles in his jaw twitching slightly before his magical eyes—that was the only way I could describe them—settled once more in my gaze. “I felt something in the willow. I’ve always felt something inside,” he said. “When I was a kid I used to believe the trees could speak to me—like you—nature has always felt like home to me.” 
 
    He paused, brushing my hair from my face. My head spun, like my brain had filled with water. Teagan’s sly smile twisted in the corner of his mouth. “When I saw you for the first time, I couldn’t breathe. I felt like I was being struck by lightning. They can’t keep me away from you—I’m not kidding. It’s starting to become physically painful.  
 
    “I worry about you, though I don’t really know you. When I stopped that . . . zomok, I guess an entirely different instinct took over. I couldn’t have resisted going after him even if I tried. Do you think . . . do you think touching that pyre stuff brought these?” He lifted his arms.  
 
    “I don’t know. The stories say the wards of the wyvern bear the marks. Bound with our people as defenders, loyal companions, and the truest warriors. I always took the wards to be a type of dragon, though.” 
 
    “Do you know what the dragon stones in the forest mean?” 
 
    I sat on a fallen tree, brows raised. “What dragon stones?” 
 
    “This weird place in the middle of the forest. There were stones forming a circle, all with the head of a dragon. They had symbols on them I couldn’t understand and an energy that burned me inside. I heard . . . things. The same things I feel from the willow. The strangest part—” He paused, clearing his throat as though he wasn’t sure he wanted to go on. “I couldn’t find a way out, then, well, a path opened up. I thought I was imagining it at first, but after what you just did with that twig, I’m not sure what to believe anymore.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of such a place,” I said. We fell into a comfortable silence. Gray dawn bridged on the horizon. I sighed, wishing the moment could go on forever. “Teagan, I blocked Sapphire from wanting to check on you, but only until dawn. We should go back.” 
 
    “You what?” 
 
    “It’s a gift of mine. I can block others. It’s more manipulation, sort of like fae. I can convince the mind it isn’t seeing what it is truly seeing. That’s why when you saw Konrad and I speaking I was flabbergasted. I’d made certain any prying eyes would be convinced there was an empty lawn.” The thought drew a laugh deep in my throat when I replayed Raffi’s lecture after the few classes Teagan and I had had together. “I was getting in the habit of blocking Raffi and Dash in Mrs. Tiddel’s class whenever we spoke. They didn’t appreciate it.” 
 
    Teagan smiled. For the first time since my confession, his shoulders didn’t seem weighed down. “So, that’s why I challenge you. You can’t manipulate me.” 
 
    “Yes, but there’s more that I find interesting about you other than your resistance to my charms.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say I can resist your charms,” he whispered.  
 
    My pulse found its way to the sides of my head. I’d never felt so incredibly unsteady. Was this the emotion I’d read so much about? How could a wyvern—a direct royal blood wyvern—have such a connection, such a budding passion for a man who was anything but a dragon? My weak body wanted to know what Teagan Ward’s lips felt like, wanted to feel his hands on my skin. I settled for slipping my fingers into his. “Come on, we need to get back.” 
 
    “Should I tell Sapphire I know he’s a dragon and a huge liar?” Teagan asked. “I still can’t believe I just said that. This can’t be real.” 
 
    I nudged his shoulder. “It is real, Teagan. I wouldn’t lie to you. And I do think we need to speak with Konrad—out of anyone he’ll be the one to listen—but let’s wait just a little longer. I think we need to find out more about you. If we learn why those marks found you, it will fill in my own questions.” 
 
    “If you’re a powerful royal, why are they keeping everything from you?” 
 
    The bitterness wasn’t easy to hide. “I was so young during the war. The king was my grandfather. He and my parents were killed, so when the serpents were banished, I was hidden and placed under the complete protection of Raffi and Dash and Eisha. Eisha was my mother’s closest advisor; she vowed to keep me safe and one day help me rise to my position. I’m still young to others, so I can’t help but feel they shelter me. To them, I’m still a child.” 
 
    “Two centuries is young, huh?” 
 
    “Quite young,” I said with a laugh. “Eisha is nearly five hundred. Raffi is finally mature at three hundred and twenty. And don’t let Sapphire fool you. He may be nearing two hundred and sixty, but he still has some immaturities.” 
 
    “I can’t.” Teagan groaned, but he tightened his hold on my fingers tucked around his arm, and I caught a small smile on his lips. “My head is exploding—how am I supposed to act normal around Sapphire after all this?” 
 
    We stopped at the front door of the house when the first ribbons of pink light broke across the gravel driveway.  
 
    “Who said anything about acting normal?” I moved my lips close to his ear. Teagan was intoxicating. All my strength supposedly flowing in my blood, and I was limp and weak when it came to resisting his gaze, his scent—everything. “Teagan, Sapphire won’t send you away. I won’t allow it. Something dangerous is coming, and although my people have the best intentions, keeping me—and you—in the dark is dangerous.” 
 
    “Then we should tell them,” he said.  
 
    “We will. Let me speak with Eisha first, okay? Then we’ll tell them everything you told me—about the willow, those stones you found. Everything. Just give me a little time.” 
 
    “Okay, but I’m not writing in his reflection journal anymore,” Teagan said with a touch of mirth.  
 
    I laughed. “You know that’s how he’s learned how to behave like a human. Sapphire does have a gift, though. Despite being a royal wyvern, he has helped a lot of people. He has a big heart and feels compassion for youth.” 
 
    “Do you think he knew something was different about me from the beginning?” 
 
    I shook my head, remembering Konrad brushing away my concerns. He wouldn’t have been able to conceal all his worries. “No, not until those marks appeared. Now he suspects something.” Voices came from inside the house, and I rushed Teagan toward the door. “Go, now.” 
 
    “Wait, Jade. When can I see you again?” 
 
    I paused, each scenario of escaping Raffi or Dash running through my mind. “Tonight. Meet me tonight just beyond the trees.” 
 
    He smiled, and I thought I might collapse. “See you tonight.” 
 
    I watched Teagan rush back into the house. My smile faded quickly when I turned toward home. Eisha, my stand-in mother, had some questions to answer. If I had to, I’d use my rank—for the first time.  
 
    I was ready to rise to my fate no matter how dangerous it might be.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    The house was chilled, the way Eisha and I enjoyed it. When your blood boiled inside and fire burned your lungs, a little chill in the air helped.  
 
    Inside, the thick wooden door creaked on the cast iron hinges. The house beamed on the hill above the town of Wyvern Willows. A house fit for her royal charge, but not the largest or grandest house in the town. A strategy to avoid lindworm attention should they ever show their faces.  
 
    Now, they had. 
 
    But how had the zomok figured out who I was? 
 
    Eisha brushed away my concerns most days. Even after the attack at school, she said it was nothing to concern myself over. The warnings didn’t mean the lindworm, King Nag, had escaped his exile. It was a fluke, a one-time mishap with the barrier, but a reminder to always be on guard. 
 
    I shuddered remembering the greenish yellow glow of Nag’s eyes.  
 
    Before the bloodshed of the Wyvern War ripped my family from my life, lindworms hadn’t always been defiant of the wyvern peace laws. All races of dragon lived peacefully. But something changed, and peace was the last thing King Nag wanted. 
 
    My only solace was the lindworm and his greasy black snakes were banished somewhere far away.  
 
    I took the spiraled staircase two steps at a time. My determination set like a lead weight in my chest. Secrets weren’t going to exist among this house a moment longer.  
 
    “Jade, is that you?” Eisha’s rich voice called out from the bedroom down the hall.  
 
    Clearing my throat, my fists balled, though I wasn’t angry. More to hold my courage.  
 
    Eisha may be shutting me out, but there was no denying she had saved me. I remembered my own mother’s crystal eyes, but Eisha had undoubtedly been a mother to me in her stead. I didn’t want to go against her wishes, but I also refused to allow the pounding warnings bleeding through my heart to simmer in disregard any longer.  
 
    I opened the door to her circular room. “Eisha? Where are you?”  
 
    “In here.” A light came from beneath the bathroom door. Eisha sat on the edge of the bathtub; her slender human legs dipped into the water. The nozzle was turned to the frigid setting of ice-cold, but steam floated off the surface. Eisha glanced over her shoulder and smiled. “I’m glad you’re here. Would you be able to get some ice from the refrigerator?” 
 
    “Are you injured?” I asked, checking her legs. Red blisters wrapped around her ankles.  
 
    “No, of course not. I, well, I had a meeting with the school board yesterday, and I’m afraid I started to lose my temper with Abram again.” 
 
    I chuckled. “You’re the epitome of wearing your emotions on your sleeve.”  
 
    The true wyvern form was stronger than the human shell—sometimes the heat of the heart could break through the skin. I hurried for the ice, second-guessing myself. She could destroy her entire self if she grew too angry. Then again, Eisha hadn’t ever lost her temper with me. 
 
    “Ah, thank you,” she sighed when I returned. She splashed frigid water along her toes. Her skin soothed, even the tips of her dark hair no longer looked ready to ignite in flames. “So, where have you been? Raffi and Dash couldn’t find you. I know you don’t like to hear it, but I must insist you stay on this property.” 
 
    “Will you order me, Eisha?” My jaw set in a taut frown.  
 
    Eisha cocked her head—she was reading me. I could always tell when my guardian used her gift to judge emotion. No one was better at recognizing deception or valiant hearts than Eisha.  
 
    “You know I cannot. I hope out of genuine respect for one another you will order yourself to protect yourself. Something has upset you—what has happened?” 
 
    Clearing my throat, I studied my reflection in the oval mirror. Gold fire in my eyes flashed. The traitorous color was what gave away my emotions, and I paused long enough to bury down the flurry of thoughts flapping through my mind.  
 
    “Eisha, you have protected me well. I trust no one more than you,” I began. “I hope to expect the same courtesy.” 
 
    “Jade, of course I trust you. You will become a beautiful, honorable leader.” 
 
    “I cannot become that any longer. Eisha, I must be that leader now.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” she asked, lifting her icy legs from the water.  
 
    “Something is happening in Wyvern Willows,” I said. “There is something coming, and no matter how much you and the others assure me, I know something is happening. I also believe my own people keep me protected from truths I deserve to know.” 
 
    “Jade, no, you have us wrong—” 
 
    “I wasn’t finished.” Eisha looked stunned at my abruptness, but I had to continue or I would lose all my nerve. “I may be young, I may not even know how to rule or properly protect the power of the stones, but I cannot deny what my instincts are telling me. The willow is warning of something. That zomok nearly ended my life, Eisha. Raffi and Dash still have not been able to find it. How long until more lindworms find a breach in our barriers?  
 
    “I know you . . . I know you feel we can protect our own. I understand that Raffi and Dash are charged with my protection, but I believe you and the others are making a mistake keeping what you know of Teagan Ward from me. What don’t you want me to know, Eisha?” 
 
    Eisha was silent for a long moment. Her obsidian eyes burned, and for a time I thought she might burn through her skin and shift in the tight bathroom. Eisha shifted only a few times a year to meet with the elder council, but never in front of me. I’d always appreciated the gesture since my greatest desire was to taste the euphoria of the sky again.  
 
    Closing her eyes, she drew in several deep breaths before brushing past me back into the bedroom.  
 
    “I thought we had already discussed this,” Eisha said. “He is not safe, Jade. For any of us. Even Konrad agrees.” 
 
    “Then why does Konrad allow him to stay?” 
 
    “Trust me, I have asked the same question myself,” she snapped.  
 
    “Eisha, I am asking you to explain what you’re so afraid of, but if I must, I will not ask.” 
 
    Eisha’s brow furrowed tight, forming a ridge over her nose. “Are you . . . commanding me to answer?” 
 
    “I hope you would not force my hand.” 
 
    Eisha scoffed, and I could sense her hurt. We’d never used our positions in the wyvern court against one another, and I never dreamed there would come a day when I would use my pure royal blood against her. “All right, my queen, I’ll explain what I know.” 
 
    “Eisha, I don’t want there to be bitterness,” I said. “But I must know.” 
 
    “Follow me,” she said, standing from the tub and stalking down the hallway toward the library. Eisha stepped into the room, but I was hindered, the energy against me holding firmly as she dug through the back bookshelves and removed a tattered, leather book that had a musky smell when she returned to my side.  
 
    Eisha tossed the book into my hands, her eyes sharp and direct when she leaned against the wall. The symbol on the cover was gold and formed a strange triad made of numerous spheres. There was no end or beginning to the design.  
 
    “What’s this?” I asked.  
 
    “Read it.”  
 
    The spine was ancient, possibly older than Eisha, and the threads crinkled loudly when I opened the book. The title was written in a beautiful dark ink calligraphy: History of the Mage. 
 
    “Mages? But they were killed; they fought against us.”  
 
    Eisha pinched her mouth into a tight line and nodded at the book. 
 
    I flipped through a few yellowed pages with care, then stopped at a drawing—a man, dressed in a hood, with a long blade gripped tightly in his hands. On his arms, neck, what I could see of his face, anywhere skin was exposed were the beautiful markings of the ancient language.  
 
    Exactly like Teagan’s arms.  
 
    “What does this mean? I . . . in my story books these marks only came to the wards.” 
 
    Eisha sighed, her eyes sad for a moment. “That is exactly what the mages are—or were. Once our greatest defenders, our protectors, our wards in existence. A time long gone by.” 
 
    “But we fought them,” I said more to myself. This didn’t make sense. Dragons and mages were enemies during the war. I thought of school, of the book Mrs. Tiddel read. I’d balked at her incorrect history of mages and dragons crossing races, serving each other, but said nothing. We couldn’t give up that we knew better than books, that we were there, but now . . . perhaps I was wrong. “Are you saying Teagan is a mage?” 
 
    Eisha shrugged. “I don’t know, Jade.” 
 
    “Then why show me this?”  
 
    “Because I have my suspicions. I do not know for sure if a mage has returned to the willows. I suspect, yes. But having the jade color is not possible. So whether this boy is a mage or not, I do not trust him. His intentions cannot be honorable.” 
 
    I slammed the book closed, my chest flattening as though someone were pressing all their strength over my ribs. “He does have the jade color, so what do you mean it isn’t possible?” 
 
    “Because lesser mages protect lesser royals.” 
 
    “Protect?”  
 
    Eisha sighed and stared at the ceiling. “They once did. In truth, I would not doubt this boy as greatly if those marks were sapphire-colored, or ruby, or onyx. But if a mage returned with the jade color, they would need to be descended from the High Priestess or High Priest. The highest mage is always paired with the highest wyvern royal and the High Priestess was childless. Your bloodline has no mage; this is exactly the reason Raffi and Dash were assigned as your warriors.” 
 
    “So mages didn’t die off like I thought.” My mind whirled. “Is the High Priestess still alive? Did she join with the lindworms?” 
 
    Eisha growled, sounding more like her true self than a principal of a high school. She paced in her bedroom, pulling out a clean gray pantsuit, and began tearing off her cotton T-shirt, undeterred that I stood there watching her dress. “It’s almost time for school.” 
 
    “Answer me, please, Eisha.” 
 
    “I don’t know if she lives! But yes, once we lived in unity, as you know. Us led by your grandfather, them led with equal strength by the High Priest and Priestess.” 
 
    “Well, then isn’t it a good thing if Teagan is a mage? They are our allies.” 
 
    “No,” she said so sharply I jumped back. Eisha didn’t continue until she’d zipped a pair of black ankle boots over her again-blistering feet and stared at me. “I said we once lived in unity. You know they betrayed us. Jade, I held your mother as she died. As she choked on her own blood and begged me to look after her child. Your father lay scorched and murdered at her side.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” I whispered, feeling the steaming tears burn behind my eyes. Even though the memories were from my infancy, I could still hear the screams like nightmarish echoes.  
 
    Eisha snarled, her face inches from mine. “Your parents, our kingdom, was torn to shreds all because a mage joined with King Nag and betrayed us all. The mages abandoned us in our time of need. The only help we were offered was a final enchantment—the willow. That was all we were left with. Wyverns were forced to trust an ancient spell to conceal us from the lindworms. A spell performed by a race that had destroyed us in the cruelest, deadliest of ways. You know our people are compassionate, and trusting, and strong. In time, it was determined wyverns had no need of the mage. We still have no need of the mage.” 
 
    “So because there was a traitor long ago, if Teagan is a mage, he should automatically be marked as untrustworthy? Where is our compassion now?” 
 
    “As I said, it is impossible for a mage to hold the jade color. So, you tell me if that sounds like something we should trust or if it smells terribly like a trap.” 
 
    “I spoke with him,” I blurted out, my heart ripping into a thousand pieces as I thought of my parents, my people, and Teagan in one emotional heap of thoughts. “Last night, I was with Teagan. He doesn’t know anything about what’s happening. I . . . I took him to the willow.” 
 
    Eisha’s hair was steaming again. “What did you tell him, Jade? What did you say?” 
 
    “I told him the truth, Eisha. I told him what I am. I thought he was a wyvern, but he was truly confused. I could sense it in his spirit. He’s good, he wants to protect me. He could have let the zomok kill me, but—” 
 
    “You foolish child.” Eisha’s eyes turned wholly black. “Have you thought it could all be a ruse? A zomok appearing, Teagan knowing it would happen, and he protects you to earn your trust. To find out who the royals are. Now he knows. You’ve placed us all at risk for things you cannot understand. Things your parents died trying to save you from. You are not ready to rule this people, and I fear you’ve doomed us all.” 
 
    I couldn’t speak. My tongue swelled in my throat, blocking my words. Eisha pounded around her room, snatched her supplies, and shoved them into her leather briefcase. Her entire body trembled, and she wouldn’t look at me.  
 
    “I may be a child to you, Eisha,” I said, voice rough. “But it does not mean my instincts are worthless. Teagan Ward is not a threat to me. He doesn’t know what is happening to him and I trust him. Why are you so certain there can’t be a jade mage?” 
 
    “Because!” she shrieked. “What mages do you think betrayed us? The bloodline severed at the divide, never to be repaired. The jade mages!” 
 
    Eisha couldn’t take any more. She slammed her briefcase on the floor. Her eyes rolled to the sides of her head, shaping into narrow diamonds. Her face peeled back, and in a matter of seconds Eisha was smashing through the window, her gleaming, powerful, ebony wings taking her dark body to the sky. I was left with the silence of the room, shattered glass and broken drywall littered at my feet. I wiped away a hot tear splashing down my cheek.  
 
    Today Eisha would not be attending school. Neither would I—her foolish Queen.  
 
    Hardly noticing the pounding footsteps bounding up the stairs, I startled when Raffi gripped my arm.  
 
    “Jade, what’s happened?” He gaped at the broken wall before shifting his attention directly to me. 
 
    I pressed the leather book against his chest, but he never took it from my grip. “Eisha told me about the mages.” I turned away from him, my palms tingling as my own body yearned to break free. “I angered her because I told her I trusted Teagan Ward.” 
 
    “What?” Raffi snarled. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To the willow, Raffi—alone. I order you to stay back.” 
 
    “Jade, what are you doing?” he growled. 
 
    “Do not follow me.” I wheeled on him. “An order from your queen.” 
 
    “Don’t do this, Jade,” he begged, his voice soft.  
 
    I didn’t listen and slammed the door behind me. Book in hand, I left my guardian to conquer the skies, and my sworn warrior burdened by my command to leave me to face the world alone.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    The willow was peaceful. No matter how disruptive the surrounding world became, I could always count on the willow. If mages were so dishonored, so cut off from our people, why then would they leave us with such a blessed gift?  
 
    I couldn’t shake the mounting discomfort Eisha had wittingly placed in my mind over Teagan’s markings. Grinding my teeth and descending in a flurry of frustration, I struggled to find my decision.  
 
    Eisha was convinced Teagan could not be an honorable mage because the jade color didn’t exist. At least not anymore. I thought of my parents. Had the High Priest and Priestess been their mages? If the jade line betrayed us, which of them had been the traitor? Or had they both turned on us?  
 
    An ache in the pit of my stomach bloomed as I thought too long on the idea. I hated the very concept of Teagan being sinister enough to fool me in such a way. Though I had known Teagan for a matter of weeks, Eisha had been a part of my life since my birth. Her fear and disdain for the mages was genuine.  
 
    Rippling along the grass was a trickle of energy. The warmth of it wrapped around my body, holding me close as though the willow’s clearing knew I needed reassurance.  
 
    I smiled gently and crawled closer to the base of the tree trunk, then rested my open palm across the smooth bark. The peace was all-encompassing. Grinning up at the sunbeams spreading through the broken boughs and crumbling leaves, I could almost hear the word trust bouncing on the wind.  
 
    When the earth spoke to me, it settled in my mind and heart. The willow had an unusual way of speaking. I could feel the words surge my blood with new warmth every time.  
 
    I opened the mage history and skimmed the entries, all written by hand, until I found a particular entry that caught my eye.  
 
    Mage armor: bequeathed through honor and loyalty to the sacred wyvern race. The growth of armor recites the tale of the mage’s devotion. Armor of a mage declares status and dignity amongst the priesthood.  
 
    On the page was drawn another figure of a cloaked man. Though in this image the mage was without his hood, and I could make out the markings of the wyvern along his neck and even his face. A second body was placed next to the first, and the cloak was replaced by armor of the most unusual sort. The helmet curled around the face and the limbs and middle were covered, as if the armor were simply a part of the mage’s skin.  
 
    If Teagan were a mage, then the marks were armor. I shook my head, unable to grasp it all in my own mind, and read on. 
 
    Coupling: an unbreakable bond and vow of the mage with wyvern. Ceremonial coupling is arranged between a wyvern and mage by the council of mage priests and elders of wyvern. 
 
    Fated coupling: a bond with no prejudice between pairs. Selection occurs unbeknownst to the councils, though should not be disregarded. The gods of destiny supply a fated bond to hold fast through the eternities. Broken through betrayal and treason alone.  
 
    I reread the passage at least five times. The idea of a mage bonding with a wyvern fascinated and thrilled me to the very core. All my life, I’d believed the powers of the earth belonged only to the wyvern race and had never understood the death of mage magic. Magis districts were the namesakes of mages, but I’d thought little of them.  
 
    But they were the other oldest power. Once tending the elements alongside us. 
 
    I did not remember the mage with my parents and for the slightest moment I shared painful sympathy for Eisha. She’d been through the thick of the fighting, she’d lost her mate—though we rarely spoke of Gregor. I knew him to be one of the fiercest warriors of our time. If a mage played a part in his death, it wasn’t likely Eisha would ever accept the fate that our people should rejoin with our former defenders.  
 
    My thoughts drifted to Teagan and the marks along his arms. I still understood little, but they meant something—they were supposed to protect him like the image of armor in the book and it relieved a piece of me. I couldn’t explain my need for him, an unquenchable thing only satisfied if he was near. I scanned the page of the book again. It was almost as though we were . . . 
 
    Fated bond. 
 
    The willow’s voice sent a shiver down my spine, and I nodded. “That’s what I was just thinking.”  
 
    I brushed my fingers over the symbol on the book.  
 
    The sun curled across the sky, deepening into a reddish orb as it prepared to bid farewell to the day. I hadn’t realized how long I’d been away.  
 
    I ought to return home to check on Eisha—she’d been so upset. But instead, I turned through the thick trees toward Wyvern Reform. There was so much I had to tell Teagan, so much I needed to learn from him. If he was dangerous, I was confident I would sense it. If he was not—well, then, I hoped the churning excitement of my insides would keep swimming every time I saw Teagan Ward.  
 
    *** 
 
    I was careful of who would be allowed to see me enter the house. As my magic burst through the rooms and hallways of the house, each time someone became blinded to my presence a little bit of light went dark. 
 
    Konrad was difficult, he’d been blocking me for years. Manipulating a fellow royal was hard enough, but when he actively resisted it was nearly impossible.  
 
    When I stepped near the front porch, I was overwhelmed with a pressure blocking my attempts to find Sapphire’s energy. I cursed his name for making it harder to find Teagan.  
 
    Rounding the house, I looked to Teagan’s gabled window. The trellis was nothing for me to climb, and the higher from the ground I was, the happier I seemed to be. Perhaps it reminded me of flying. 
 
    His light was on, which was surprising since he was banned to the scratchy cot in the front room. I scaled the house carefully, peering around the window in case . . .  
 
    I groaned. Sapphire stood in the room, speaking to Teagan.  
 
    It was quite possible Konrad would sense my presence—he had such a talent with energies—but I couldn’t resist pressing my ear against the wooden siding so I could hear. Wyvern didn’t have the best hearing of all the creatures, but it was superior to humans, and a thin wall couldn’t keep out the tone of Sapphire’s boom.  
 
    “Are you telling me you don’t want your room back?” Sapphire asked.  
 
    “Not at all, sir,” Teagan said with a notable bite. “I’m wondering why I’ve earned the room back. I thought it was lost for a month.” 
 
    “Because I feel you’ve shown a great deal of remorse, Teagan,” Sapphire said.  
 
    I covered my mouth, stifling a laugh. Though Teagan couldn’t sense the same things as me, I was bombarded by Konrad’s guilt. He knew Teagan was innocent, and it didn’t suit my fellow royal’s temperament to punish an innocent.  
 
    “We reward positive behavior here,” Sapphire finished. 
 
    “Is that the truth?”  
 
    Tread carefully, Teagan, I thought. 
 
    “Why would you think anything different?” Sapphire challenged.  
 
    “I don’t know, sir. You tell me.”  
 
    Sapphire was quiet, but I embraced the wave of concerned energy filtering around the man. Konrad was worried—about Teagan or himself, I couldn’t quite gauge.  
 
    “I’m going to let you sleep,” Sapphire finally said. “If you opt not to keep the room, fine. Goodnight, Teagan. I’ll leave the cot out if you determine you’d rather sleep downstairs because I must have ulterior motives.” 
 
    I listened for Sapphire to leave the room, feeling his strength tromp down the hallway toward the stairs. When he was gone, I quickly wrapped my energy around Teagan’s room, convincing anyone the door should remain closed at all costs. Easier to do without Konrad nearby.  
 
    I worried my bottom lip, and slid the window open without a sound. Teagan wore black clothes that hugged the corded muscle of his body. When I touched his arm, he nearly fell off his feet.  
 
    “Jade!” he breathed in a husky whisper. “What are you doing here? I thought I was meeting you.” 
 
    “I was already out, figured I would save you a trip.” 
 
    “You want to stay here?” 
 
    “Why not? Sapphire won’t be coming back soon,” I said, mentally checking to feel my own power blocking the door and window. I hated to admit it, but I might be testing Teagan. Did he want to take me away from the aid of Sapphire should I need help? Would he insist we leave?  
 
    Teagan didn’t. With a shrug, he motioned for me to step into the room. 
 
    Eisha was wrong.  
 
    Whatever it was about Teagan, whether it was some bond of fate or that I was simply drawn to his attractive face, it grew harder to breathe—in a good way. Teagan followed close behind me, leaving the window open. Good, I needed to feel the night breeze.  
 
    “Well, this is about all I’ve got to my name.” He eyed me cautiously, defenses up.  
 
    All gods, I could only guess what he thought. Telepathy was how we spoke in our true dragon forms, but how I wished I could use it now to read his thoughts. Did he think I was insane, still. Did he want me here? 
 
    He’d been coming to meet me—that meant something, didn’t it? 
 
    “I’m not sure what more we need.” I sat on the corner of the cheap mattress. Teagan hesitated, and in the end, he opted to pull the wooden chair from the desk and sat in front of me. I tilted my head to meet his eye. “How are you doing after what I told you?”  
 
    My breath hitched when he studied his hands. “Honestly, part of me is convinced either I’m insane, or you are.”  
 
    Not exactly what I’d wanted to hear, but his hands covered mine. His eyes were like blue fire. Little by little, his grip left my hands and rested on my thighs.  
 
    Never mind, now I couldn’t breathe.  
 
    My blood naturally sat a constant boil, but in this moment, it froze within me like electric ice.  
 
    His voice was soft and intoxicating when he spoke again. “But when I see you, I can’t help but feel like I need to be next to you—that I need to be there for you. Are you all right? I . . . don’t know how to explain this, but when you weren’t at school I had a bad feeling. Like you weren’t okay. Jade, I was sick all afternoon because of it. Not just feeling sick—I got sick. I think that’s half the reason why Sapphire let me back in my room.” 
 
    Swallowing hard, I moved my face slightly closer toward his. His scent was all my favorite smells had combined in one perfect woodsy aroma. Infatuation, or the connection between us?  
 
    I really didn’t care. “I have a confession. Sapphire didn’t give you your room back because you were sick. He feels badly, and I think he wants to keep an eye on you.” 
 
    Teagan furrowed his brow. “Keep an eye on me? What am I going to do?” Teagan’s voice fell into a soft whisper. “If he is who you said, what would I be able to do? He can eat me, right?” 
 
    The laugh was louder than I’d intended. Teagan grinned but instantly checked his door.  
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “I’m imagining how you must think of us in our true forms. You’re thinking towering, skyscraper, flesh-eating lizards, right?” 
 
    Teagan flushed. “Well, fairy tale dragons were usually the fire-breathing bad guys.” 
 
    “Yes, well, there have been several wyvern wars, and one of them involved uneducated, ridiculous humans centuries ago. Those fairy tales are slander in the purest form.” 
 
    “Okay, it sounds like no knight-slaying-dragon stories for you.” Teagan curled his fingertips around mine. 
 
    “Not unless it’s the dragon who is victorious,” I insisted. “Sapphire won’t eat you—he can’t shift anyway. The forest supplies our food, so we don’t eat people who look like our human forms. Not even imps.” 
 
    Teagan laughed and I thought I might do anything to draw out the sound again.  
 
    “Like all magis, dragons come in different shapes and sizes. Some of us are large and bulky like those slanderous tales, others are petite and small. It might surprise you the dragon clans were typically quite gentle. Powerful, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” Teagan said, a light in his eyes.  
 
    “But we try to be compassionate to all energies. Though, we are sometimes . . . overprotective.” My smiled faded, but I traced the lines of his palms. “When we age and allow ourselves to pass, and we return our energy to the forests, or deserts, or oceans. Wherever the wyvern calls home, really.” 
 
    “Allow yourself to pass?” 
 
    I nodded, knowing it would be a strange concept. “Unless we are killed, wyvern can live for thousands of years if we choose. Most opt to pass before then, and their energy peacefully fades and the body dies. It is a conscious choice, of course.” 
 
    “This is all so—I don’t know—I want to say insane, but it doesn’t feel insane. I knew dragons existed, but to me, they’ve been dead forever.” 
 
    I scooted off the edge of the bed slightly, my thumb absorbing the shocking surge passing between our hands.  
 
    He used a knuckle to tilt my chin. “So are you all right?” 
 
    His eyes searched for something in mine. I shook my head. “I spoke with Eisha and she didn’t take it well.”  
 
    “What happened?” he asked, moving from the chair to my side on the edge of his bed.  
 
    I recited everything, explained how Eisha didn’t trust him—what good was it to leave out the truth? Teagan’s face fell, and he leaned forward on his knees when I finished. I took out the old book from my back pocket and tapped the corner against Teagan’s arm.  
 
    “What’s this?” he asked, voice rough.  
 
    “This is the book. The one of the mage.” 
 
    “Jade, I’m not . . . I’m not this mage thing,” he said, though still took the book from my hands. “I don’t have powers. I’m not a warrior.” 
 
    “I admit, I didn’t know much of the mage until today. I certainly didn’t know they were the wards of my people. But if it’s true, Teagan, it would explain why the others are so wary of those marks on your arms. And whether we want to admit it or not, the idea that you descend from mage explains a lot of empty holes. You sense things, you stopped a zomok, the willow speaks the same energy I feel inside you. Your power is dormant. Perhaps, like me, someone blocked your magic.” 
 
    Teagan thumbed through the book for several minutes. I stayed quiet, allowing him to read and enjoying the way the muscles in his jaw and neck pulsed.  
 
    “So,” he said after some time. He was studying the image of the mage armor. “Ms. Drake—or Eisha—believes it’s impossible for one of these mages to connect with you?” 
 
    “Someone of my bloodline.” I was fully aware I hadn’t explained the status of royals. How would he react if he knew what I was meant to be? 
 
    “The one who protects that . . . jade stone? Why is your bloodline different that you wouldn’t have a defender or mage?” 
 
    I studied the simple lamp on his desk, my heart leaping to my throat. “Eisha told me a mage for me would come from the highest mage bloodline, which ended with the High Priestess. The highest mage blood used to defend the highest wyvern blood. Just like any royal family, there are those who are the ones who will ascend the throne.” 
 
    “What are you saying?”  
 
    “My mother was in line to be the next queen of elemental wyvern, Teagan. You know my parents were killed.” 
 
    Teagan’s eyes widened. “Wait, are you saying you’re . . . the queen?” 
 
    My pulse pounded in my skull. “I like to say I’m a queen in training. I wasn’t set to rise to the throne for centuries. I’m the youngest queen in our history, which is why we’ve been protected for so long. So I may learn and grow and allow the elders to guide our people for now.  
 
    “Things changed when we ran from our homes, when we came here. I’m not certain I will ever rule as my grandfather did before me. Before you came,” I continued, my voice shifting to a soft hush, and I took his hand again. “I found myself questioning my purpose more and more. I felt so weak, powerless even. What sort of queen could I be? But you bring me strength like I’ve never known. When Eisha told me of the mages, to me, it made sense. It explained my connection with you, how your power fueled me. Doesn’t it explain things to you?” 
 
    Teagan turned the book in his hands once before meeting my eyes. “In some ways, but I’m not supposed to have your color, right?” He met my gaze sharply and with a new determination. “Jade, you don’t believe what she thinks, do you? That I’m fooling you somehow or trying to harm you? Because I would never, never harm you.” 
 
    My throat was dry when he spoke. He said the word with such passion, I shuddered, again foolishly wanting to bring myself even closer, though I resisted. “I trust you, Teagan.”  
 
    He shifted his body, his strong hand rested on the side of my face and sent me into a whirlwind of wyvern emotions. Maybe I’d been in human form too long because I’d seen this feeling so many times in movies I’d watched. The glazed eyes and floating sensation before a couple kissed. I wanted Teagan to kiss me—I’d never experienced one—but nowhere in the book did it say mage and wyvern united as lovers. Only companions—warriors with a common bond to protect the other. Not this. Not what I desired without shame.  
 
    “We’re going to figure this out,” he said.  
 
    His nose dipped close to mine, lips only inches away. I held my breath, waiting for that sweet moment—what would a kiss do to my energy? I couldn’t wait to find out as slowly, with an underlying thrill, Teagan moved ever closer.  
 
    From downstairs came a booming shout.  
 
    It wasn’t a cry of pain—no, it was a shout of war and battle. I heard those cries in my nightmares. My heart bludgeoned my rib cage. We jumped to our feet, my body tense. 
 
    Sapphire was undoubtedly under attack. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Desperation fueled my steps, and I nearly tore the door from its hinges when we bounded out of Teagan’s room. The door had been locked. Sapphire never locked the doors. But between the two of us, the weak brass knob and hinges didn’t stand a chance. In the long hallway other students were banging on the doors, locked away from the scuffle downstairs.  
 
    Teagan swore loudly when we took to the stairs and there, sprawled out, was the body of the balding man Sapphire had hired two years earlier. His eyes were open, staring blankly at the ceiling, a gash along his throat.  
 
    “That’s Bart.” Teagan shot out his arm, blocking me from taking another step. I noticed for the first time how his shoulders were heaving, and small beads of sweat were already dripping over his forehead. The ancient markings on his arms had brightened, and the skin beneath the jade strokes was irritated and angry. “Stay here, Jade. Please.” 
 
    “What’s happening, Teagan?” I said, gently brushing my fingertips along his arms.  
 
    His eyes were pained but locked in deadly focus when glass shattered from the main floor. “I don’t know—I feel different but . . . stay here, please.” 
 
    “I can’t, it’s Konrad. He’s in trouble!” 
 
    Teagan pushed himself in front of me, a surge of power rippled between us as we abandoned Bart’s lifeless body and sneaked toward Sapphire’s office. My heart leapt out of my chest when a large bookshelf burst through the doorway and crashed in pieces along the front entry. Teagan filled the door frame, but I saw him jump backward slightly.  
 
    “What is that?” he gasped.  
 
    I peered over his shoulder, my eyes taking in every horrid thing unfolding. Sapphire’s face was turning a ghastly plum color, his skin was covered in burns and gashes, and he clutched his throat. The office was in ruin, but I saw nothing else apart from Sapphire’s dying human body desperate to draw in a new breath.  
 
    “I see nothing!” I screamed, rushing toward Sapphire though Teagan tried to stop me, his face still as pale as though he’d seen death itself. A few steps away from Konrad, something jabbed deep into my side. I shouted, clutching my ribs, the invisible force drawing my boiling blood. It was a whirlwind after that.  
 
    Teagan rushed between me and my invisible enemy. The zomok, no doubt. Teagan’s arms crackled in a hardened, scaly armor that gleamed in rich jade green. It reminded me very much of my skin when I took my wyvern form.  
 
    I couldn’t see the zomok, but Teagan wrapped his armored hands around the bulk of space hovering over Sapphire. He grunted, pulling down the invisible zomok and allowing Sapphire to gasp gratefully, filling his lungs once again with fresh air.  
 
    “Jade.” Konrad shoved me away like Teagan. “Run, now. Don’t let him find you.” 
 
    “No. No more running!”  
 
    Teagan dodged some sort of strike. He held up his forearms, and I saw the strike spark along the armor. He stumbled slightly, and though I sensed his power trembling throughout the room, he was unarmed. Teagan couldn’t do this alone.  
 
    The top of Sapphire’s desk was glass, and without a second thought I placed my hands across the surface, the heat from my energy chipping and cracking the smooth surface until it shattered into chunky shards. “Teagan, get down!” 
 
    With a fiery glance, Teagan saw my hands over the shattered glass and rushed out of the way. With a command to the powers of the air, my touch released the glass toward the empty space where Teagan had stood. A hiss from the zomok sent a chill down my spine. Glass pummeled against its body, dripping blood along the ground. Though I could not see him, now we could track him.  
 
    In an instant, green, poisonous flames erupted into a floating ball. Sapphire ripped me out of the way, preparing to sacrifice his life for mine. Teagan scrambled along the floor, his hand reaching for the place where the zomok would be standing. Everything slowed.  
 
    Sapphire shoved me out of the office.  
 
    Teagan shoved both of us aside.  
 
    I screamed when the office window smashed and a figure crouched in the frame. A woman. She gripped a curved knife. The blade gleamed with magic. Her body was covered, apart from her head, in blue gleaming hardened skin. Like the armor over Teagan’s arms, except she was protected to her neck.  
 
    Her eyes narrowed. She said nothing, gripped her knife and lunged at Teagan and the zomok.  
 
    The girl jabbed her blade, and a shrill shriek erupted through the night. A gash along an arm appeared. The knife robbed the zomok of its camouflage. The girl struck again, and I saw the side of a hooded face. Teagan’s palm wrapped tightly around the zomok’s face and shoved the creature to the ground.  
 
    “Release me!” Sapphire boomed. “Release me now. I’ll entrap him!” 
 
    I didn’t understand, but the girl whipped her head around, her steely eyes bright and alive. She abandoned Teagan, leaving him to wrestle with the half-visible beast. I gaped watching the girl traipse the office in three paces. It was strange to see her place her palms on Sapphire’s chest. “Orietur verus forma, Orietur verus forma.”  
 
    As she spoke the air in the room thickened. A voice whispered to my soul, speaking in the same dialect as the power of the willow.  
 
    When she tore her hands away, Sapphire grinned a little wickedly. Cracking his neck once, his human form peeled away.  
 
    I stared wide-eyed. Teagan stopped fighting the zomok and backed against the wall.  
 
    Sapphire’s enormous form filled out the room. Though I had so few memories, my heart missed the sleekness of his royal body. Sapphire carried himself with a regal air when his enormous blue-black wings spread wide, drawing a dim shadow over the room. His claws were the same color as his stone, rich, gleaming sapphires, and his body rippled between cerulean shimmers and rich ebony. But it was his eyes, I’d never forget those eyes. Joyful tears welled behind my own eyes when the dark flames flashed in his black crystal eyes.  
 
    “Force the snake to reveal himself,” the girl shouted across the office. She was trapped behind Sapphire’s thick, powerful tail. Her words were directed at Teagan, who’d frozen as he watched Sapphire stomp toward the bloody pool in the corner of the office.  
 
    “Touch him!” she shrieked in exasperation. “Command him. He’s not stronger than you.” 
 
    Without question, possibly because he wanted to get away from Sapphire, Teagan rushed toward the corner where the zomok bled, his palms covering the half face once more. He didn’t speak out loud but soon the form of the zomok took shape.  
 
    He’d reverted to his human form, though I yearned to see the creature in its slithering, weak shape. Sapphire would crush him.  
 
    The moment the zomok was revealed entirely, Sapphire unhinged his powerful jaws and a stream of blue flames spilled out. The girl clutched Sapphire’s tail, and power radiated between them.  
 
    Sapphire burned a circle into the wooden floor. The zomok hissed angrily from beneath his hood.  
 
    “That’s enough,” said the girl, her scaly protection slowly faded into wyvernian marks made of royal blue and shimmering silver along her skin. I marveled at her ferocity during the fight, especially when her stature seemed to get thinner and thinner.  
 
    Teagan met my eye from across the room. His marks were back as well, but I pointed to his arms. His eyes followed my finger. The marks had burned their way up toward his biceps, carving painful red lines in his skin. He looked pale, but didn’t collapse as he had the first time the writings etched into his skin.  
 
    It wasn’t long after the scorched circle imprisoned the zomok that Sapphire’s tail began shortening, his rippling muscles shaped into arms and legs. A blue cloak covered his body as his skin shifted and the fabric draped around his feet. It was strange to watch the shift of wyvern to human, but when he was back to his human shape, there was still the crystal gleam in his eyes and a new vibrancy in his skin.  
 
    Teagan wasted no time in crossing the room and pressed his body against mine, subtly pushing me away from the threat.  
 
    “Did he hurt you?”  
 
    “No.” I gripped his hand. “I’m fine.  
 
    “You’re trapped, serpent,” Sapphire snarled at the zomok. “How did you get here?” 
 
    The creature snarled, well, it was more of a gurgled laugh, but I hated the very sound of it. “You fools. You think you can hide away forever. You cannot even take form without the help of a girl.” 
 
    “Oh, let me slit his throat,” the girl growled, but Sapphire held up his hand.  
 
    Teagan’s arm wrapped around my waist, and I couldn’t remember when I’d ever felt safer. 
 
    Sapphire stepped forward, his shoulders heaving with adrenaline from shifting for the first time in centuries. He crossed over the scorched circle and tore back the hood.  
 
    I gasped, Teagan snarled, and the second mage giggled.  
 
    Teagan’s voice turned dark and low. “Graham!”  
 
    “He’s not Graham, Teagan,” Sapphire growled. “There never was a Graham, was there, snake?” 
 
    “I wondered,” Graham said, his voice was different though—more drawn out, more sinister, “how I would ever escape the notice of the hidden royals. I always imagined you were incapable of being deceived, but never once did you suspect me. Pitiful. I will admit you hid your energies well; it wasn’t until he showed up and your queen found her connection that I even had an opportunity to sense you. Imagine my shock when I discovered the great Sapphire was none other than a royal in disguise.  
 
    “His face, it wasn’t Graham when I saw him first,” Teagan insisted. 
 
    “You saw his true form,” Sapphire said without taking his eyes from Graham’s black, soulless holes.  
 
    “You’re hideous, Graham,” Teagan said.  
 
    “I am a powerful zomok!” Graham screeched. “You are nothing.” 
 
    My chest tightened, and I had the fierce desire to tear the zomok’s skull from his neck. 
 
    “Powerful. You’re a slave of the lindworms.” I took a step closer to him, but Teagan tugged my hand back. “I’ll be fine. He can’t harm us now. I want to see his eyes before he dies.” 
 
    “Step back from me,” Graham hissed.  
 
    “No,” I said with a sneer. “I don’t think I will.”  
 
    My hand scorched against Graham’s face, my stronger power burning through his human skin and muscles. My touch destroyed his human form and forced the zomok’s curled, slithering body to plop into a coil in the fire circle. Zomoks had narrow heads, like a snake had been run over by a tire. Graham’s eyes were slits of orange, and sharp needle-like teeth bared over his flat lips. His skin was a putrid sort of puce, and he looked sickly in his spineless body.  
 
    “There, that’s better,” I said. “Konrad, are you going to do the honors? I cannot take my form, and we certainly can’t have him slithering back to his pit.” 
 
    The zomok snarled and snapped his jaws, speaking in the lindworm tongue. I understood some, but it was too vulgar to repeat. Sapphire stepped back. “No, I think I’ll give the honor to the real hero tonight. Agatha, please rid the world of this beast.” 
 
    The girl smiled, and I noticed the space between her teeth for the first time. Wielding her gleaming knife once more, she stepped forward, patting Sapphire’s shoulder. “Funny, but I hate that name now, Kon.” Her attention turned toward the zomok as she whirled her knife a full turn with a dark smirk on her lips. “You may have discovered the royals, but you missed the mage.” 
 
    Through a hiss and a growl, Agatha slashed the head clean off the serpent dragon. His rank blood burned my nostrils as remnants of his pyre escaped with his last breath of life.  
 
    Sapphire wrapped his arm around the mage’s shoulder. “Well done. Where have you been? I haven’t sensed you at all. I thought you were dead.”  
 
    “Dead! Kon, you left me, remember?” 
 
    “Left you? You were there, I didn’t want to leave, but we were forced to leave you. By the mage!”  
 
    The mage blew out her lips. “So, because you didn’t see me, you automatically assume I’m dead? Come now, who do you think I am?” 
 
    “I didn’t think you’d ever survive without me.” He winked when her face turned red. 
 
    “I’m holding a knife, Konrad.” 
 
    Sapphire laughed, but it faded when his eyes turned to Teagan. “Perhaps we should reacquaint later.” 
 
    Teagan leaned against the wall, his hands rubbing his shoulders and biceps. I placed a hand on his chest when he seemed ready to tip over. His face was white as the moon, but he stood straighter at my touch.  
 
    “It will pass,” Agatha said, checking his marks. “You’ll get used to it.” 
 
    “Come with me, Teagan,” Sapphire said. “I think we have some things to explain.” 
 
    I had a thousand questions as well, but clamped my jaw tight. Sapphire nodded at me, allowing the mage to lead the way as he wrapped an arm around Teagan’s shoulders and helped steady him to the sofas. I drifted to the stairs where Bart lay dead. Gently, I passed my hands over his body, smiling at his positive soul that had remained nearby.  
 
    It wasn’t difficult to care for the dead, in fact it was one of my most cherished gifts. I enjoyed saying farewell to those true in heart who fell. Bart’s human body dissolved into nothing but pure goodness as I demanded my powers to free him from this wretched state. I cupped my hands, whispered my prayer of release, and watched the glow of his life fade away, leaving the stairs empty of any gore and blood.  
 
    Teagan was seated on the sofa—silent and tense.  
 
    He looked to me when I entered the room, and an overwhelming need to ease his burden gathered in my belly. Was the sensation the same for him?  
 
    Agatha was perched on top of the piano against the wall, and Sapphire took a place in one of the wing-backed chairs, his eyes softer as he gave pause for me to situate next to Teagan. I clasped his fingers tightly, and I heard him draw in a new breath, his face adding more color now.  
 
    “You,” Teagan muttered after a few moments, his gaze drifted toward the girl. “You’re Mini. You sent me to those . . . those dragon stones.” 
 
    “You’ve met?” Sapphire said, surprised. 
 
    She smiled. “Yes, I did. I saw your marks. I thought I was the only mage left in the area. I also got a sense you have no idea what you are and what you’re capable of. If you found the stones, then our powers wanted you to find them. Not all mages will, so that makes your mystery all the more intriguing.” 
 
    “You’re Sapphire’s . . . mage,” Teagan whispered, daring to glance at Konrad.  
 
    “Observant, this one.” She curled her legs beneath her on the piano. Her voice low and raw. “First things first. I think we need to ask you a few questions, Teagan. Why do you suppose you have the jade armor? Everyone knows that bloodline died off during the war. I think you have some explaining to do, or we may find you a threat, just like that headless snake back there. So, start talking.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Konrad studied Teagan with a level of caution that I didn’t appreciate. I could easily sense his hesitation to trust the man who’d tried to stand between me and the serpent, but it was Mini, or Agatha, or whoever she was, who caused my neck to prickle with heat.  
 
    She leapt from the piano, standing in front of Teagan, eyes narrowed.  
 
    Teagan slouched, his hair damp on his forehead. The marks on his arms were red and swollen. When Mini leaned in I stood, jaw tight.  
 
    The mage met my gaze and scoffed.  
 
    “We need to ask some difficult questions, princess,” she muttered—a little disrespectfully—but Sapphire didn’t seem surprised at her tone. 
 
    “You want to accuse him of something, mage?” I snapped.  
 
    “Mini will do.”  
 
    “See now what changed?” Sapphire said with a pout. “For decades you gave me more trouble for making up that name.” 
 
    “It grew on me after the divide,” Mini said, eyes still on me. “I am not accusing him of anything. But I damn well want to know where he’s been hiding and how he’s connected to the jade armor.” 
 
    “He won’t know—” I began, but stopped when Teagan gently tugged against my hand.  
 
    “It’s okay.” He looked at the sapphire mage. “We know I have nothing to hide.” 
 
    Relenting, I returned to his side but kept my hand protectively on his knee as though I’d be ready to pounce at the slightest threat.  
 
    Mini paced in front of him. “Where have you been?”  
 
    “I’m from Hamilton,” Teagan said simply.  
 
    “I mean who has been schooling you? Training you? Who’s your grandmaster?” 
 
    Teagan chuckled darkly. “I’ve been living with my Aunt Liz and a house full of defective kids in the Glacier Magis District. I was arrested for drinking and driving with a wolvyn and a pixie, so if that’s what you call schooling, or my grandmaster, I’m not impressed.” 
 
    “It’s not possible.”  
 
    “Jade showed me that mage book—I know you all think I’m this hidden mage, or a traitor here to hurt Jade, but I don’t know how else to prove it to you that I have no idea what’s happening. I never knew anything like this existed. Dragons and mages have always been dead to me.” Teagan took a deep breath when Mini softened her expression and listened. “I wouldn’t harm Jade, or anyone. You want to ask me questions, but you won’t get any answers. I’m the one who has questions. I’m the one who feels like my body is on fire right now. I’m the one who feels like I’m losing my mind, and no one apart from Jade has tried to explain anything. You want to know who I am, well, so do I!” 
 
    Mini sighed, rolling her knife back and forth between her hands. I caught a shout from the upstairs and growled. Sapphire nodded toward me, and without effort I placed a shield over the other reforms’ eyes and ears. Holding Teagan’s hand only strengthened my ability to bend the mind. If a reform walked into this room, all they would see was Sapphire, no zomok corpse, no broken glass, just a pleasant morning and their counselor.  
 
    Mini settled on the coffee table directly in front of Teagan. Her blue marks on her skin still pulsed with energy. The mage armor was fascinating and unique, but it didn’t speak the same language as Teagan’s marks. Mini’s spoke of cunning, and swiftness, Teagan’s was of strength and valor.  
 
    The armor stretched along her arms and finished just below her jawline. She had no new armor adding to her skin, only Teagan’s was spreading.  
 
    “He did find the mage sanctuary I made, Kon,” Mini said.  
 
    “Mage sanctuary?” I asked.  
 
    “Those stones,” Teagan whispered, his eyes on Mini also. “That’s what it was, right?” 
 
    Mini nodded. “When I saw you on the road—which is protected by powerful warding, by the way—I knew you were lost in more than one way. The jade color was a mystery and quite a surprise to me, especially since I didn’t suspect any sinister energy. So, my best bet was to send you toward the sanctuary. If you had broken the bond of protection against an elemental the sanctuary would never have shown itself to you—in fact, you probably would have been killed. Don’t mess with the bonds; our power doesn’t appreciate it.” 
 
    “So, what does it mean that the sanctuary accepted him?” Sapphire asked.  
 
    Mini smiled with a new excitement when Teagan met her eye. “It means he’s one of us. He’s honorable. He’s a ward of the wyverns. How many stones did you see, Teagan?” 
 
    “Tons,” he muttered. “I was surrounded by them.” 
 
    “Don’t lie to me,” Mini said quickly. “It’s very important I know the truth.” 
 
    “I’m not lying! I was in a circle of stones.” 
 
    Mini didn’t speak for a moment, but she leaned closer, her face inches away. I wanted to shove her away from Teagan, but something stopped me. I believed Mini wanted to help, despite her odd methods.  
 
    “Don’t just stare at him,” Sapphire said. “We all want to know what that means.” 
 
    “I see three stones, Kon. Whenever I go to the sanctuary, I see three stones. And I’m not push-around mage. Teagan if you saw the full shrine, it can only mean you’re destined for greater power than I can fathom. Who are your parents?” 
 
    “I didn’t know them. They died—but they weren’t mages, they were witches who worked at the coven bank in Hamilton,” he said.  
 
    “Sure they were.” Mini scoffed. “Look, my family has bonded with Konrad’s royal line for thousands of years. I know how bonds work, okay? The jade stone bloodline was severed, Teagan. A bond when destroyed is never repaired—it has never happened. So when some rebellious guy shows up sporting the armor of jade, we’re all going to be a little suspicious.” 
 
    “Then don’t believe me,” Teagan said a little like a lament. “I don’t know what else I can tell you.” 
 
    “Cool off,” Mini said. “I’m simply explaining why people are suspicious, it doesn’t mean I don’t believe you. I trust the sanctuary more than I trust what has always been. Desperate times, and all.” 
 
    “I have a question,” I said, holding up a hand. “You mentioned the bond to my bloodline was broken. I’d like to know how.” 
 
    Mini leaned back, her eyes flicking toward Sapphire.  
 
    Konrad leaned over his knees. “Jade, I don’t know what you’ve told Teagan, so he may not understand, but there was a mage who defended your grandfather, and one who defended your parents and you. The bond of jade was indefinitely severed when your grandfather’s mage betrayed your family to King Nag.” 
 
    I held my breath, my heart throbbing painfully as I remembered my father’s warriors hiding me in the walls of our home. The memory had faded slightly, but I would never forget the reek of blood and flesh; the screams and horror of the night King Nag invaded my family’s palace.  
 
    “So it’s true then,” I said. “The war began because a mage betrayed us.” 
 
    Sapphire and Mini nodded, but it was Mini who spoke. “King Nag has a sweet tongue. I’m ashamed to admit one of my people was corrupted and cursed his line forever. Severing a bond comes with consequences for wyvern and mage. Wyvern lives were lost, but the mage who betrayed us all undoubtedly lives a despicable existence, only attracting dark powers for the remainder of his wretched life. It can be dangerous to face a dark mage, but with enough strength of the elemental powers, the darkness cannot overpower the light.” 
 
    “Eisha said the jade mages betrayed us.” I didn’t look at Teagan, but he stiffened. 
 
    Mini fiddled with her fingers in her lap. “Yes. The High Priest. The most honored, most powerful mage severed your bond with our kind completely.” She glanced at Teagan. “So, again, the fact you have the jade armor is a mystery to us all. Think about what I’m saying: The High Priest mage broke the bond; no ordinary man could repair such a disaster.”  
 
    Sapphire’s dark eyes locked with Teagan, and Teagan stiffened. Seeing Sapphire return to his wyvern form was thrilling and filled me with hope, but I tried to imagine what it would be like to be Teagan. He came to Wyvern Reform without the slightest knowledge this was possible, and now he’d defeated a zomok and seen a royal elemental dragon all in a matter of moments.  
 
    “You fear me, Teagan?” Sapphire asked.  
 
    Teagan cleared his throat, his fingers tightening around my hand. “Would you be offended if I said yes?” 
 
    Sapphire smiled. “I can’t say I blame you. I assure you, if I was going to bring you harm, I’ve had many opportunities.” 
 
    “You tried to hide the truth from me,” Teagan began slowly, holding up his arms. “You knew what these were, but kept it from me. You told my aunt I screwed up—that hurt her! I had to go through this alone. The only one who helped was Jade, and you kept the truth from her, too.” 
 
    Sapphire nodded, glancing at me. “I couldn’t believe it was happening. Jade, you told me you sensed a connection with Teagan, and then when the writings appeared on him, I truly didn’t know how to react. I knew the bond was severed, what was I to think?” He paused as though he had to gather more words. Slowly, Sapphire spoke to Teagan. His voice soft and without accusation. “As you probably saw tonight, I believed my own mage was dead. Mages were a distant memory. The only evidence we have that our races were once connected is the willow. 
 
    “I was certain we would be bound in this form forever,” he signaled at his body. “The royals were concealed after the war because lindworms have an astronomically harder time sensing our energy when we’re in our human form. The only way we can shift is with the help of our mage because they have the power to unlock the enchantments over our bodies.” 
 
    “I never was told a mage could release us from our human form,” I whispered. “I thought it was a wyvern enchantment. So, you all believed I would never shift again since my mage bond was severed.”  
 
    Sapphire nodded, a regretful expression on his face. “We took a vow to keep you safe because we did believe you would be in this state forever. I always hoped I would find Mini again, but after so long I shared similar feelings as you, Jade. I was a worthless royal who would forever depend on wyvern warriors to protect me. I battled the lindworms, I faced King Nag myself as he tried to flee. As he killed my family. Yet, here I was locked in a weakened state always waiting for Nag to find us again. I never told you how I felt because it gave me some purpose helping you. Forgive me for keeping things from you—I can see it was a mistake.” 
 
    “So, if Teagan . . . if he’s my mage, can he release me?” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Mini said. “At least not yet. He obviously doesn’t know what he’s doing. You were lucky commanding a zomok to shift is simple, even the lowliest of mages can handle it. You need help learning your power so you can use it to do what you’ve been called to do—keep Jade and her bloodline safe.” 
 
    “I’m defective,” he said, but all I heard were the voices of others telling him the same thing all his life. “How can I have power when—” 
 
    “Get a clue,” Mini said, irritated. “You aren’t defective. You were blocked until the bond took hold. Welcome to magic, kid. Your power is alive now.” 
 
    Teagan was about to speak, but all four of us nearly jumped from our seats when the front doors of the house burst open. Raffi and Dash rushed into the entryway, their shoulders heaving, and each one with a fiery expression in their eyes. It seemed they were prepared to shift on a moment’s notice and only calmed when they found me and Sapphire sitting calmly in the living room.  
 
    “What’s happened? We knew something was wrong,” Raffi asked, noticing the damage to Sapphire’s office. I blocked other magis from seeing the wreckage—forgetting to worry about fellow dragons seeing the truth. Raffi’s gaze landed on Teagan sitting next to me, and his lip curled in defense. But it was Dash who nudged his shoulder, pointing at Mini.  
 
    “Mage, Raffi,” he breathed out.  
 
    Mini chuckled. “These are your warriors, Kon? Hey, you’re late boys. It’s a good thing I was here, my friend.” 
 
    Sapphire barked a laugh when Raffi balled his fists at his sides and snarled at Mini. “Jade has a way to manipulate our senses, mage. It took some doing to find them. Now, I’ll ask again, what has happened, and why is he here?” 
 
    “Raffi, Teagan lives here. And so you know, he protected me, thank you very much,” I said. “The zomok returned. We were just coming to the conclusion that I have a mage.” 
 
    Dash shook his head. “No, that’s not possible.” 
 
    “Ugh, must we repeat this,” Mini said with a groan. “That’s what we all thought. Now, we were in the middle of a conversation. You’re welcome to join, warriors, or we’ll kindly ask you to allow us to finish.” 
 
    Dash rolled his eyes. “I remember Konrad’s mage had a sharp tongue.” 
 
    “That I do.” Mini crossed her arms over her chest. “I was telling Teagan he needs help harnessing his abilities. I will help you. Everyone should help you.” 
 
    Dash and Raffi shared a suspicious look. 
 
    “Is no one else concerned the last mage betrayed the jade bloodline? Or has that minor detail escaped your memories?” Raffi snarled.  
 
    “We won’t ever forget,” I retorted. “They were my parents, after all.” 
 
    Raffi dropped his gaze to the carpet. “I didn’t mean to be inconsiderate.”  
 
    “Listen, this is hard for all of us to believe,” Mini said. “I know my people harmed yours, but mages lost a great deal, too. The best thing we can do is help the new jade mage meet his destiny—because that’s what has happened. A fated bond. I would bet my life on it. For your information, Teagan, you don’t mess around with that sort of thing. If it’s ignored, it usually means either you, or Jade, or both, will wind up dead. You’re meant to strengthen one another—complement each other’s powers.” 
 
    I smiled shyly when Teagan met my eye. His skin wasn’t pale any longer, and I thought as he squeezed my hand a current of electricity pulsed through my blood.  
 
    Sapphire cleared his throat, eyes on our hands. “The bond between wyvern and mage is a loyal friendship and protection. That’s all.” 
 
    I turned my eyes toward my fellow royal, catching his meaning. “I’m afraid that’s not what this is.” 
 
    “Oh, you both are so young,” Mini said with a laugh. “You’re sensing your connection, nothing more. Don’t confuse the coupling with feelings of something else. Trust me, a new jade mage is hard enough to accept—you think the elders or the priesthood would allow . . . you know, anything more? You’d be crazy if you think they’d accept that.” 
 
    “I’m not accustomed to allowing people who don’t know me to tell me how I feel,” Teagan said sharply. I flushed, wishing we were alone. There was no denying, the way my heart rampaged, that I didn’t view Teagan as my friendly defender.  
 
    “Well, with all due respect, you’ve never met these people,” Mini insisted. “But that’s not my concern right now. We need to prepare you for what’s undoubtedly coming. The warding is fading from the willow. I’ve tried to keep it powered, but the more it fades in time, the more lindworms will slither in. Sapphire, old friend, I’m hesitant to say, but I think we may have more battles on the horizon.” 
 
    “Then we prepare. We help Teagan,” Sapphire said, more to Raffi than anyone else. “Mini, you’ll need to teach him about the mage. We’ll help buoy the bond with Jade. We’ll be ready. I won’t hide from those snakes any longer.” 
 
    Sapphire’s jaw clenched. Raffi and Dash locked eyes, grinning. Like a rush of strength, I knew the time of hiding was coming to an end, and King Nag would finally face the queen of the wyverns.  
 
    Clutching Teagan’s hand, the warmth of power flowing between us allowed me to believe it would be the last thing the lindworm king did in this life.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Teagan laid by my side, his cheek against mine as we stared at the sky. The willow beamed with power the longer we stayed close with one another.  
 
    He traced my fingers, coiling the tips of his around mine. The wyvern marks on his arms were a beautiful green now that two days had passed since Graham’s true, disgusting form attacked the reform house. 
 
    “Do they hurt at all?” I asked.  
 
    “Not anymore,” he said. “Though, whenever I feel something—like when you touch them—there’s a shock. Mini said it fades as time passes.” 
 
    “Maybe I shouldn’t touch you so much.” 
 
    Teagan lifted his head, rolling onto his side and propping himself onto one elbow. He hovered over me, one hand holding the side of my face, eyes blazing. “No. Don’t ever do that. I like the shock, it makes all this feel real. I don’t ever want the feeling to go away.” 
 
    I swallowed hard, enjoying the way his thumb brushed the side of my face.  
 
    “We’re not the same,” I whispered. “As Mini and Sapphire.” 
 
    He shook his head, and a subtle flash of green added to the blue in his eyes. “We’re not them, Jade. I can only speak for myself, but what I feel goes beyond keeping you safe.” 
 
    It wasn’t possible for Teagan not to hear my heart thudding, but I didn’t care to calm the rush of heat in my veins. We hadn’t come close to the kiss we almost shared before Sapphire was attacked. Not because I didn’t want to—I think Teagan wanted to as well—but if I had to guess, I think we both had reservations for what a tender act like a kiss might do to the already harsh energy between us.  
 
    The simplest touch sent my head into a frenzy. What would something so personal, so intimate do?  
 
    “Teagan, emotion is part of my power. Wyvern feel, sense, breathe everything to the highest degree—and for as long as I’ve been alive I’ve never experienced this. You would do anything to protect me, but I would do anything to protect you, too.” I cured my arm around his neck, wholly unashamed with my body against his.  
 
    Soon the moment passed. A brush of powerful wings approached, and it quickly drew Teagan on the defensive. I scanned the skies and sighed. This was a moment I’d been both dreading and looking forward to putting behind me.  
 
    “It’s Eisha,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t see her.” He hurried to his feet. 
 
    Before he’d even finished speaking, ebony scales blazed over the willow’s clearing. Teagan’s eyes widened. Eisha was larger than Sapphire. Most guardian and warrior dragons were larger than the royals. Brute strength didn’t create the leaders of our kind—it was heart, valor, honor, strategy.  
 
    The earth trembled when Eisha landed from her flight. I hadn’t seen her since she’d escaped through the wall of her bedroom. Her slow pursuit across the clearing offered me a longer moment to admire her greatness. Eisha was one of the wisest, purest wyverns I’d ever encountered. I would not be surprised if one day she was asked to join the council of elders—but she was still too young. Her skin was sleek like the midnight sky, the gleam of the sun sprinkling along her dark body like silver stars.  
 
    Teagan stayed in front of me, but his body didn’t stiffen as it did during danger. 
 
    I should have come earlier. Eisha’s voice filled my mind. She had the ability to speak with me even if I was in my human form. Most dragons could only speak together if both were in true form, but it was one of the things I loved about her. She had a way of reaching the truest, deepest parts of the heart. 
 
    Eisha’s long, powerful snout shook as she offered her remorse.  
 
    I missed you. Much has happened. I should not have commanded you in such a way, I responded. 
 
    She shook her large head again, the two black horns atop her brow digging into the air as she disagreed.  
 
    “Why isn’t she shifting?” Teagan whispered. 
 
    “She wants to speak with me privately for a moment.” 
 
    “I can step away.” 
 
    “We’re speaking now,” I said, pointing to the side of my head. Teagan’s brows raised.  
 
    You were right to command me, Eisha continued. You are my queen. I lost sight of that for a time.  
 
    Have you seen Konrad?  
 
    Eisha nodded her large head and Teagan watched on with fascination. Her glittering eyes looked to the sky and she took a step closer toward us. With each step her body seamlessly melted back into her slim, pale form. The scales had shifted to a dark gown, her dark hair was wilder than before, but it suited with the brilliance of her eyes.  
 
    “I spoke with Konrad, Raffi, and Dash. It would seem the mages have returned while I was gone. Forgive me for leaving you to face a zomok on your own, Jade,” she said softly, though her eyes continually drifted toward Teagan.  
 
    “I wasn’t alone, Eisha,” I said. “What . . . what do you make of everything?” 
 
    I wanted to tread carefully. I knew, out of everyone close to me, Eisha would have the most difficult time accepting the help of a mage. Eisha circled Teagan, her eyes scanning his body venomously. She even dared trace one of his marks with her finger, but he didn’t pull away.  
 
    “Sapphire seems convinced he is on our side, especially now that his chatty mage has returned. I’m still concerned.” She stopped in front of Teagan. “I will help my family train you, Mr. Ward. But you should know I will be watching you very closely, and if anything happens to Jade, I will hold you personally responsible when I tear your body apart. Slowly.” 
 
    Teagan didn’t falter beneath her gaze. He nodded stiffly and moved a step closer toward me. “If anything happens to Jade, I will hold myself responsible and offer you the first bite.” 
 
    “You both know I can hold my own in a fight, too, I’m not entirely defenseless,” I said. 
 
    Teagan grinned when he glanced at me. “You were impressive making that glass fly across the room.” 
 
    I bowed my head. “Thank you, I thought it fitting.” 
 
    “Who will be your grandmaster?” Eisha interrupted. Her granite eyes were harsh slits. 
 
    “I don’t even know what a grandmaster is,” he said.  
 
    Eisha sighed, and I sensed a new wave of concern wash over her. “Every mage—especially royal mages—must be prepared to harness their power to help the wyvern race. You do not know how to use your gifts. I can sense your turmoil—I sense so many unusual things about you. This is all very unorthodox. Trusting you with the jade bloodline without any training, without a full armor—I don’t know.” 
 
    “Eisha, what choice do we have?” I asked. “Do we continue to hide behind the willow’s fading power and wait for more lindworm attacks? Without Teagan, I’ll never be me again. I will never be able to fulfill my duties as queen.” 
 
    Eisha paced for a few moments, and Teagan gently trailed his fingers down my arm until he tangled his fingers with my own and we both waited patiently.  
 
    “Come with me to the reform house,” she said after a long pause. “We should be with the others before making any plans.” 
 
    “Wait, what about school? You’ve been gone for two days,” I said. “Someone is bound to notice.” 
 
    “I’ve taken care of all that. I’m on an extended vacation for at least two weeks. Much to the chagrin of Vice Principal Stewart. But he’s the laziest imp I’ve ever met.” She faced Teagan again. “I will allow you as a rider. Just this once.” 
 
    Eisha wasted no time peeling back into her wyvern form. I quickly climbed her strong haunches. Teagan remained back.  
 
    “She wants me to ride her? While she’s . . . flying?” 
 
    I laughed and even heard a deep rumbling chortle from Eisha’s thick throat. “Teagan, after all you’ve done to rebel against magis and human law, I’m surprised when the opportunity to ride a dragon appears, you hesitate.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m not afraid.”  
 
    “I never accused you,” I teased. “Those are your words. You must be invited to ride, or the wyvern must make the decision to have a rider. Eisha has never allowed anyone but me to ride; you should feel privileged.”  
 
    After another impatient grunt from Eisha, Teagan slowly crossed the clearing. He met Eisha’s shocking eye and nervously clamored up the back of her strong leg. He nestled behind me, just behind the joint of her wings. I lost my breath when Teagan wrapped his arms around my waist.  
 
    In a matter of seconds, Eisha shot into the sky.  
 
    Teagan cursed, over and over, as he clutched my waist. My hands covered his, and I offered a breath of calm to him.  
 
    Eisha found the wind stream once she broke through the fog and haze of the day. Her wings splayed like black sails in the sky as she glided easily toward the reform house.  
 
    “Teagan, look,” I shouted against the wind, patting his hands. “You’ll miss it.” 
 
    His head lifted off my back, slowly at first, then when he caught sight of the brilliant sun shimmering along the peaceful blue sky like golden rivers of light, his body relaxed. A rush of bright energy struck me, as if I could sense his smile without looking.  
 
    Eisha took a deep pull of her wings, pushing us forward ever faster. His arms released me and he threw his hands in the air, releasing a shout of pure joy to the wind.  
 
    I laughed and joined in as Eisha flew on. I missed the chill of the upper winds, the speed of darting across the atmosphere. For the first time since I’d lost my family, with Teagan at my side, I believed I would be whole again.  
 
    With the size of Eisha’s wings, and the size of the town, it was only a few minutes before she touched down in the back forest behind the house. Teagan flopped back on Eisha’s ridged spine, his smile wide as he breathed deeply. “That was amazing.” 
 
    I grinned and slid from Eisha’s back just as she started her shift. Teagan tumbled to the ground in a heap when the large backside of the dragon disappeared into nothing. 
 
    “Would you enjoy someone lazing about on your back all day, Mr. Ward?” Eisha snapped when once again her scales were draped in a silky gown over her thin body.  
 
    “Sorry,” he said through a grunt.  
 
    “Am I clear to go inside?” Eisha asked me. 
 
    Checking to make certain my swift warding had taken hold, I nodded. “If there are any reforms or staff inside, they won’t see you.” 
 
    Eisha crossed the lawn and stomped inside the house, leaving us alone in the trees.  
 
    “I wondered when you two would ever come back,” Mini shouted.  
 
    Teagan and I whipped around in time to see Mini jump from a tall branch in a nearby aspen. 
 
    “You’re spending a lot of time together,” she said. “It isn’t normal.” 
 
    “Who’s to say what’s normal about any of this?” Teagan insisted. His fists clenched and unclenched. I didn’t disagree with the frustration. Already I grew weary of everyone demanding they knew how we felt. 
 
    “That’s fair,” Mini agreed. “Just don’t be foolish. I thought it was cute at first, but mage and wyvern isn’t a match. We’re partners, that’s all. Okay?” She paused for half a second before tossing her hands in the air. “Who am I kidding, you two aren’t listening to me. Fine, you’ll just have to deal with the consequences on your own.”  
 
    “What are you doing here, then, if mages aren’t supposed to be with the wyvern?” Teagan asked bluntly.  
 
    “I’m always nearby. You think after what happened I’m going to go far away from Kon? The difference is I can do my job without hanging all over him,” she said, glaring at our clasped hands.  
 
    “Teagan,” Sapphire called out, emerging from the tree line. “We’ve been discussing how we proceed. We think, if she agrees, Mini should serve as your grandmaster. It’s clear the other mages didn’t know you existed—but Mini, we can trust her. She’ll teach you how to rise to your calling as defender of the jade bloodline. This means though, that this is your life. You have a family, Teagan. You’ll be asked to lie and deceive friends, acquaintances, and anyone from your past. Eisha and I will help cover your days for the school, the authorities, and your aunt.” 
 
    Teagan sighed deeply, and I was enveloped with the guilt and remorse he felt inside over the woman who had raised him.  
 
    “I promised her I would come home,” he muttered more to himself than anyone else. Guilt was heady and potent, but soon my worries slipped to the back of my mind when Teagan squeezed my hand tighter. “I’ll do what I need to do.” 
 
    “Mage, do you agree?” Eisha snapped toward Mini.  
 
    Mini narrowed her eyes at Teagan. She scrutinized our hands again. I couldn’t read her thoughts, but her emotions screamed loud enough. The mage planned to train Teagan, then return him to me all duty, no passion. As if she—or anyone else—could break this. 
 
    “I have half a mind to send him somewhere else, to get his focus straight, but I agree with your queen here.” She flicked her brow toward me. “This connection is unusual—fated—so it would be dangerous to draw you apart.”  
 
    Mini cleared her throat and tapped Teagan’s chest hard. Mini was three heads shorter than him, but even in this moment I wouldn’t dare try to interrupt what she was saying.  
 
    “You’ll do everything I ask. You’ll train, you’ll study. You are the one who can release this wyvern.” She tossed her thumb my way. “If you lose your focus, her life is at risk. Do you understand what I’m saying?”  
 
    Teagan nodded, voice low. “Yes.” 
 
    “We need to teach you to fight. You must learn warding and wyvern enchantments. We must learn what path you’re meant to walk—why you were called to the mage of the jade bloodline. I can sense you don’t like to take orders, but you will take orders from me. Understood?” 
 
    “I will,” he said quickly. “I’ll do anything to keep Jade safe.” 
 
    “Good,” Mini said. “Because I guarantee there’s going to come a day when you will be asked to defend her.” 
 
    Sapphire stepped beside his mage. “So where do we start?”  
 
    “I say we do a battle exercise. Where are those two warriors?” 
 
    “They are close,” Eisha said.  
 
    “Well, bring them. I want to see how Teagan fares against two full-grown wyvern soldiers.” 
 
    “You want me to fight Raffi and Dash? I barely survived the snake.” 
 
    “You think King Nag will be the size of a zomok?” Mini chuckled bitterly. “Think again. We don’t know what sort of powers the lindworms have. We don’t even know if they still have corrupted mage powers on their side. We can’t take any chances, so we start now, Teagan.” 
 
    “Wait,” he said. “If this fight is so dangerous, why not get other magis to help?” 
 
    Mini and Sapphire shared a look, but Sapphire was the one who answered. “It was hard to know who was loyal during the war. Other guilds and covens had no reason to offer their allegiance except to the highest bidder. For now, it’s too risky. If the Lindworms earned a guild of dark fae, or trolls, or witches—we simply don’t need an added risk. We stay hidden from everyone.” 
 
    I brushed my hand along Teagan’s arm until he glanced at me. The marks on his biceps were hot to my touch, and I could sense the anxious energy rushing through his veins. “It will be fine. You have more strength than you know. I can feel it.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so because I’m pretty sure Raffi has been waiting for a moment like this since we met.” He smiled, and I had to fight against everything inside not to kiss him. Thankfully, Eisha drew my focus to another conversation I was desperate to have. 
 
    “When will he be able to release Jade?”  
 
    “That’s entirely up to him and Jade,” Mini said. “It’s a difficult process. A mage facilitates the shift, but without the wyvern embracing it completely, it will not happen. They’re both young and untrained. We will try when Teagan is stronger. It could harm them both if we do it too early.” 
 
    Teagan met my eye, and I saw the concern in his expression. He wasn’t alone—the idea of harming him because I couldn’t shift correctly sent my stomach plummeting to my feet.  
 
    Mini gestured to the forest and we all followed, stepping deeper into the trees until the sun was lost beyond the branches and leaves. Mini had strength like the willow, a unique power, not quite the same as Teagan’s. I knew she could help him; she could help us both. But I couldn’t shake the prickling feeling there was more to Teagan Ward, more to our connection, then anyone in the forest realized.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    A boom rumbled through the earth when Raffi and Dash pounded their magnificent claws deep into the soil. I’d always admired their rough, edgy bodies. Raffi had crimson ridges along his monstrous tail and spine. Dash was darker, with indigo horns over his brow. The two warrior wyverns released simultaneous steamy breaths when they locked eyes with Eisha and me. Mini chuckled when Teagan shifted beneath Dash’s villainous gaze. 
 
    Mini led us deep into the forest so Dash and Raffi could arrive in their true form without fear. The deeper we’d gone, the stranger the power of the trees.  
 
    I covered my mouth when we stopped in a clearing. Teagan hadn’t been imagining any of the stones. We were surrounded by dozens of smooth stones with the emblem of the wyvern empire. I traced my fingers over one of the lead stones. The heat prickled across my fingertips as if the shrine were determining the loyalty of my heart.  
 
    “You see them?” Teagan asked me.  
 
    I nodded. “Everything. I feel strange, but empowered, too.” 
 
    “Wyvern can see the sanctuary, as it was designed as a refuge for your kind,” Mini said a little disgruntled. “Though I still find it out of order that Teagan should see each stone. I’ve always done my duty. Teagan, do you see the five lead stones? I see only the three.” 
 
    “Yes, they are the larger stones, right?” Mini nodded, though her lip pouted a bit. I followed his gaze at the surrounding larger stones. Each one carried the emblem with rows of smaller stones behind them. The circle was large enough a dozen men could stand around one another at a comfortable distance.  
 
    “Those lead stones represent each royal bloodline. The Ruby, the Amber, the Sapphire, the Onyx, and the Jade. This place is sacred and powerful. After the divide, I recreated the sanctuary the war destroyed at the palace. I have hope any other bloodline mages have done the same.” 
 
    “If you made it, why can’t you see it?” Teagan asked. I wondered the same thing. 
 
    “Once it’s powered, it only reveals what it wants to whom it wants. The idea behind the sanctuary is should a great threat come, all the bonded mages would meet here and use the strength of the sanctuary to fulfill their duty. It’s dangerous to join in such a way, so it could only happen in the event of total threat to our way of life.” 
 
    “Fascinating.” Sapphire studied the stones and traced one as I had. “How come I’ve never seen this before?” 
 
    “After the war, mages weren’t cast in a kindly light. I was always near, but I abided by the laws of the divide, Kon. But if you would’ve had need of it, I would’ve guided you here. By the by, those laws can screw themselves for all I care. I’m done hiding, and I missed your stupidness.” 
 
    Sapphire laughed and slung an arm around her shoulders. Strange. They were friends and if they experienced even half what I did with Teagan, how had they remained separated? To me, it wouldn’t be physically possible. 
 
    “You talk big, Min.” 
 
    “No,” she said, elbowing him in the ribs. “If the High Priestess were here, I would tell her that myself. All right, we should get started. You, the angry warrior, step forward.” 
 
    Teagan groaned and followed closely behind Mini as Raffi’s hulking form entered the sanctuary. Raffi enjoyed this; I could see it in the way his muscles flexed a little more. Though I didn’t feel the same anger he’d carried toward Teagan since the beginning.  
 
    “Mini, I don’t know how to fight a dragon.” Teagan held up his hands. The T-shirt he wore was tight over his shoulders.  
 
    No mistake, I enjoyed the way the wyvern markings had spread along the length of his arms. I had to shake my focus back into place when I caught myself staring a little too long.  
 
    “Well, that’s why we’re here, is it not?” Mini said. “Now, Raffi, is it? You must threaten Teagan—show him the difficulty of standing against wyvern, or his instincts will be of no use to him. Don’t kill him or anything, but you know, do what you do best. Teagan, you may use my knife. It’s powerful and can break his ability to shift if you touch him—so be wise in how you use it. He’s not the enemy, and you don’t want to take away his abilities.” 
 
    “Okay, so he can rough me up, but I’m supposed to pretend to swing the knife. Sounds fair.” 
 
    Mini smiled, and I caught Sapphire and Eisha snickering.  
 
    “Well, go on,” Mini said. “You have a dragon at your back, and he’s coming right at you.” 
 
    Teagan whirled around as Raffi charged without warning. Raffi’s large claws swung at Teagan, who dropped swiftly to the ground to avoid being impaled. Teagan spoke of spiked tails; warrior wyvern did have spiked tails, and Raffi swung without hesitation. The ivory spokes aimed toward Teagan’s middle. He tried to dodge, slicing the knife across his body, but Raffi’s spike caught him in the rib.  
 
    Teagan swore and backed away, clutching his middle.  
 
    I fumbled to my feet. A sick heat rushed through my stomach and I had an unquenchable need to stand in front of my warrior for Teagan’s sake.  
 
    Mini came to my side. She was bold and reached her hand out for my arm while Raffi took a second swing, but Teagan dodged this time. Mini’s touch soothed the ache raging through my veins.  
 
    “You must let him face this,” she whispered. “You are making yourself sick. Such a strange bond.”  
 
    I wanted to question her more, but my attention was drawn back to the center of the circle where Dash had now joined with Raffi.  
 
    I thought it unfair. Teagan was not allowed to truly strike, though Raffi was honorable, and if the knife would have touched him in true battle, he backed away in defeat for a few breaths. Teagan got in two strikes, narrowly missing Raffi’s neck when Dash opened his dark mouth, and a blast of ashen smoke erupted from his throat. The cloud blackened the sanctuary.  
 
    “How will you fight when you have difficulty seeing, Teagan?” Mini shouted.  
 
    “I don’t know,” he bellowed back, though I couldn’t see him. “You aren’t really teaching me.” 
 
    “I like practical learning. You have the power to fight against this. Trust your instincts.” 
 
    The forest quieted for a moment, then Teagan grunted. The dragons growled somewhere in the shadows. Then, silence.  
 
    My pulse pounded in my skull. My eyes scanned the cloud, desperate to find him.  
 
    Two heartbeats later, the smoke ebbed toward the edge of the sanctuary. My warriors came into view, twisting their necks about, confused. Their backs were both turned away, and at last, Teagan’s body came into view. He held one hand on a sanctuary stone. The wyvern marks flashed in gold and orange and white. His muscles pulsed, and somewhere in the pit of my stomach, I sensed a new wave of power. 
 
    Not from me, from him. An invisible conduit linked us together and I loved it. 
 
    “Well done, Teagan!” Mini clapped, beaming.  
 
    Raffi and Dash snorted and pawed the ground, rather put out at being bested.  
 
    Somehow, Teagan had confused the two warriors to the point he could get away. Now, the two dragons circled Teagan, who’d released the stone and stood between them with the knife clutched tightly in his grip. Raffi’s gaze was dangerous, but Teagan wasn’t cowering.  
 
    “You’re enjoying yourself a little, right Raffi?”   
 
    Raffi’s breathy wheeze was as close to a laugh as a wyvern could make in true form. Dash breathed a puff of smoke from his snout in pleasure just before they struck. Dash swung his claws from behind. Teagan ducked, rolling away from Raffi’s front strike. He tried to scramble to his feet, but his escape was thwarted by Dash’s large tail. A mighty swing hit Teagan in the middle and tossed him into the center of the stones.  
 
    Teagan slashed the knife out of instinct and nicked a bit of Dash’s tail. The warrior bellowed angrily, the blood scorching the earth in boiling drops.  
 
    “Easy, Teagan,” Mini said without much concern. “We don’t want his tail to stay attached to his human form.” 
 
    Teagan found his feet, glanced at the blade, then intentionally dropped the knife.  
 
    What was he doing? I paced along the edge of the stones, palms sweaty and my ears ringing. Dash took his lack of weapons as an invitation to strike harder. His dark claws sliced across Teagan’s arm, carving into his skin. Teagan cried out, and anger boiled in my blood. 
 
    “Mini, why are the marks not defending him?” I shouted.  
 
    “That is the jade armor—are you in duress? No, you’re not, so it will not protect him.” 
 
    I shook my head, wishing I had the ability to shift—I was smaller than Raffi and Dash, but I had powers they did not. They wouldn’t come close to Teagan again.  
 
    Dash snapped his fangs. Raffi sliced his claws against Teagan’s chest, narrowly missing heart. Sapphire and Eisha stood stalwart, simply watching. Was no one going to stop the madness?  
 
    Raffi lumbered across the sanctuary—he had Teagan on the run, and gilded flames were sparking at his heels. Teagan struck at Raffi’s jaw—since he’d abandoned the knife, his hands were his only weapons. I smirked when the touch of Teagan’s skin on Raffi’s scales seemed to bring some level of discomfort. Teagan took the opportunity to scale along Raffi’s haunches, his face filled with a new determination.  
 
    Raffi bellowed and shuddered as Teagan attempted to mount his back without permission. But little by little, Raffi weakened. My eyes went wide. Teagan’s touch could bring down a warrior? His small victory was short-lived. Dash swiped at Teagan, his clawed foot dragging him to the forest floor in a heap of soil and twigs.  
 
    “Enough,” I shouted at Mini. “This isn’t teaching him, he’s insanely outmatched. I will order them to stop.” 
 
    “If you do, you will only harm Teagan in the long run.” Mini dangled her thin legs over the branch of a large pine, her eyes never leaving the squabble in the circle. “He must learn how to call upon his strength.” 
 
    “No, this is ridiculous.” 
 
    Raffi swatted at Teagan, rolling him aside like a fallen log.  
 
    “Jade,” Sapphire said gently. “Give it a little more time, this is for Teagan’s sake.” 
 
    I stomped further away from Eisha and Sapphire, maybe pouting a little, and took my place atop a boulder on the opposite side of the sanctuary where Raffi and Dash readied to finish the job.  
 
    Raffi found a way to swing against Teagan’s body and knocked him back to the ground. Teagan groaned loudly, and I realized he’d fallen on a rogue root jutting from the soil. Where he hurt, I did. I thought I might shift right then when I snarled toward Dash. The warrior gave me a pinched glance, discomposed, even in his true form.  
 
    But no shift came. My foolish body kept me prisoner.  
 
    Together Dash and Raffi opened their jaws. They would entrap Teagan with their flames—I’d seen it many times when warriors wanted to play a bit with their enemies before killing.  
 
    Teagan’s chest heaved, and I thought he might give up when Dash easily pressed one of his clawed feet over Teagan’s chest. By the way he was gasping, Dash had added just enough pressure to take some of the wind from Teagan’s lungs.  
 
    He shot the two warriors a scathing look and a final surge of power burst from his body. The first spark of flame was building in the back of Raffi’s throat. Teagan’s head flopped against the ground, eyes closed.  
 
    Like a slow rippling wave, the soil broke in bursts of stone and roots. The dragon emblems glowed on the stones.  
 
    Raffi closed his jaws and glanced up, as did Dash. Eisha held firmly to Sapphire’s forearm as they looked about. Teagan pressed harder on the ground, his body trembling. The dirt, twigs, branches, everything swayed and bent into Teagan the more his magic bled into the sanctuary.  
 
    Raffi growled in pain and stepped away as though the very presence of Teagan scorched his fire-resistant skin. I ducked when the spruce tree behind me bent low, curving at the strongest point of its trunk. Teagan staggered to his feet, palms up, his eyes bright and dangerous when he glanced at the two warriors.  
 
    Every step he took, the ground threatened to cave in. Never had I sensed such a fury of mystics and energy. Not from any wyvern, not from anything I sensed in Mini.  
 
    Teagan stalked Raffi and Dash. His face strong; his eyes were different. A kind of golden green with a hint of his blue. Power. It was the only way I could describe it. A dormant power had certainly awakened in Teagan Ward.  
 
    A gust of wind tossed my hair about my face, boughs broke away from the trees, stones unfurled from the underground. The debris of the forest swirled around Teagan, providing natural weapons; he needed only to ask and pluck his choice from jagged stone, broken tree limbs, crushing boulders.  
 
    “Enough, Teagan!” Mini cried. The sanctuary was crumbling—or so it seemed. I saw the earth slide slightly, like the very bedrock was slipping away.  
 
    The stones gleamed brighter. Teagan either didn’t hear her or was refusing to stop because he continued forward with each groundbreaking step. Mini leapt from her place in the tree. Forcefully, she placed her hand on the side of his face. I didn’t know what she was doing, but I sprinted at them.  
 
    Teagan shouted in pain. He lowered his hands, and the whirlwind of power ceased like a breathless whisper. The trees returned to their calm. The stones were uninteresting gray blocks again.  
 
    Teagan rubbed a red mark on his cheek. “Why did you do that? You said you wanted me to fight back.”  
 
    “Did you even see what you were doing?” Mini spun around, taking in the mess. “What was that? Tell me how you did that.” 
 
    Teagan glanced at the shifted ground and tormented trees as if he had no memory of creating the force. His lip was bleeding, and his shoulders lifted in big gasps. Raffi and Dash slithered down to their human forms, both bare chested in russet pants, their eyes wide and bodies glistening in sweat.  
 
    Eisha was at my side, and I sensed her hesitation to let me any closer to Teagan, but I found her concern ridiculous. I seemed to be the only one in awe at his burst of strength. He was thrilling and a wonder.  
 
    “I just had the . . . thought, I guess, to use the stones. Then when they had me pinned, I don’t know, I knew the power of the stones would be in the ground. I didn’t know all this was happening, I was so focused on tossing whatever I could at Raffi and Dash. You shouldn’t have stopped me, I felt—I know this sounds crazy—but I felt like this place wanted me to keep going. Like there’s something here that will help me. But I didn’t reach it.” 
 
    Mini’s brow furrowed. Teagan glanced at me, then slowly lowered to sit on a stone, rubbing the back of his neck. I gently brushed my hand across his shoulders and kneeled next to him.  
 
    “Sorry if I did anything wrong or—” 
 
    “No. This is extraordinary,” Mini whispered. “Such raw power, I don’t know if I’ve ever seen such a thing. We need to harness this energy, Teagan. You could be unstoppable if you learn how to channel it.” 
 
    “Do I have to do it again? I feel like I’m going to tip over and fall asleep right here.” 
 
    Mini chuckled. “You’re still getting used to it all. I expected you to feel tired if you used a little power, but what I saw was a hurricane. I’m surprised you didn’t pass out.” 
 
    “Come with me, Teagan. We’ll get you back to the house,” Sapphire said. 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” I insisted.  
 
    Eisha took my hand. “Perhaps we should give him time to rest.” 
 
    “Do we power each other or not? Can my energy help him recover?” I asked Mini.  
 
    She seemed reluctant, but eventually agreed. “It’s true. Teagan’s wyvern has the ability to help him refuel, in a sense.” 
 
    Sapphire nodded, and melted beautifully into his regal wyvern form. Teagan sighed and found the strength to stand. Clasping his hand, I allowed him to take the front, since I thought he might fall off the back if I didn’t block him.  
 
    As we rose into the sky, Teagan slumped forward, his hand still clasped in mine, and rested against the base of Sapphire’s neck.  
 
    I kept my hands on his back, hoping to give him a little energy. With a look at the battered clearing, I grinned. Maybe I didn’t know exactly what happened in the trees, but one thing was certain: Teagan was no ordinary mage.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Teagan still slept upstairs. He’d hardly flopped onto his bed before his body succumbed to the exhaustion from the training—though I wouldn’t necessarily call it that, more an unveiling of his ability.  
 
    The living room of the reform house was pleasant and comfortable. The various magis residents were all in their private rooms by this time of night and none the wiser that the head of the house was a dragon and their fellow reform was a mysterious mage.  
 
    “You should go home and get some rest,” Sapphire said, but he held two mugs of molta, an icy drink made mostly of spices and water, but it soothed the boil in our blood. “I’ll keep my eye on him tonight.” 
 
    “I’m letting him rest for a time. I’ll go home eventually, but I’d like to help him recover if I can.” I took the mug graciously and sipped Sapphire’s concoction until the burn in my throat eased. Sometimes, even when I was in human form, my wyvern body reacted. I could practically feel the fire breathing through my lungs after such a sight with Teagan. “What do you make of today, Konrad?”  
 
    Sapphire glanced out the window, taking a sip every few breaths. “I’m concerned.”  
 
    “You still don’t trust him?”  
 
    “That’s not what I said. I’m concerned because there is something more with Teagan Ward than we know. Even his name—Ward. Someone certainly wanted him tagged as a mage. Mini goes by Keeper, and I’ve heard of other mages using common names like Guard, or Sentinel. His aunt’s last name is Jones. I assumed she was his mother’s sister, or it was a married name.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” I asked.  
 
    Sapphire placed his mug down and stared at me with his coal-black eyes. “I’m not convinced Teagan is an orphan.” 
 
    My breath was frosty as I sucked in deeply at the same time I sipped my drink. “You think his parents are alive? You think they’re mages, don’t you?” 
 
    “Well, they’d have to be,” Sapphire said. “But with the tag, it’s as if they wanted him to be known as a protector of the bloodline. If we find out who his parents are—” 
 
    “It would answer some questions,” I said with a gasp. I leaned forward on my knees. “I felt his power—it was reaching me today. Did you feel it?”  
 
    Sapphire shook his head. “Only after he was crushing the forest, but that was basic survival instinct kicking in. Jade, promise me you’ll be careful about the connection. Though I’m not as outspoken as Mini, there is no record of mage and wyvern joining in anything other than power partnerships.” 
 
    “I’m cautious, Konrad. I’m not the foolish child many believe me to be,” I said. “But I feel something so deeply for Teagan. It surpasses the realm of partnership. I can’t explain it.” 
 
    Sapphire sighed, but his eyes were softer. “I will admit there is a unique connection with you and Teagan, one I’ve never experienced with Mini. She’s a loyal friend to me. I would protect her, and she would protect me, though we drive each other crazy sometimes. Just be wise. The elders may not like their queen feeling romantically toward a mage—a mage we know nothing about.” 
 
    I smiled, feeling as though someone was finally listening to me. “I will be careful. I know my priorities as the next queen.” 
 
    He nodded, but stiffened after a moment. I held my breath, cursing my forgetfulness regarding my warding energies when Mitch walked into the room, his eyes widening in surprise when he saw me sitting casually on the sofa.  
 
    “Uh, Mr. Sapphire,” he said, though his eyes were drifting toward me.  
 
    Sapphire stood, once more the stern counselor of the house. “Mitch, it’s after curfew.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” Again, a quick glance in my direction. “I just thought I’d let you know Teagan is sick—or something’s going on in his room.” 
 
    My blood froze, and I desperately tried to keep my face neutral, but it was almost impossible to fight the urge to rush up the stairs to Teagan’s room.  
 
    “Thanks, Mitch,” Sapphire said. “I’ll check on him.” 
 
    “I better get going,” I stammered, gathering the sweater I’d brought, though my skin was as fire.  
 
    “Jade, wait,” Sapphire said, all while Mitch’s brow rose curiously. I would deal with Mitch later. He was a simple fae. It wouldn’t be hard to convince him this conversation never happened.  
 
    “I’ll be fine. I’ll let you know if he needs anything,” I whispered.  
 
    Mitch’s nose crinkled, and his brown eyes shifted to suspicion, but Sapphire would simply have to handle him on his own because I was already out the door and rushing around the house to the gabled window.  
 
    I climbed the trellis in no time at all and slid open the window. Teagan sat on the edge of his bed, his breaths haggard, but he didn’t seem as pale.  
 
    “Teagan.” I curled through the window. “Are you all right? Mitch said something was wrong.” 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder, brow sprinkled in sweat, but he smiled at me. “I can move things.”  
 
    “What?” I took a seat next to him. Teagan held the mage book I’d left with him opened to a page about harnessing energy in objects.  
 
    “Watch this,” he said. Teagan muttered something in some sort of language I didn’t recognize. His palm was out and he stared at the desk.  
 
    The desk chair rocked back and tumbled to the ground in a crash. Next, the jar holding the pen and pencil wobbled, then it trembled. Teagan’s jaw pulsed; the jar rocked. In a matter of moments, the jar tipped, spilling the pen and pencil along the desk. Teagan smiled, breathless.  
 
    “This book says with more power, you can ask energy to help you. Sort of like what you did with the glass against Graham, or making the branch into the dagger,” he said in a husky whisper. His face was alive with energy and excitement. I couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    “That’s amazing.” I rested a hand on his face, his skin feverish. “How do you feel? I think you should be resting.” 
 
    “I will, but I need you to help me with something first.” 
 
    Teagan held out his hand, beckoning me to come closer. He waited quietly until I locked my fingers with his. Once again he turned his gaze back to the desk where the pen and pencil were at rest. He squeezed my hand tight, and the warmth encompassed me. Teagan lifted his hand and at once the pen and pencil shot wildly across the room; enough speed Teagan and I had to duck to avoid being impaled by the lead.  
 
    The points stuck deep into the wall behind us. He glanced at me, then our hands, then back to my eyes. I beamed in the dark of his room.  
 
    “It’s like you make it so much simpler to do anything. When you touch me and I try to harness whatever this power is and it comes naturally. You fill a missing piece,” he whispered.  
 
    “That’s incredible.” I glanced at the pen and the pencil. “Does touching me help you feel more rested after fighting Raffi and Dash?”  
 
    Teagan nodded, his free hand running along my arm until chills raced along my skin. “I always feel stronger when you’re nearby. Having you step next to me, all the exhaustion of earlier was gone. It’s what I thought of when we were in the sanctuary. I thought of you. What if you were being attacked? Something broke inside me, like a wall I had built against the energy of that place. As soon as it was gone, I knew what to do. It was because of you I was able to fight back against two dragons.” 
 
    “It must be our bond.” I met his eye and felt the shudder in my heart that I was falling in love with. I believed it was more than the bond, something much deeper. But I remembered my promise to Sapphire—I was the future queen of elemental wyverns. I needed to be cautious with this feeling. I had to at least entertain the notion that Teagan and I were confusing the attraction, the pull toward each other, for something else. 
 
    Then his fingers traced my jaw, and I didn’t care as much.  
 
    “It isn’t only our bond,” he whispered. His hand cupped the side of my face. My own hands inched around his neck. I wanted to be close with him and not only because of this connection between us.  
 
    I admired Teagan. He was stronger than he let on. He’d lived all his life feeling wildly different from others, and yet he still had a good heart. I sensed his hurt from what life had dealt. Years of feeling alone, misunderstood, and angry. I hurt for him.  
 
    But feelings went deeper. Teagan made me laugh, he was thoughtful, and tried to be better. He was safe and kind. All of it rolled into the fated bond and strengthened our connection, but the stirring in my heart when he came near had to mean more than protection. For me, it meant a great deal more.  
 
    Teagan’s eyes locked with mine, and I knew by the way my face inched closer to him that this was the moment I’d been waiting for. The brush of his lips across my forehead caused me to crumble closer against his chest. My fingers threaded through his hair. I closed my eyes, breathing in the spice of his skin.  
 
    With a soft tilt to my chin, Teagan smiled at me and in one more breath, pressed his lips against mine.  
 
    Teagan urged my body against his. My lips parted. I stole a taste of him. He groaned and backed me against the wall, deepening the kiss. My lips burned. Such a pleasant burn I forced them harder against his mouth. Teagan arched his hips against me, hand curled beneath one of my thighs, drawing me in, so we could not come any closer. His lips found my neck, his tongue on my skin. I bared my neck, breathless with desire.  
 
    An electric current filled the room, as though lightning struck through the crown of my head, only to exit through Teagan’s toes. I never wanted the moment to end.  
 
    Teagan kissed me with passion, and I kissed him right back.  
 
    He stopped once, both of us catching our breaths, and I thought I saw him wince. Before I could ask him, he was kissing me again. My head swirled as his fingers clutched my waist, accidentally brushing over my skin beneath the hem of my shirt. It was a shock I’d never experienced before.  
 
    Then, he pulled his mouth from mine and buried his face into my shoulder, his breathing uneven.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I whispered.  
 
    Teagan groaned, clenched his teeth, and slapped at the back of his neck. “Something’s burning—dammit—like really burning.”  
 
    In one graceful motion, he pulled his shirt over his shoulders, revealing his muscled back. I covered my mouth, watching in real time the jade armor markings spread along his spine and back.  
 
    “It’s growing.” I touched the spirals gently. Teagan looked over his shoulder trying to see. “It’s different than the others on your arms.” 
 
    “What is it? What’s it saying?” 
 
    “Teagan, it’s . . . my seal.” 
 
    “The jade bloodline?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, each royal has a personal seal. This is . . . mine.” 
 
    Teagan turned away as I watched the beautiful markings swirl into a sphere on his entire back, the abstract images and markings that I knew spoke of nature, water, and the bliss of the air. Everything I loved, carved into his skin.  
 
    “Our seals begin after our first year. They grow as we grow. This is my current seal.” 
 
    After a few moments, Teagan turned, his arms wrapping around me again. “Then there’s no need to doubt a second longer that I belong to you.”  
 
    I wanted to scream every feeling rushing through my thoughts in that moment. We stared at each other. I held his waist, my cheek on his warm, bare chest. With care, my fingertips traced the raised seal. My seal.  
 
    Teagan was mine, and I would be his. I pulled his lips against mine, and kissed him. Harder. Longer. Until all I could do was feel.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Teagan’s arms were warm around my waist when the sun kissed my cheeks. My eyes shot open, and I leapt out of the safety of his hold. Teagan groaned, running a hand through his hair and fluttering his eyes open.  
 
    “Eisha will be worried about me.” I moved to the window, my throat dry from the sweet burn as we traded kisses through the night. As he touched me, held me, loved me.  
 
    I almost felt weak, my stomach gripping around itself at the idea of seeing Sapphire. I’d promised to go home, I’d assured my fellow royal I would be cautious. But the way Teagan watched me now, I was perfectly fine throwing caution to the wind and letting him hold me close to his chest a little longer.  
 
    “May I see?” I pointed to his back.  
 
    Teagan sat up and pulled his shirt around his shoulders, revealing his back. The seal was enormous. The bottom part of the sphere just above his waistline, the top curve striking between his shoulder blades. The whole of it filled with symbols and words of the old languages.  
 
    My hand brushed the surface and Teagan shuddered. After a moment, he leaned into my fingertips.  
 
    “What does it look like?” he asked.  
 
    “It’s everything I love. It’s my history. There are even spaces for what is to come,” I said, my voice cracked and an unfamiliar sting billowed behind my eyes. It was the human body—wyvern didn’t shed tears. “It’s one of the few things I have left of my parents. They begin the design, then the royal wyvern finishes it by their three hundredth year.” 
 
    Teagan faced me as he pulled his shirt down and took my hand tightly in his own. “I’ve never felt these things before.”  
 
    The smile tugged at the corner of my lips. I rested a palm to his cheek. “Nor have I, and I certainly don’t want it to stop.” 
 
    I was positive I’d never seen a more breathtaking smile than Teagan’s, especially when he kissed me, though faster than before. I still had the inward battle on whether to stay or leave. The idea of stepping away from him brought an ache I didn’t enjoy. Queen. I was the queen of elemental wyvern. I was the one to lead the people in all our traditions and to be a force of safety and confidence.  
 
    The idea weighted on my shoulders as I pulled away. I couldn’t even resist the thumping of my heart. How would I lead?  
 
    “I must go,” I said, easing my hand out of his grasp.  
 
    A knock at the door sent my heart to my throat.  
 
    “Teagan,” said Mitch. “Come on man, the bus is almost here.” 
 
    Teagan glanced at me. “I’m just supposed to go to school?” 
 
    I shrugged, still moving toward the window. “I thought Eisha would cover your schooling. Speak with Sapphire, I’ll speak with Eisha.” 
 
    He followed me to the window, opening the glide for me, but wrapping his strong arm around my waist at the same time. “I’ll see you soon?” 
 
    The same ache building in my chest shadowed his face. I kissed the corner of his mouth. “Very soon. I’ll speak with Eisha.” 
 
    I ducked around the side of the house when the door burst open and I heard Mitch. “Come on, man—whoa, you have more tattoos on your arms. Sapphire’s going to kill you.” 
 
    “Uh, don’t tell him, okay?” Teagan returned  
 
    Mitch scoffed. “Whatever. Come on, ever since Graham left you’re basically the only guy who isn’t filled with some kind of rage or complains about everything.” 
 
    I crept to the edge of the roof and leapt off. If only Mitch could see Teagan’s back. I ran across the grass, never concerning myself over making sure I was concealed from anyone catching me jumping from Teagan Ward’s window. I should have taken a little more care.  
 
    “Jade,” Sapphire’s booming voice pounded inside my ears. Skidding to a stop, I turned slowly, my eyes averting his harrowing gaze. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I lost track of time.” I didn’t have to apologize as the jade stone royal. It was more out of respect for our friendship. 
 
    “You assured me you would take care with this bond and not get lost.” Sapphire paused and lowered his voice. “That you wouldn’t lose sight of your priorities.” 
 
    My jaw clenched, and the ball of knots I’d had in my stomach all night lodged in the back of my throat. “Konrad, don’t mistake my interest in Teagan for losing sight of my position or my thought of our people.” 
 
    Sapphire stepped closer, his bulky arms crossing over his chest. “I am not doubting you, I’m simply concerned for you. And for Teagan. Both the mage and the wyvern have very specific rules for a reason. It keeps us all safe.” 
 
    “Does Mini have your seal all over her back?” I asked snidely, knowing the answer when I saw his expression.  
 
    “I’ve never inspected her marks closely,” he muttered. “But no. She would’ve said something, I’m sure. Did something happen to Teagan?” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s anything to fret over,” I insisted. “But at my touch last night, my seal coated his back. So it’s becoming clearer to me that this bond is something different. Perhaps it’s time for old rules to change.” 
 
    Sapphire raised a brow, his lips pressed firmly together.  
 
    Challenging the rules of wyvern wasn’t wise, and it wasn’t common for the queen to say such things. But there was the itch in the back of my mind that it was entirely possible I would be forced to challenge the elders themselves to keep Teagan. It could mean renouncing my position, my throne, my bloodline. I asked myself countless times if I was prepared to make such a move for a man I’d known for a few weeks.  
 
    “Jade, where are you going?” Sapphire called after me once I’d turned back toward the trees. “You say that to me, and just leave.” 
 
    “I must return and check with Eisha, Raffi, and Dash. Raffi has been licking his wounds, and you know he doesn’t lose well.” Through the trees I saw Teagan walking with Mitch—slower than usual—toward the old white school bus parked outside the reform house. I pointed across the lawn. “Teagan is leaving. If you want him to train, I suggest you and Eisha arrange something to cover his absence at the school.” 
 
    Sapphire’s gaze followed my point and he sighed, taking the first steps toward the bus. “We will speak of this later. It’s not something to brush away, Jade.” 
 
    “I’m going to stop telling you things if you worry about each word,” I said lightly, though I was serious. Sometimes it seemed everything I said was analyzed and dissected and only encouraged my people to keep me distanced from Teagan.  
 
    *** 
 
    Raffi hadn’t taken the loss well, as I predicted. Dash was the opposite and had spent the night researching about the power of the mage.  
 
    “I don’t know what he called upon in the sanctuary, but the mages hold their powers very sacred,” he said, walking toward the forest at the back of the large house. “I found a few writings about calling on all the energies for one powerful charge, although the book made it seem as though only the most skilled mages could conjure something like that.” 
 
    I tied back my hair as we walked. Raffi opted to go shirtless, standing in the center of the back field. He’d spent the morning preparing an impossible obstacle course. Eisha and I had learned Mini thought it prudent that the two warrior wyverns should take the opportunity to test Teagan’s physical strength and endurance. I called it torture, but no one else seemed to agree with me. 
 
    Dash removed his own shirt, the heat of the sun rippling along his rich skin. Dash had several scars along his back that were nearly invisible when he shifted forms. I knew the scars came from his protections of me during the war. 
 
    “Jade, you are not participating,” Raffi muttered when I removed my sports jacket, revealing my own athletic clothes. 
 
    I glared, securing the tennis shoes on my feet. “If you’re going to train Teagan to fight for me, don’t you think I should learn how to defend myself as well? I’m the only one who hasn’t been able to shift. I think learning to fight in this body is wise.” 
 
    Dash glanced at Raffi and shrugged. “She has a point. We can’t leave her like a damsel in distress in the event we all should be slaughtered.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” I sighed, the idea sending a sick wave through my insides.  
 
    Dash and Raffi snickered. Raffi’s skin was already glistening with sweat. He had the delicate mark of wyvern painted across his chest and shoulders. The design formed a wispy head of a dragon breathing beautiful blue fire. The marks were only visible when he was in human form, and he had gotten them when the school board instituted a “no tattoo policy” to the dress code. Eisha had spent that afternoon lecturing him about blending in. Raffi responded by getting two more along his calves.  
 
    “All right, fine,” Raffi said. “But I train Teagan.” 
 
    “I think you’re a sore loser, Raffi.” 
 
    He nodded. “Guilty. I admit freely I don’t lose well, my queen, because I never lose.” 
 
    Eisha sat at the top of the slope, arms crossed over her chest, but at least she wasn’t angry. In fact, when I’d returned home, no one said anything of my long absence. 
 
    There was a brush of air, and in the sky Sapphire’s brilliant, blue form sank from the clouds, Mini and Teagan both atop his back. My lips seemed to have a mind of their own when Teagan looked my way; I couldn’t control the smile even if I’d wanted to. I picked up my pace and strolled toward him, but Raffi and Dash moved in too quickly. 
 
    “We’re going to see how far you can go physically. If you think Nag or his followers will faint from exhaustion first, you’re wrong,” Raffi said.  
 
    “I didn’t ever think a dragon would lose to someone like me,” Teagan said with a quick wink in my direction. “Until yesterday.” 
 
    I chuckled and even caught a smile on Eisha’s face as Raffi’s cheeks painted in crimson heat. 
 
    “Well, that will be remedied shortly.” 
 
    “I will add,” Mini said, “pushing your limits physically can help you train your power to hold you up where your body cannot. This will be good practice.” 
 
    “Jade insists on participating. I think we should start here. Teagan competes with Raffi. Jade against me,” Dash said, pointing to the place on the field that looked much like an impossible obstacle course. “Let’s have some fun. Jade, if I defeat you, you must make me a crystal dagger.” 
 
    “Dash,” I whined. He knew full well how difficult it could be to call upon the more beautiful of stones in the earth. “You would ask for such a thing? Fine, if I defeat you, I want your royal blade you’re so fond of. The one the warrior bestowed upon you.” 
 
    “My knife,” he gaped, though his eyes flicked with a new competitiveness. “Prepare to fail, my queen. Thane’s blade is something I shall never part with.” 
 
    Raffi patted a sword in a sheath on the ground. “Nor will I.” 
 
    Teagan was quiet, but smiled at our back and forth. 
 
    “Line up then,” Sapphire said. Dash stood close to me while Raffi nudged his shoulder directly against Teagan. The first task was crossing jagged stones by only using ropes. My arms already ached at the thought.  
 
    I could sit out, but if my human form ached at the idea of such exercise. Proof I’d been too stagnant all these years. “Be fair and true—I’m speaking to you, Raffi.” 
 
    “Try to use your powers,” Mini shouted. “Feel it, Teagan, they will be there.” 
 
    Teagan sighed and touched his palms to the ground as though trying to reach something beneath the grass. Raffi and Dash focused on nothing other than winning the race.  
 
    Sapphire stepped to one side, a wide smile over his lips. “Ready. Go!” 
 
    At the end, I owed Dash a crystal dagger.  
 
    After scrambling to pull myself from a waist deep mud pond, I collapsed, my insides feeling as though they might spill all over themselves. My fiery lungs seemed ready to combust, and I thought I even saw steam puffing from my mouth. Wishful thinking. Of course, I felt better knowing that Dash only defeated me by a matter of five paces, and he was breathing as hard.  
 
    Teagan reached out his hand. When my fingers brushed against his, the shocking power surging between us settled my stomach quickly.  
 
    He smiled, though his chest pitted in deep breaths. “You’re incredible.” 
 
    I closed my eyes. “Teagan, you beat me.” 
 
    “Yes, but I cheated. I kept finding ways to use energy. And Raffi slaughtered me, so don’t feel too bad.” 
 
    “Don’t forget it either,” Raffi said, wiping mud from his eyes. For the first time I watched the warrior truly grin. Raffi was brisk and rough, but the way he eyed Teagan with respect, I believed Teagan had unofficially been initiated to the warrior brotherhood—even if he didn’t know it yet.  
 
    “Using energy isn’t cheating,” I said through a smile. “That’s exactly what you’re supposed to do. What I should have been doing this long before to keep this body strong. I think I’ve found too much enjoyment with movies and popcorn.” 
 
    Teagan laughed again and helped me to my feet. His shirt drenched in sweat, so like Raffi and Dash he stripped it from his top, exposing the enormous, beautiful seal across his back. Mini drew in a breath, and Raffi’s eyes homed in on Teagan’s skin.  
 
    “It really happened.” Mini drew her fingers over his seal. “Konrad said Jade mentioned a seal, but I was positive he’d misunderstood.” 
 
    Teagan glanced at me, and there was a smirk in the gleam of his eyes that sent a thrill through my chest. He wasn’t the slightest bit unhinged at the idea of my seal, nor it would seem, how it had gotten there. “I think it’s my favorite mark yet.” 
 
    Dash rolled his eyes when I linked my arm around Teagan’s elbow. “Please, you both are beginning to make me ill.” 
 
    “This isn’t a wyvern ward mark, Teagan,” Mini insisted, her fingers tracing the edges of his seal. 
 
    “I still like it best,” Teagan said and took a long drink of water.  
 
    “Yes, well, when the wyvern elders or the priesthood come poking around at your back, maybe you won’t think it’s so wonderful.” 
 
    Teagan draped his arm around my shoulders. “I don’t know Mini, I think you might be a little jealous you don’t have a seal.” 
 
    Mini looked horrified. “Your pardon? I don’t need to go to bed with my wyvern for power.” 
 
    Teagan grinned and kissed the side of my head. Raffi, Dash, and Sapphire inspected the seal, a little stunned. Teagan stood by like a piece of art in a museum. Eisha didn’t look at the new mark. When I’d told her about it earlier, she only shook her head, a furrow over her brow.  
 
    What was at the heart of her worries?  
 
    It wasn’t only Teagan and the rise of the mage.  
 
    No. When she looked at Teagan, I got the feeling my guardian saw someone else entirely. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Raffi and Dash offered different theories as to why the seal was there and who Teagan was.  
 
    “Maybe you’re a seer mage, and you’ll help guide the outcome of Jade’s future. I mean, she hasn’t completed her seal yet, so it could make sense,” Raffi said. 
 
    Mini shook her head. “Seers are more witch than mage. And they aren’t wards for the wyvern race.” 
 
    “Well, he’s the jade bloodline mage, right? So, Jade’s the only one left. It’s probably just marking his place in the bloodline. A reinstatement, maybe. What were you doing when it appeared?” Dash asked, but when he saw the flush to my face he shook his head and said, “Never mind. I don’t want to know.” 
 
    Raffi chuckled and nudged my elbow. The warrior who was the hardest on Teagan was now the one who seemed most willing to accept this bond was more than a partnership of protection. 
 
    “You really don’t have anything like this?” Teagan asked Mini quietly, his voice sounding more direct than playful.  
 
    “Only the armor marks. It’s beyond my understanding. I wish I knew who you came from, Teagan.” 
 
    Sapphire met my eye, and I knew he was wondering the same thing. I’d thought of little else this morning. Who was Teagan Ward, really? 
 
    “You and me both.” Teagan tossed his damp shirt off to the side and stepped toward Raffi.  
 
    “Teagan,” Mini said, pulling out her knife. “Wait. Give the warriors a rest, I want you to fight me.” 
 
    His brow furrowed, and Raffi and Dash took a new interest in the exercise. “Fight you?” 
 
    “Yes.” Mini removed a leather strap she’d slung over her shoulders that held a second knife and a bag of some sort of powder. “I don’t know who you are. I don’t know what your power means at times, but it’s quite possible you’ll face dark mages someday. There is a place where you fit in these tumultuous times, and you must be able to use your power against theirs.” 
 
    “You’re not dark though,” he argued, his bare shoulders tensing.  
 
    “No, but I can threaten you with the same power you hold. Are you frightened?” 
 
    “No. I fought against two dragons. No offense, Mini, but I think I’ll take you over them.” 
 
    Mini chuckled, but didn’t say anything. Doubtless she had a few secrets. Mini tossed her second knife to Teagan and gripped the knife that had revealed Graham’s form.  
 
    “Any rules?” he asked. He rolled the blade in his hand, not as skilled as Mini with a blade, but he was learning. 
 
    “No,” she said, drawing her black hair off her neck with a band. Mini gave petite a new definition, but her face was filled with wisdom that didn’t match her size. Between the two, Teagan dominated her physically, but Mini was cunning. I could see it in her eyes. “Use your strength to get the upper hand, but also use mage energy. The first unable to proceed loses. Jade—no intervening.” 
 
    I crossed my arms, reluctant to agree only because she’d insisted. She wouldn’t hold back; she’d try to cause some damage.  
 
    Teagan crouched. Mini, surprisingly, sheathed her knife and pressed her palms firmly on the ground. I rushed back when the earth rolled from her touch. Teagan stumbled against the trunk of a towering maple. Mini held her palms up again and the roots of the tree slithered through the soil like serpents. They bent and stretched for Teagan’s limbs, to tether him against the trunk.  
 
    Teagan lost the knife when he rolled aside. He scrambled to his feet and rushed for a pile of stones at the base of the hillside. At his touch, the stones hurled across the lawn, aimed at Mini. She grinned, approval in her gaze, but she raised her palms and the stones fell where they were.  
 
    “Well, done,” she said, “but it’s not enough.” 
 
    Mini clenched her fists, and the stones exploded into gray dust. Teagan released a breathy curse and rose to his feet. Skeins of dust and stone wrapped around her palms in a kind of cyclone. Before Teagan could react, the jagged shards flung at him, and whipped against his bare skin. 
 
    “That wasn’t nice, Mini.” Sapphire said but he laughed.  
 
    Teagan glared and wiped a trail of blood from his cheekbone. At his side, he spread his fingers wide and squared his body against Mini. Mouth set in a white line, he said nothing. Mini reached for the earth, but her face went slack. She looked at Teagan. Unblinking, unmoving.  
 
    The snap of branches, a shudder of moving stones, came from somewhere deep in the trees. Birds took flight, shrieking their warning calls as they fled to the sky. A sudden wind, chilled and sharp, whipped my hair against my face. 
 
    “Teagan!” Mini cried. “You’ve blocked me from speaking to the earth.” 
 
    A curl pulled at Teagan’s lips. The force snapping the trees to bits drew closer.  
 
    Mini backed away. “Teagan, what are you up to? How have you warded against me?” 
 
    “Anything goes,” he said through his teeth. The wyvern marks along his arms had shaded once more to the gilded sheen as his power surged through his body.  
 
    Then, the thunder found us.  
 
    Sapphire ripped me away. Raffi, Dash, and Eisha shifted without thought and shot to the clouds. A torrent of frothy water pummeled through the trees. An uncontrolled wave of murky water and trees and shrubs, all aimed at the clearing.  
 
    I covered my mouth, watching all the water from the distant river raging across the ground as it carved a new path—a path leading straight to Mini. The mage held up her hands, desperate to defend herself. The harder she tried, the less power she seemed to grasp. The water swirled around Teagan’s body, leaving him dry and in control.  
 
    Mini shouted her fury, gripped her knife, and tossed the blade across the clearing. The point aimed at Teagan’s heart, and the mage had expert aim.  
 
    Teagan narrowed his eyes and bellowed frustration, forced to dodge the blade. The water stopped its rampage, swallowing him and Mini as it spilled across the forest floor. My heart shot to my throat as I waited, searching for his head.  
 
    As the water calmed, their sopping forms took shape. Teagan spluttered on his hands and knees, coughing and spitting water. Mini’s hair stuck to her forehead in chunks. Her steps heavy as she crossed the space between them. 
 
    Teagan saw her rampage and held up his hands, laughing. “Whoa, hang on. Are you going to get angry at me for nearly beating you?”  
 
    She tightened her fists, eyes ablaze. “I want to! Really, I want to, but mostly I’m damn impressed. You don’t even understand what strength is required to summon that much water from such a distance. Though I don’t believe you had the control you think you did—I probably would have died in the end.” 
 
    “Don’t be dramatic.” He shook the damp from his hair. “I had control.” 
 
    “Yes, until you crumbled from exhaustion. Even still, well done, Teagan. I wanted to start with my power, just to show off a bit. I wasn’t expecting to drown today.” 
 
    From above, Dash returned and shifted quickly. “I am not a water dragon! Next time I could use some warning!”  
 
    We only laughed. 
 
    “I can take you back to rest, Teagan. You look sick again,” Sapphire said.  
 
    Teagan shook his head. “I think I’d rather stay here. The forest helps.”  
 
    “I’ll stay with him and help,” I said.  
 
    Raffi scoffed. “Surprise.” 
 
    Sapphire hesitated, jaw tight. “We’ll stay then.” 
 
    Mini laughed, and there was an unusual hint of madness in her tone. “Kon, did you see what just happened? If any sparrows or rabbits attack Jade, I think Teagan can handle it. Oh, don’t look at me like that, I’m only teasing. But I think we can stand guard at least a little distance away.”  
 
    “It’s time for our watch at the borders anyway,” Eisha said. “We’ll return soon. Teagan, we’re placing Jade in your care. Don’t fail us.” 
 
    Raffi and Dash rushed deep into the forest after Eisha where they would shift and take to the sky. The borders of Wyvern Willows were protected by the willow, but each day my closest friends took it upon their shoulders to ensure it stayed that way.  
 
    Sapphire folded into his wyvern form, and Mini clamored on his shoulders, notably thrilled with the show of power. Teagan slid from the rock, and leaned his back against it, holding his arm out so I would come sit next to him. I was mightily glad to oblige.  
 
    Teagan held me against his side. I wrapped my arms around his middle, urging my magic into him. 
 
    “You’re incredible,” I said. He only shrugged, so I pinched his arm. “I mean it, I’ve never seen anything like this in my life.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I hate what’s happening, or if I never want it to stop,” he admitted. “It’s almost painful, and it makes me feel like I haven’t slept in weeks, but when I hear the power—or whatever it is—telling me what to do, it’s addicting. Is this what magis feel all the time?” 
 
    “I can only speak for dragons, but it can be overwhelming to have power, yes.” 
 
    Teagan let out a long sigh. “I’m strong one minute, weak in another, then it’s over.” 
 
    “It’s hard to believe you’ve harnessed mage energy. A dead power and all this time it was in you, waiting.” I nuzzled his neck, kissing him there.  
 
    “I’m sure there’s a lot to learn. I’ve actually been thinking,” he said, tilting my chin so I looked at him. “I’ve read about the shift of wyverns—would you want to try? I mean, having me release you?” 
 
    My lips parted. “You know how?” 
 
    “I don’t know for sure, but what I read sounds like what Mini did for Sapphire. If you want to, I want to help you.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said quickly. “Yes, please. Try. Do you feel strong enough?” 
 
    Teagan nodded and cleared his throat. “Okay, so I’m supposed to touch you—” 
 
    “So far so good.” 
 
    His eyes shadowed in a rush of desire, but he shook his head as if to bury the need for later. “I say this line, no idea what it means, but I memorized it. I have to command the power, then you must accept it.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m ready,” I said when he placed his hands on my shoulders.  
 
    “Don’t laugh, I’m going to try to pronounce this right,” Teagan said, closing his eyes. “Orietur verus forma.” 
 
    The longer Teagan gripped my shoulders, the more fire scorched inside my chest. As though a match had been struck through my heart. My body burned. Yet, my skin was still fleshy and pale. Teagan swallowed and cracked his eyes to see if anything had changed before trying again.  
 
    My eyes closed. A foreign surge of his magic coiled with mine. Inside everything seemed in place. I wanted to shift, but it was as if the spark could not breathe, and died before the change could happen.  
 
    Four more times Teagan tried. His voice cracked and his head beaded in sweat when I finally rested my hand against his cheek, accepting our failure. “I feel like I’m locked inside. I sense your power, but I fear it is on my part that I can’t shift. You need to rest.”  
 
    Teagan dropped his gaze to the ground and his shoulders slumped forward. “I can bend a river to do what I want, but I can’t release you.” 
 
    My hands found the sides of his face. Hot tears burned behind my eyes. “It’s on me, not you. I can feel something deep inside blocking me from accepting the shift.”  
 
    I didn’t ask or wait for him to move before I kissed him. The sweeping swell of power electrified between our touch once again, and though Teagan’s skin was still pallid, he gripped the sides of my arms, pulling me closer.  
 
    I kissed him deep and thorough. He groaned against my mouth and covered me with his body. His hands left hot bursts of energy on my skin. Too soon, he pulled away, grinning against my lips. “I’m lightheaded.” 
 
    “I expected nothing less.” I kissed his nose and adjusted so his head was in my lap.  
 
    A peaceful moment. The forest settled in the sounds of the night and a summer breeze rustling in the trees.  
 
    “Jade, I’ve been thinking about something,” Teagan said after a long silence. His fingers slipped into mine, and he rested our hands on his chest. “What if my parents died during the war, too? I mean, they must have been mages, right?” 
 
    “As I understand it, yes, you must come from a mage bloodline.” I combed my free hand through his hair. I bit my bottom lip, wondering how much I should say. Teagan stared up at the sky. I noticed he did it often, almost like it brought a certain level of peace to his soul. Clearing my throat, I lowered my voice. “Sapphire believes, and I think it’s entirely possible, he thinks you . . .” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    I met his gaze, my nerves faltering. “Sapphire believes it’s possible that you’re . . . not an orphan.” 
 
    Teagan’s brow furrowed as he sat up. “He thinks my parents are alive?”  
 
    I folded my knees beneath me, clasping Teagan’s hands tightly. “He mentioned your last name could be a tag for a mage. Until you started showing how powerful you were, he didn’t put it together. He believes it’s possible your parents wanted you to be known as a mage, but for what reason, we don’t know.” 
 
    Teagan leaned back against a boulder. “But, my aunt, she’s told me stories of my mom.” Teagan hesitated, mouth tight. “I think we need to go speak with her.” 
 
    “Your aunt?” 
 
    “Jade, I’m a mage. Odds are, Liz hasn’t been telling me the truth about my parents.” 
 
    He was probably right. My insides cinched. But why would this woman hide Teagan from the truth. Unless his parents were . . . 
 
    “Will you come with me?” he asked, pulling me from thoughts.  
 
    “Leave Wyvern Willows?” 
 
    Teagan brushed off his pants and, to my disappointment, went in search for his shirt. “Yeah,” he said simply. “Haven’t you ever left?” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    A sly grin played with his lips. “Well, I think you should know you’re the first girl I’ve ever brought home to meet the family. The only problem is getting there.” 
 
    “Eisha has a car,” I said. “We don’t fly to school, you know.” 
 
    “Will they allow you to leave?” 
 
    It was a question I didn’t know the answer to. “I think leaving us alone today was a good sign they trust us. But I’ve never left the willow. I agree you need to find answers, and I’m not letting you go alone, so I suppose they will have to.” 
 
    A thrill of excitement pulsed through me at the idea of seeing a small bit of the world besides my tiny town. Frightening in the same breath, too. But we would protect each other.  
 
    How strange life had become. My power had grown with Teagan, and something inside convinced me the time to take the throne was near. King Nag didn’t haunt my dreams, but our destinies were intertwined. I’d meet the serpent king again. I’d be ready.  
 
    I marveled at Teagan.  
 
    When he’d come there had been anger in his soul, but pure intent. He’d lived in confusion, in the dark all his life. Now, he walked with shoulders high, with a shimmer of constant power in his eyes. 
 
    I was falling in love with it. With him.  
 
    But it was more. A deeper feeling I knew to my bones—I was the rising queen, but Teagan was something, too. 
 
    No ordinary mage.  
 
    As if the forest agreed, the whisper on the wind told me this bond, this change between us, was bound to change everything.  
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    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    My lungs burned like I’d been running a marathon, and for a while all I wanted to do was curl along the grass and sleep for twelve hours. Then Jade touched me and went right again.  
 
    Wyvern Willows was meant to serve as my prison. The place where I would learn to behave, where my anger would be given a voice, where I was supposed to become the man my aunt Liz saw.  
 
    Never in any realm, of any dream, did I imagine the reality I was living now. Wyvern Willows wasn’t my prison, it was the place where I’d been set free. 
 
    Not defective magic. Protected. And I still struggled to process it all. 
 
    Then, there was Jade.  
 
    How I’d struggled to wrap my mind around every emotion I’d felt with her in recent days. The connection had been undeniable when I’d first met the queen of the elementals, but now, with her hand warm against my palm, I was invincible. I would die to protect that feeling. I would die for her.  
 
    Never one for romance—who’d want a defective, after all—but this had taken me body and soul. She set me on fire with a single touch. She filled a missing link I’d never realized had been left open. 
 
    “You’re lost in your thoughts,” she whispered.  
 
    My hand tightened on hers as I pulled heavy shrubs out of her way. Lights from the reform house poured through the trees, but I didn’t want our solitude to end. “I was thinking of everything that’s happened since I came here. I was thinking of you.” 
 
    Jade’s body pressed against me as she rested her head on my shoulder. 
 
    My magic responded, reaching for her, burning in my blood. Not a painful sensation, more like adrenaline. A rush I couldn’t stop. I hesitated to use the new power, and at the same time it was as though I could not live without it.  
 
    Funny how for years I believed trees spoke to me and in truth, they had. A new language I never understood before.  
 
    Jade’s fingertips traced the marks on my arms. A habit I’d noticed. I smiled, and lifted her knuckles to my lips.  
 
    “Look, Eisha is here,” Jade said, breaking me from my thoughts. Eisha’s dark BMW was parked right along the curve of the drive.  
 
    Another strange thing: all the dragons in this town fell beneath my magic’s desire to protect. I didn’t want anything to happen to any of them, so fiercely I could hardly breathe sometimes. Eisha didn’t trust me, clearly, but was getting there. Raffi and Dash tried to play hard, as if they didn’t like me, but respect was there.  
 
    Jade stopped short of walking up the stairs, her jaw pulsed.  
 
    I squeezed her hand. “You okay?”  
 
    Jade’s eyes were fierce, like green fire blazed behind her irises. “I don’t know . . .” She looked at the ground. “I can’t believe I’m going to suggest this, but I think we should just go.” 
 
    Jade glanced at Eisha’s car. My brow furrowed. “You want to leave without telling them? So, I’m supposed to run off with you, leaving four dragons who have basically raised you behind. Raffi and Dash aren’t kittens.” 
 
    “They won’t let us leave, I know they won’t,” she said. “Don’t you want to know the truth about your family? How can we really defend ourselves if we don’t know the whole truth? You heard Mini, even she wishes she knew where you came from. Sapphire and Eisha barely let me stay alone in the forest with you. You think they’ll let me leave Wyvern Willows—and before you say it, you’re not going without me.” 
 
    My voice caught in my throat, the exact suggestion building on my tongue. I hesitated. “Do you have the keys?” 
 
    “Hmm. Weren’t you arrested for stealing a car?” 
 
    “You want me to steal Eisha’s car?” 
 
    Jade opened the car door, her hand gliding across the side of the driver’s seat. “It would be interesting to watch, but I know where she keeps a spare key.” I released a long breath when Jade held up the key tucked in a plastic bag with tape around the center. “You’ll have to drive, though. I’m afraid a royal wyvern has no need to get a license. Unless you want to teach me.” 
 
    I snatched the key and leaned in, so our lips touched. “Maybe when it’s lighter, and we aren’t in the middle of grand theft auto.” 
 
    Jade pecked my mouth and leveraged into the passenger seat. “Well, let’s go. I’ve already convinced them that the car is in the driveway, and it will stay that way for several hours.” 
 
    “That might be calling it close.” I sat behind the wheel and started the engine. 
 
    “Where’s your sense of adventure, Mr. Ward?” Jade raked her fingers through my hair.  
 
    Not even months ago, sex and romance were simply part of the fun. But Jade’s touch left me helpless. She could demand anything of me. I trapped her face between my palms and kissed her. Her lips warm and soft, her tongue stroked mine.  
 
    With a touch of reluctance, I broke away, and drove down the drive. “You’re not helping me reform, Queen Jade.”  
 
    “I never want you to reform or change anything,” she whispered with an underlying meaning. Jade settled in her seat, but her hand was still clasped tight in mine as we sped toward the town limits.  
 
    There was a notable shift in power when we crossed the border of Wyvern Willows. Jade seemed to sense my unease, her touch ever constant on my arm as she spoke of anything but the idea of leaving the only town she’d known.  
 
    “It’s so wide and open,” she said, leaning her head out the window and breathing in the air. 
 
    I watched her for a moment. She seemed so at peace, almost like she’d come home. I knew the feeling. The easiness of nature, the peace of the trees. It was strange to think of Jade as rebellious, but she had been before. I pinched my mouth, curious, but hesitant.  
 
    “Can I ask you something?”  
 
    Jade pulled her head back into the car, brushing her hair out of her face. “Of course. Anything.” 
 
    Clearing my throat, I kept my focus on the dark road, wondering if I wanted to know the answer. “You mentioned before someone tried to hurt you, and then some people at school brought up a problem with a guy.” 
 
    “By people at school, you mean Jenna.”  
 
    My face heated. She’d seen me with Jenna, but we’d never spoken of it before. “I . . . she might have said something, but I wasn’t really listening.” 
 
    “It’s fine, Teagan.” She snickered. “I mean, you don’t have Jenna’s seal on your back.” 
 
    I pressed a kiss to her fingertips. “I don’t.” 
 
    Jade leaned back in her seat, eyes ahead. “I’m hesitant to tell you.”  
 
    “Jade, you can tell me things.” 
 
    She numbly traced my knuckles. “All right, but I’m rather embarrassed about it. There was a boy three years ago. It isn’t surprising Jenna and her posse said something, I’m pretty sure they wanted to get to know him, if you catch my meaning. I wanted to feel normal. I couldn’t shift, I felt as though I was useless and a burden to everyone else. So, if I couldn’t be magis, I’d be human.” 
 
    I didn’t like the way her shoulders curled forward and she looked away.  
 
    “He was interested in me. I tried so hard to be like other girls at school. Raffi and Dash, they warned me. They said he wasn’t kind, that his heart wasn’t true. I should have heeded my own warnings,” she whispered. “Anyway, he convinced me to meet him at the edge of town.”  
 
    Jade paused, and my jaw clenched so tight I feared my teeth might crack. I didn’t want to hear, then again, I couldn’t stop her from speaking. “We weren’t alone in the end. He’d called six friends from another town.” She dragged in a shuddering breath. “He tried to do things, they all did, but I fought back.” 
 
    “Jade . . .” I said my stomach rolling in sick waves.  
 
    “It’s all right,” she said a sad smile on her face. “Nothing happened. I am stronger than I look and held my own for a while, but Dash had followed me. He fought them in his human form at first. They harmed him, so he shifted. 
 
    “It took some doing to make sure they wouldn’t remember what happened. Dash killed one of the guys, so that only added to the trouble. I blamed myself. I was so ridiculously stupid. That’s why when you came Raffi and Dash kept you away. They thought you were . . . like him. So did Eisha.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say as I eased the car into town and turned down my old street. Bringing her hand to my lips, I pressed a kiss to her palm and met her eye when we stopped in front of the small, wood-siding house. “What happened to him?” 
 
    Jade rested her head back on the seat, eyes on the roof of the car. “He left. Eisha settled him in another school for the gifted. It was the easiest way to convince the human school boards to get him away from Wyvern Willows. You know, convince them he didn’t belong in ordinary high school. As much as possible, Eisha tries to stay by the book so as not to draw attention to our people. I made sure he didn’t remember anything, and so far, it seems to have worked.” 
 
    “So, he’s in a top-notch school after what he did?” A rush of anger boiled in my brain.  
 
    She smiled, thumb brushing over my cheek. “It’s over. This is why I didn’t want to say anything. You feel more protective than Raffi and Dash, and they wanted to eat him. I’m fine.” 
 
    I shook my head, the burn of sick bubbling in the back of my throat. Never had I thought of murder, but in that moment those thoughts were the only things rumbling through my mind.  
 
    “Teagan, you must let it go. There is nothing more we can do.” 
 
    I turned off the car. “I can think of a few things.” Jade only sighed and rested her head on my shoulder. I took her chin between my fingers. “Jade, I won’t ever hurt you. You know that, right?” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “And I’m not going to let anyone else hurt you. I would die before I let that happen, and it isn’t because I have these,” I said, holding up my arms. “You’ve become the most important thing in my life.” 
 
    Jade’s chin quivered slightly before her lips found mine, and her arms wrapped around my neck. She spoke against my mouth when she stopped after a perfect moment. “So, should we stay here, or are you ready to go inside?” 
 
    I smiled, brushing her hair from her face, but enjoyed the way she clung to me. “We came all this way, I guess we should ask some questions.” 
 
    Jade stood strong at my side when we walked toward the house. A small pain ached in my head the closer we came.  
 
    Aunt Liz had to know something. She had to. If she didn’t, I carried the fear I might never learn the truth. And it was suffocating. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    A single knock, that was all it took for Aunt Liz to answer the door. Her pale eyes went wide once she realized it was me on her porch. Then, within seconds, she looked angry.  
 
    “Teagan, what in heaven’s name are you doing here? Have you been removed? I swear it, Teagan, if you’ve been kicked out, I will personally toss you in the rune cells—” 
 
    “Aunt Liz,” I interrupted. “I haven’t been kicked out. I was given a visit . . . for good behavior.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said through a breath. Her shoulders relaxed, and she quickly straightened her T-shirt that had oatmeal stains on the hem. “Well then, this is an awesome surprise. Who is this lovely lady?” 
 
    I gripped Jade’s hand tight and ushered her into the house in front of me. She smiled pleasantly and took Aunt Liz’s hand.  
 
    “I’m Jade,” she said. “I go to school with Teagan.” 
 
    “Oh, and how do you like . . . Wyvern Reform,” Aunt Liz asked with caution.  
 
    Jade laughed lightly. “No, I’m not at Wyvern Reform. We take summer classes together.” 
 
    “Oh, forgive me, I misunderstood.” Aunt Liz seemed relieved, until her eyes scanned my arms. “So, those are what nearly gave me a stroke? Probably the most idiotic thing you’ve done, Teagan. Forgive me for reprimanding him in front of you, Jade, but sometimes even grown, stupid men need to hear from the women who raised them.” 
 
    I shook my head, suddenly self-conscious of the jade armor. Aunt Liz would pass out if she saw the enormous seal on my back. “They aren’t a big deal anymore, even Mr. Sapphire likes them.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t believe that.” Aunt Liz shook her head. “Well, come on in. I just made cookies. Mark’s birthday is tomorrow, and he’s bringing a treat for his class. I have loads extra. Have a seat, I’ll get a plate.” 
 
    Jade didn’t sit. Instead, she walked toward the small mantle over a soot-filled, wood-burning fireplace. The house was small but comfortable. Wood panels on the walls matched the wood slats on the outside. Aunt Liz finally updated the green shag carpet to a darker, more modern flooring. I liked the way Jade looked in the living room. She dragged her fingers across numerous pictures on the mantle. Some were of Aunt Liz and her two best friends who lived upstate. Most were of me. Learning to ride a bike, digging in the sand, when I’d gone to high school—I had braces and found it embarrassing the way Jade stopped and ogled for a moment.  
 
    She stopped at the last frame and grinned, taking one of the pictures off the mantle.  
 
    “How old were you?” she asked, holding up the frame.  
 
    Stepping by her side, I stared at my own face grinning back at me. A front tooth was halfway in, and my face was scrunched enough my eyes were little slits. One of my eyes was bruised and swollen. Aunt Liz had her arms wrapped around me, helping me hold up a tiny silver fish on a hook. The memory of the day brought a smile.  
 
    “Eight, I think. It was one of the few days I just got to be with Aunt Liz, no other kids,” I said, taking the picture. “She took me to the lake to fish and hike, just me.” 
 
    “It was after your first fist-fight and one of the sirens in the lake offered to help patch him up,” Aunt Liz said, holding a plate of cookies.  
 
    “Yeah, after she drowned me, no doubt,” I said.  
 
    “I wish I could say it was the first and last fight, but we both know that isn’t the truth.”  
 
    I chuckled and nodded. “Well, Tyson deserved it. He tried to tear a pixie girl’s wings off.” 
 
    “That’s why I took you. I wanted you to know there were other ways to stand up for good. Well, I tried, anyway.” She glanced at the pictures. “You were such a rambunctious boy, but so happy.” 
 
    My grin faded. I knew Aunt Liz was disappointed in my choices. Being in a reform house, being defective, probably hadn’t earned her any bragging rights with the neighbors. 
 
    “Teagan is very kind,” Jade said, taking me off guard. “Did he tell you he helped me at school once? He did, without a second thought. There was a young man who, well, let’s say he didn’t know how to treat a girl like Teagan, and your nephew stepped in and helped me. You raised him well.” 
 
    “What a lovely thing to say,” Liz said, offering me a sweet smile. “So, Jade, tell me about yourself. Have you always lived in Wyvern Willows?” 
 
    Jade nodded, taking a cookie, though she never ate it. Sweet wasn’t a favorite of dragons. Savory was more their taste. “Yes, all my life. It’s a nice place to grow up.” 
 
    “I went there once before when I was still teaching in the magis schools. There was a conference up there, but I never found my way back.” 
 
    “You’ve been to Wyvern Willows?” I asked. The entire drive to the house, Liz never mentioned anything. 
 
    “Oh, a long time ago,” she muttered, clutching a pillow over her lap. “When you were just a baby.” 
 
    “Oh, I bet baby Teagan was adorable,” Jade said, but I sensed she was after something by the way she eyed the walls of pictures and the mantle. “Do you have any pictures?” 
 
    Aunt Liz bit into a cookie. “Stored in an endless slew of photo boxes. You’d run away screaming if you saw the mountains in the attic.” 
 
    Jade nodded pleasantly, but her hand found mine again and squeezed tightly.  
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a picture of me as a baby,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, of course you have.” Aunt Liz waved the notion away. “You just don’t remember.” 
 
    Jade gripped my forearm tightly and a wash of her calming power filled my veins. I leaned forward, brow furrowed. “No, I haven’t. Aunt Liz, I came home to ask you something. I want—I need—you to be honest with me.”  
 
    “Anything, Tee. What do you want to ask?” 
 
    I released Jade’s hand and grabbed a small frame hanging on the wall. The couple inside smiled, seemed ridiculously happy. I’d spent some of my loneliest hours in front of the frame; it had always offered some level of peace. Now, it left an emptiness in my soul.  
 
    “Are these my parents?”  
 
    “Teagan, what a funny thing to ask. Those are your parents,” Liz insisted.  
 
    Whether it was the new ability in me, or if I already knew inside, I heard the catch in her voice. Shaking my head, I crossed the room and kneeled in front of her. “Aunt Liz, I love you, but you’re lying to me.” 
 
    Her eyes glistened with tears and Jade came to her opposite side, her hand taking my aunt’s. Did her calming energy pass to anyone?  
 
    “You have a true heart,” Jade whispered. My own emotion catch in my throat. Jade faced me with a smile. “Teagan just wants to know. It won’t change how he feels about you.” 
 
    Aunt Liz looked at Jade, but she didn’t resist any longer. Her chin hit her chest and she sobbed. My arms practically buried her when I clutched her against my chest.  
 
    “You don’t understand, Tee,” she hiccupped against my shirt. “I just wanted you to know . . . to know you were loved. Not tossed out like the trash. I didn’t care if you didn’t have magic, and those people . . . shouldn’t have cared either.” 
 
    I pulled back, heart racing. “You knew them?” 
 
    She sighed, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “I feared this would happen if you went back to that place. I knew it. I fought the judge so hard for any other school. I couldn’t keep you from it. Somehow I knew it would come back to haunt us.” 
 
    “Aunt Liz, what are you saying? Wyvern Willows?” 
 
    She nodded. “I need to show you something.”  
 
    Liz released Jade’s hand and left the room. I slumped back, my hand dragging through my hair. Jade kneeled next to me and cupped my chin, so I would look at her. “Are you all right? You don’t have to do this alone.” 
 
    “I knew . . . I expected something was off, but—” I glanced back at the picture of the couple, “who am I?” 
 
    “We’re going to find out,” Jade said, brushing her hand along my face until Liz came back into the room, holding a shoebox in her hands. Jade stood and walked toward the mantle, leaving Liz and I to speak on the couch.  
 
    “Before I show you this, Tee, I must ask what happened to cause you to question?”  
 
    I glanced at my arms—how would I ever explain? Liz was a half-witch, not powerful, but she knew magic existed. Still, it didn’t seem right to blurt out the truth. Not yet. “I met people who knew some Wards. They didn’t know my parents as bankers and they didn’t believe they’d been in an accident.” 
 
    Liz sniffled and nodded, slowly lifting the lid to the box. “There are no infant pictures of you because I don’t have any. Eighteen years ago, as I said, I went to a teaching conference. We stopped in Wyvern Willows overnight.” She sucked in a breath and gently lifted a green and gold blanket I didn’t recognize and an envelope embossed in gilded seams. “The next morning, you were outside my door. A little boy, with a smile for days—your sharp eyes were filled with wonder and magic. You had a hold on me instantly. Without a word, you gave me this.” Jade had her hands over her mouth when Liz handed me the envelope. My stomach backflipped. “Read it, Tee. Then I’ll explain.” 
 
    With slow movements, I lifted the flap. The paper was beautiful with bits of bark and petals inside. Gently, slanted writing covered the page.  
 
    I cleared my throat and read out loud.  
 
    “I know you are good. You have no children. I offer my son for your care and guidance for the next ten years. At the end of such time, he will be returned to this spot and I will take him into the protection of his family.  
 
    “He is unique, and there is no other like him. I ask that you allow him to grow and learn, do not stifle his curiosity. Encourage and direct with firmness and understanding, though you may not understand him, that is expected. It is only because he is exceptional. I am leaving him in your care, and that comes with a great deal of trust.   
 
    “His name will be known as Teagan Ward. It is crucial for his safety you address him with this name. He will grow slowly, do not be alarmed. Until we meet again.”  
 
    Aunt Liz dabbed her eyes when I finished, and she averted her gaze to the fireplace. A knot blocked my voice. Jade hugged her middle.  
 
    Finally, I dropped the letter back into the box and paced in front of the sofa. “So, I’m not your nephew.” 
 
    Aunt Liz released a pent sob and held the pillow against her chest as though it would ease the pain. “I couldn’t tell you,” she croaked. “How could I tell you someone dumped you in such a heartless way? My friends thought I was insane for taking you, but I loved you instantly. I thought . . . I thought it would be better for you if you believed your parents died, leaving you with a family that loved you.” 
 
    “You never took me back.” My voice darkened. “You were supposed to take me back.” 
 
    “No,” Aunt Liz said with as much intensity. “No, they didn’t deserve to have you. Leaving you alone, practically demanding how you were to be raised. I wasn’t going to listen to their demands. Why would they leave their son? Then ask for you back when you were grown into a young man, and what, no longer a child that needed nurturing? Ridiculous. I loved you, I raised you, and they couldn’t have you.” 
 
    Aunt Liz gasped in quick puffs as she shot to her feet. I wanted to tell her it was fine, but it wasn’t fine. I was angry. Angry at Liz, angry at my mystery parents who callously left me. They didn’t even instruct her to tell me I was loved, no, it was only important I wasn’t stifled in my differences.  
 
    “What does it mean, I will grow slowly?”   
 
    Aunt Liz sighed and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Don’t be angry, but . . . I don’t think you’re defective. I’ve read and read on different powers and there are some that present slowly. I think you’re one of those magis folk. Maybe a fae of some kind that only acquires magic in adulthood. I mean, you looked like a five-year-old child for years. I kept you back in school because you were so small. Over time, you grew faster, but you weren’t an infant when I took you, Teagan. You were a boy.” 
 
    “I don’t remember being small. I don’t remember any of this.” 
 
    Aunt Liz dared take a step closer toward me. “I can’t explain much of what has happened since bringing you into my life. You are special, you are exceptional, just as those people said. You’ve always had a special soul, but I couldn’t help you channel your frustrations. Your anger. All I could do was hope you’d find your way.” 
 
    Linking my fingers behind my head, I glanced out the window. I shouldn’t be angry. I’d come here expecting a different story of my past, but now that I knew it was true, it wrenched my heart.  
 
    “You kept me from knowing my family,” I muttered darkly. Jade met my eye and slowly moved to my side. I wasn’t so sure I wanted to feel calmer if she touched me. “I’ve always been different. You don’t understand how important it is to know who I am right now.” 
 
    “I knew something would happen if you went back to that place,” Liz said. “I’ve waited every day for a call, or message that you were gone. That they’d taken you.” 
 
    I shook my head and leaned against the wall, my fist pounding the wooden boards. Jade drifted over to my aunt and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Was there anything else left with him?” 
 
    Liz pulled out the blanket. “Only this.” 
 
    On the front a symbol was embroidered in gold and green silken thread. I didn’t want to look, but when Jade let out a small gasp, I looked over my shoulder.  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “This.” Jade wiped away a glistening tear and pointed to a gold emblem in the quilt. An emblem wholly similar to the seal across my back. Slight differences, of course. It wasn’t Jade’s seal, but there were markings and abstract symbols in the same shape. Jade looked to me. “This is the family of jade’s seal—formed after my grandparents’ union. It’s surrounded by the same markings, Teagan. It’s a seal for the mage. It must be. My family. Your family, we were . . . always connected. It’s different, too though, look at these symbols.” She pointed to wispy ribbons of gold that looked a lot like dragon heads. “It’s beautiful, but there are these different markings. Not only mage, but mage and dragon symbols entwined. It’s unique and I don’t understand it entirely, but . . . it’s as if you’ve always been connected to my people.” 
 
    True enough, the seal had both languages. Someone wanted me to know where I belonged. Well, then, where were they? 
 
    “What are you saying?” Liz asked, dabbing her nose with a tissue. “I don’t understand what you’re talking about. Mage? No, no they’re dead. They’re dark magic.” 
 
    “Dark magic?” 
 
    She nodded. “Most spell casters, like me, descend from mage lines. We know the histories. Mages turned to ondska, dark magic.” 
 
    I rubbed the sides of my head. Her histories were wrong, they had to be. Mini wasn’t dark, but she spoke of dark mages. Had my parents been ones who practiced this ondska magic? They didn’t sound caring in the letter. They sounded obsessed with power.  
 
    “I can’t explain everything, Aunt Liz,” I said. “Something did happen when I went to Wyvern Willows, and something is still happening. We need to go, but may I take these things?” 
 
    “Teagan, no,” she pleaded. “We need to work this out. I can’t just tell you these things and then you leave.” 
 
    “We will talk soon,” I said wrapping one arm around her shoulders and squeezing tightly. “I just can’t stay, or I will be in trouble, and you’ll have to follow through on your threat to toss me in the rune cells.” 
 
    “Tell me what you’re thinking. You must believe me when I say I did everything because I loved you, I still do. You are my son in every way that matters.”  
 
    I rubbed her back, feeling my frustration ebb into oblivion, and now I feared I might cry along with her. “I love you too. You’re my mom. You are. Nothing will ever change that. This is a lot and I think I need to process, okay?” 
 
    Liz nodded, her chin crinkled in emotion as she kissed my cheek. “I hope you can forgive me. Please call me when you get back. I love you. So much.” 
 
    “Love you too,” I whispered.  
 
    Jade was bold, and I loved it, when she hugged Aunt Liz tightly. Liz relaxed in Jade’s embrace.  
 
    Once we were back in the car, I slumped into the seat, my knuckles pulling white as I clutched the steering wheel.  
 
    “Teagan.” Jade reached a hand for my leg. “Your aunt was telling you the truth. Every word, I sensed her goodness just as the letter said. She did what she knew to protect you. Don’t be angry with her.” 
 
    I started the car, jaw pulsing. “I am angry. Everything about me is a lie, Jade. Am I so stupid no one can trust me with the truth? Am I too unpredictable, or what? All I want is the truth. From Eisha, from Sapphire, Mini, from my family! Everyone lies.” 
 
    “I’ve never lied to you,” Jade whispered, her fingertips tracing the armor.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, I met her eye and smiled. “No, you haven’t lied to me. You are the only sane place in this entire mess.” 
 
    “Your aunt did what she thought was best. She couldn’t have known who you would become. She loves you.” 
 
    “She’s not my aunt.” My voice cracked, but I quickly cleared my throat to hide it. 
 
    “Teagan . . .” Jade began, but stopped when I met her eye.  
 
    “No, she’s not. I’m angry, I’ll probably be upset for a long time, but whoever wrote that letter is not my mother, or my father. I mean it when I say Liz isn’t my aunt—that woman inside that house is my mother.” 
 
    Jade smiled, her emerald eyes glistened with steaming tears when she kissed my cheek. With Jade close, we sped back toward Wyvern Willows. Answers were there. We just had to find them. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    A ball of heat festered in the pit of my stomach. As a kid, I’d cried to Aunt Liz how lonely the world seemed. The guilds, the packs, they all used defectives as punching bags or targets. Humans shunned magic, afraid of its power and what might become of them should the alliances of safety between mortals and magis end.  
 
    Accepted nowhere.  
 
    The nearer we came to Wyvern Willows, the angrier I became. She’d never told me my history, simply watched me hurt while answers lived in a shoebox. 
 
    Then again, I loved her even more for her reasons.  
 
    She hid the truth—the truth that I was callously abandoned—to keep me with the belief I’d always been loved. She was incredible for taking in a child under such odd circumstances.  
 
    My love for the woman would smother out the anger, and somehow I’d find a way to explain all this to her. For now, I was grateful for the space. The time to think.  
 
    Jade hadn’t said anything for a long time. The prickle of unease tingled across my arms. I wanted to stop the car—I didn’t want to return to Wyvern Willows yet. We’d get scolded, no doubt, like we were children. Jade was two hundred, and I was . . . well, who knew how old I truly was. Over eighteen for sure. I wanted another hour, maybe two, of only us.  
 
    “Is something bothering you?” I finally asked when the silence thickened.  
 
    Jade gnawed on the inside of her cheek. It wasn’t often Jade didn’t have a smile on her face, she was always calm and patient, but in this moment there wasn’t even a flick of a smile. Her fists even balled in her lap. It wasn’t clear when we’d put so much distance between ourselves after starting so close.  
 
    “I think I know who your parents are. I could be wrong, but if I’m right, I don’t know what it will mean,” she said.  
 
    My grip tightened on the steering wheel. “Who do you think they are?”  
 
    Jade leaned her head against the window and kept quiet. 
 
    “Hey.” I unfurled one of her fists and threaded my fingers in hers. “You can tell me.” 
 
    “That seal on the quilt, I know it’s my family seal. Don’t you remember what I told you about the High Priestess? Eisha told me if you were a jade mage you would have to descend from the High Priestess.” 
 
    “You think she’s my mother?” 
 
    Jade shrugged. “Perhaps no one knew about you. She could have kept your birth a secret. There was a war after all, maybe it was her way of keeping you protected. But if I’m right, that means . . .” 
 
    She didn’t answer, and her fingers tensed in my grip, sending a painful wave of nausea through my middle. Jade was upset, and I absorbed all of it. I pressed the back of her hand to my lips. She closed her eyes, at last a smile in the corner of her mouth.  
 
    “What are you thinking?” I whispered.  
 
    Jade eyed me sympathetically. “If the High Priestess is your mother, from what I’ve read, there’s really only one mage who could be your father. The High Priest.” 
 
    Now I understood her discomfort. The acid boiled in the back of my throat as I stared at the winding, dark asphalt. “The mage who betrayed your family.” 
 
    “I don’t know if my theory is right, and it wouldn’t change how I feel about you,” she hurried to say. I wanted to believe her, but she was right—if the High Priest was my blood, then I came from the man who slaughtered her parents.  
 
    “What you’re saying makes sense. Why else would I be left in a quilt with the seal of your family. I must come from the mages responsible for killing…” I couldn’t finish.  
 
    Jade’s face contorted in her own pain. “Perhaps your mother was hiding you from the High Priest—” 
 
    “Jade, according to Mini, they were vowed together. Who else would the High Priestess be messing around with? Aunt Liz found me eighteen years ago, to me, sounds like she’s still sleeping with the bad guy.” 
 
    “You could be much older, possibly born during the wars for all we know. Look at Mini, she’s Konrad’s age.” Jade bit her bottom lip. “But even still, if you are the son of the High Priest and Priestess, why would they abandon you? I’d think they would train you.” 
 
    “Probably wanted me out of the way for a second, then planned to take me back and turn me to the dark side.” 
 
    Jade frowned. “But Liz never returned you. That’s what is bothering me. If they are these wicked mages, odds are she’d be dead for disobeying. They’d be able to find her and you.” 
 
    My chest tightened. More questions. More unknowns. I smacked the steering wheel. “It doesn’t matter. If they are my parents, if they’re dark mages, I’ll fight them. They’re nothing to me. And if they tried to hurt you, I’d kill them. No question.”  
 
    Jade wiped a tear off her cheek, and leaned over the console. “I know you would, but it still breaks my heart. If I’m right, you are your own parents’ enemy. No matter who they are, I still ache for you.” 
 
    No more waiting. I pulled over to the side of the road and reached for her. My brow to hers, I whispered, “Don’t ache for me. Don’t hurt over this, Jade. Not for another second. I will always choose you, no matter what.”  
 
    Jade’s eyes brightened, her voice softer than the breeze. “Is it just the bond that what makes you say those things?” 
 
    My thumb followed the curve of her lip. I shook my head. “Not a chance. You are more than a bond to me. I love you, Jade.” 
 
    I’d never said the words to anyone but Liz. My pulse quickened, a strange kind of panic rose in my chest as I waited for her reaction.  
 
    Jade’s breath shuddered, and any distance between us became obsolete. When she pressed her lips against mine, her hot tears soaked my face. Jade had a strong grip on the back of my head when I pulled her from her seat, straddling her on my lap. She sighed against me, hands on my chest, in my hair; me, holding her hips, keeping her close. A patient kiss. A frenzied moment.  
 
    Perhaps it wouldn’t hurt to take a little more time getting back.  
 
    *** 
 
    The reform house was dark when we pulled up along the drive. Jade studied the windows and stepped out of the car. The air had a chill to it that wasn’t there before.  
 
    I stepped to Jade’s side and wrapped my arm around her waist, sighing. “We need to face them eventually, right?” 
 
    Taking my hand in confidence, she nodded and pulled me toward the door. The moment we stepped onto the porch the lights blinded us and the door practically ripped off its hinges. Sapphire fumed in the doorway, but said nothing, simply pointed inside the house. Jade kept her chin high and marched past regally, though I found myself shifting away from Sapphire’s black gaze.  
 
    “Sit down,” he growled after slamming the door.  
 
    “What do you think you were doing?” Mini’s shrill voice screamed from across the living room. I ducked when she tossed her knife—yes, her knife—at my head.  
 
    All my anger from the night built like a cancer in my chest. I ripped the knife from where it’d stabbed the wall and pulsed the rage into the silver. Mini gaped when the metals crumbled under my touch. I didn’t know I could do it, but it brought a bit of pleasure when her eyes flashed with malice. I was positive we were about to duel.  
 
    Tonight, I was ready to fight, was ready to unleash the boil of fury, and if Mini was the target, so be it. 
 
    “Sit down, Mini,” Eisha’s silky voice stopped the mage in her tracks. 
 
    “That was my favorite knife, you bastard!” 
 
    “Shouldn’t have thrown it at my head.” 
 
    “Teagan, we trusted you,” Eisha interrupted. “We couldn’t even sense Jade. Where did you go?” 
 
    “It’s not his fault. Teagan wanted to come speak with you, it was me. I convinced him to leave,” Jade said.  
 
    “Jade, we decided together,” I said. “We went to see my aunt. I had to know about my family.” 
 
    Eisha looked as though she might shift by the way her lips curled. “You left Wyvern Willows?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jade answered for the both of us. “And you’ll be interested to know we have learned a great deal.” 
 
    “Were you followed?” Sapphire rushed toward the window.  
 
    “Followed?” I asked.  
 
    “Were you?” he asked again, voice a low growl. “Leaving the protection of the willow is dangerous and foolish.” 
 
    “We weren’t followed,” Jade insisted. “I protected the car.” Both Eisha and Sapphire noticeably relaxed. “Surprising, I know, but I can problem solve through difficult decisions.”  
 
    “Jade, we have confidence you can make decisions,” Sapphire said.  
 
    “No, you don’t,” she snapped. “I’m a young queen, I realize this. But it is time I take my place. The willow warned me of changes and no one listened. Then the zomok came, the mages returned. I still feel something is coming. I know leaving was risky, but we needed insight. Now we have an idea about whom we could be dealing with because we took the risk.” 
 
    Eisha seemed as though she wanted to say something, but thought better of it. I glanced at Mini, who muttered angrily as she scooped up the last of her knife dust.  
 
    Sapphire leaned forward, his focus jumping between me and Jade. “You’re right, Jade. It’s time. Teagan is growing more capable by the hour, as are you. Tell us what you learned.” 
 
    Jade nudged my elbow, giving me the floor to explain about my aunt’s story. Mini stopped scooping the dust and listened when I spoke of the letter. Thankfully, Jade brought the shoebox and held up the paper to prove what we said. The quilt drew all their interests, even Eisha dropped her icy wall and studied the design.  
 
    “Jade has a theory about my parents,” I said, hating the idea.  
 
    “I believe Teagan is the son of the High Priestess and High Priest.” 
 
    Mini closed her eyes and slid down the wall until her knees were pulled against her body. “I don’t know how that’s possible, yet I don’t know how you can’t be connected. The quilt, Jade is right, it’s the seal of the jade family. But the markings on the outer rim, those are unique. It’s not a mage crest, nor is it a wyvern crest. The only one who would even come close to a crest of the jade bloodline is the High Priestess. 
 
    “The High Priest lost his connection to the crest when he betrayed the family. Teagan, I know the High Priestess didn’t have a child during the war. As royal bloodline mages, we are close. I was close with the High Priestess. You would’ve been born after the war. She fought against the High Priest—her own partner. So, why would she join with him again?” 
 
    “Well, the High Priest joined Nag, would it be so far off to think the High Priestess would turn too?” I asked.  
 
    Mini seemed as though she were about to be sick. “I can’t . . . I can’t believe that. I knew her.” 
 
    “You knew them both, Mini,” Sapphire said, gentler than I would have.  
 
    Mini nodded. “I did know the High Priest. Well, what should we do, Your Majesties?” She said the words with a new respect. 
 
    Jade’s palm rested gently on my thigh, and she didn’t seem the least bit concerned. She was a marvel. “We stand against them. We protect the stones as always. They are still well hidden, but if any royals fall to Nag, the stones’ location will be easier to find.”  
 
    She rose from the sofa. In all the time we’d spoken I had never thought of the actual stones. I knew they were powerful, and Nag could destroy anything he wanted if he had access to the elemental stones. But I never considered they weren’t with the actual royals.  
 
    “I will reach out to the other royals,” Jade went on. “Mini, we need your help assembling the mages—only those you trust with your life. Tell them the call to defend the wyverns has risen again. If the High Priest and High Priestess have joined with King Nag, it’s only a matter of time before they learn where we are. The willow’s strength is fading and if they want Teagan, with his new strength, it’s possible they will sense him.” 
 
    “They won’t need to sense him. The High Priestess knows where Wyvern Willows is,” Eisha said coldly. “She’s the one who fueled the willow.” 
 
    A shiver spread down my spine. A zomok had come inside the willows and attacked after I’d arrived. I wasn’t exactly subtle about using my abilities. Something told me it was only a matter of time before I brought more danger to the place.  
 
    As fate would have it, the moment the thought passed through my mind was the moment life would never be the same.  
 
    In a whirlwind, the windows of the house crashed in shards of glass. Lightbulbs combusted and cast the house in a thick blackness.  
 
    My arm wrapped around Jade; I covered her with my own body against the flying debris. Eisha snarled, and the ground shifted when her body peeled back into her massive dark scales. Mini blocked Sapphire, who ripped a jagged shard of glass from his bicep. She gripped a longsword that appeared with her armor.  
 
    Then the sound that chilled my blood until it was frozen in my veins filled the night sky. Aunt Liz, she screamed my name, a strained desperate gurgle, as though someone were choking her. I jumped to my feet and faced the shattered window. The burn of my armor spread around my arms. My back ached as the seal bubbled beneath my shirt.  
 
    A man, dressed in the blackest black, stood out on the lawn. His face was made of sharp lines and angles. Young, but villainously cunning.  
 
    Even from the distance, I knew he stared straight at me. Along the edges of his face were armor markings, but instead of green they were dark as pitch.  
 
    My body trembled in a boiling fury. Behind the man a row of zomoks slithered in the grass. But a few coiled their slender bodies around Aunt Liz. I’d just seen her, healthy, baking cookies. She screamed and whipped her wild eyes around, trying to make sense of it all.  
 
    “Ah, the new mage,” the man said. His voice was like glass, sharp and smooth. “I’ve so wanted to meet you. Unwise to step out of your protection for it made you all too easy to find, Teagan.” 
 
    “Who are you?” I shouted, my arm flinging out to the side and pushing Jade back when she tried to step next to me. Eisha’s enormous form blocked her queen from following me, though I heard Jade’s angry protests as I continued forward.  
 
    “I would like to speak with you, that’s all.” 
 
    “Let her go.” I pointed at Liz.  
 
    “Not yet.” There was a gut-wrenching power about the man. A familiarity that unnerved me to the core. He took a step closer. Shadows followed him like a misty cloak. “You see, I want to make certain we really hear each other. If you don’t do anything foolish, she’ll be safely returned. Won’t you come here? It’s time we get properly acquainted.” 
 
    “I asked who you were.”  
 
    “The jade mage.” He gestured to my armor. “Such power comes from those marks on your skin.”  
 
    My fists balled when he avoided my question. The suffocating desire to protect the house, protect Aunt Liz, sent my head into a spin. I had no weapon, but ever so gently the whispers of the forest found me and I built the spark of power in my palms.  
 
    “Oh, no,” he said with a grin. “There’s no need to fight. I only want to know you, Teagan.” 
 
    “I don’t want to know you.” My armor hardened when he took a step closer. A threat to Jade would strengthen the mage armor. He wouldn’t be getting closer. He laughed. How I hated his laugh. It tossed my insides.  
 
    “We’re of the same power. There’s no need to hide any longer. My name is Bron and you ought to know me. I am the High Priest of all the mage. And if you are the jade mage, then you come from my bloodline. So—” Bron’s grinned twisted in darkness. “That makes you, my son.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Part of me recognized Bron from the moment I met his silver eyes. But hearing those words, that he too believed he had some sick claim on me as a parent, caused my knees to buckle beneath my weight.  
 
    A cry broke through the night air when Mini shrieked and rushed out onto the lawn. Her body was completely coated in armor, her blade gleamed like stars beneath the moon, and her eyes spoke of nothing but slaughtering Bron where he stood.  
 
    “Agatha,” Bron said with twisted pleasure. “How wonderful to see you.” 
 
    “Pity, I can’t say the same, Bron. You disgrace the mage race! You’re a murderer and a traitor.” 
 
    Bron cocked his head, and all was silent for a single, tense breath. The ground rumbled, and Mini stumbled as the lawn separated. A crevice wider than Eisha’s BMW split along the manicured grass of Wyvern Reform House. Bron’s eyes flashed dangerously as Mini slipped into the fissure. She screamed and clung to the edge. 
 
    “Mini!” Sapphire roared inside the house.  
 
    Bron chuckled, but hardly moved, as if it took no exertion to break the bedrock. Chilling and mesmerizing all at once. 
 
    Slamming my fists on the grass, the shock of Bron’s power resisted my own. An audible groan in the soil shuddered in the night. I absorbed the frigid magic of Bron’s energy and forced it back. His energy was frighteningly strong. I could hardly grasp onto my own as his resisted. My stomach twisted in sick waves as the voices from the earth turned to chaos, like the energy was confused over which mage to obey.  
 
    Mini gripped the edge of the crack, legs dangling over the oblivion until she found the strength to pull herself over the edge.  
 
    Without hesitation, Mini dug her fingernails deep into the damp soil. Once the lawn was bright and peaceful beneath the blue light of the sky, now it shredded in angry clumps of dirt and rocks. The pressure between Bron, Mini, and me burst in a visible surge of power. A flash of gilded light escaped the soil for the briefest glance. Stone scraping on stone echoed through the forest as the crack carved up the center of the drive. Wood snapped and bent. The house split along the porch. Glass shattered. Windows popped. Then, in a hiss, the power between us came to rest.  
 
    A deathly silence. Stillness that seemed locked in time.  
 
    “Impressive,” Bron said as though he were bored. “Teagan, I fear lesser mages have fed you lies about me. Aren’t you curious, even the slightest about who you really are? I can sense your torment. I can help you.” 
 
    The way Bron studied me, his eyes practically carved into my most private thoughts. But he wasn’t wrong. Even after all the bitterness at the idea of him crept along my heart, I was curious. It was impossible not to wonder.  
 
    “There’s nothing I want from you.”  
 
    “Oh, I think there is,” Bron returned.  
 
    “Teagan, we must get to the sanctuary,” Mini whispered so softly I hardly heard her. “Our duty is to protect the royals; he will kill them. He’ll kill Jade.” 
 
    A primal instinct, the fiercest kind, unlocked inside. I’d allowed myself to be distracted. Jade was exposed in the broken house.  
 
    “Why do you view me as the villain so quickly?” Bron took another step. 
 
    “Well, you have my aunt tied up by snakes, moron. That could be part of it.” 
 
    Bron clicked his tongue, and his jaw set firmly like a stone. “Such a pity you were raised around lesser magis. You sound just like them. But I suspect there’s a reason why Agatha is here as well.” Bron flicked his silver eyes at the house. “You didn’t really think you could keep them from me, did you? I can smell them. Where are the royals?” 
 
    It was enough to set me and Mini into a blinding rage. I rushed at Bron. Mini struck at the pack of zomoks. She slashed at their bodies; they bit at her. Her sapphire armor held against their needlelike teeth, but one slashed its jaw against her cheek. Mini sliced her sword through its heart.  
 
    Bron’s attention remained on me. I discovered the wretched insanity in his power soon enough. With the wave of his hand, I crumbled. I grappled for my throat. An invisible force squeezing, crushing my windpipe.  
 
    “Stop this tantrum.” Bron crouched by my side. The shrieks of the zomoks and Mini’s foul mouth were gone. Bron’s eyes, this close, were a flurry of power. Like a winter storm at night. I gripped his dark tunic, desperate for air. Black dots speckled the corner of my eyes. He grinned and covered my hand with his. “You are part of me. I will teach you how to use your power.”  
 
    Bron unclenched his fist, and a painful gasp of air rushed back into my lungs. I coughed and gagged on the grass. My head spun, but I caught Bron’s curse to the old gods.  
 
    Around the house a new jagged barrier, made of stone and sod, blocked Bron and me out. From the sky a thunderous growl shook the ground. Enormous wings plunged from the stars. Raffi and Dash released a stream of flames, forcing Bron to expend his energy to block the pyre.  
 
    The two warriors weren’t alone. Three new dragons I’d never seen had joined the fight. Electric yellow scales, earthy brown, and a strange splatter of white and black on the third. Large like Raffi and Dash.  
 
    I scrambled to my feet and fumbled my way to Mini’s barrier.  
 
    Bron whirled around on the zomoks. “Stop them.” 
 
    A hand curled around my arm. Mini shouted at me. “To the sanctuary, come now!” 
 
    Raffi lashed his spiked tail at Bron. The High Priest flung a flash of green energy at me, but it failed to stop my retreat and the dark mage was forced to face the wyvern warriors. A glare of energy hit Raffi’s left wing. The dragon bellowed his pain, but rained pyre over the lawn.  
 
    “Mini! My aunt!” I cried. 
 
    “We’ll get her. Right now we must seek help. We can’t stop him, Teagan. If you’re dead, you can’t save your aunt or the queen!” 
 
    With roar and curse at the stars, I tore away to the trees.  
 
    “Where is she! What about the house?” I screamed in Mini’s face. No lights signaled any life in the house. Where was Jade? What about the other reforms? They didn’t know dragons existed; how would they stand against a mage?  
 
    “I’ve protected the house. Bron isn’t after any other magis. He’ll follow us.”  
 
    Panic pounded in my chest, making it hard to focus and breathe. “Mini, where is Jade!” 
 
    “Eisha took her to the sanctuary, now pick up your fat feet.” 
 
    “Raffi and Dash, they can’t stand against him.” 
 
    “Teagan,” she said. “This is your next lesson. We all have roles to play. Yours is to protect the sole heir of the jade bloodline, it is your purpose. The warriors must fight. Have more faith in the wyvern. This is what they live for, Teagan. They are not alone. More warriors will come at their call. At least that is the hope.”  
 
    “You didn’t need to add that last part,” I said in a snarl. 
 
    Mini released my arm and shot into the black trees. My heart thudded painfully as I was torn in all directions. Cold, dark power rippled beneath my feet, and without much control I glanced over my shoulder at the fading house. Bron struck down one of the blue warriors, his painfully frigid eyes locked on me. The distance between us hardly seemed far enough. I wanted to be everywhere, to help everyone. But the greatest drive came for Jade. I had to see her.  
 
    The forest became a never-ending emptiness. The peace I’d once enjoyed in the trees was now a tumult of power. It shrieked at me to utilize its energy, then ripped away, obeying the dark, slithering magic I couldn’t shake. Harsh, icy wind shocked my senses, but I ran faster. Breaths came easier, power in the soil fueled my energy. I quickened my pace until I took the lead. 
 
    Mini dove down the slope leading to the sanctuary. The first time I’d entered the mage sanctuary I’d stumbled like a fool, now I found a pace that propelled me quickly across the ground until I crossed the blanket of protection from the stones.  
 
    Every wyvern emblem pulsed in gilded light. Jade stood across the clearing. 
 
    Sprinting through the stones, I surrounded her in my arms, holding her against my body. Her arms crushed around my neck, and she nuzzled into my shoulder.  
 
    “I couldn’t see you,” she said, voice hoarse. “You faded, he had you . . . I sensed his hold on you.” 
 
    I brushed her hair from her face and kissed her forehead. “I’m fine, but he has Liz.” 
 
    Jade’s eyes filled with passionate rage—I could almost imagine her as a dragon by the way she watched me. “I know. I won’t let anything happen to her, Teagan.” 
 
    Sapphire and Eisha were in full form and paced angrily across the stones. Mini clung to one of the glowing mage markers, muttering beneath her breath and cursing every few moments. “I can’t feel anyone nearby. No one is answering the call.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about!” I growled.  
 
    “Mages. I’m sending out distressed energy. I feel no one. We could very well be on our own.” 
 
    Sapphire snapped his jaws, and Eisha ignited a nearby pine tree in blue flames. Jade stepped into the center of the sanctuary.  
 
    “I will reach out to the royals,” she said. “If we fall, I must warn them.” 
 
    Unafraid, she stepped into the open. Sapphire joined her and lowered his enormous head. Jade placed her hand along his scaly neck. When they touched, a burst of heat filtered through my blood. I sensed a fierce connection, the pain of their hearts, the dread they shared.  
 
    “Teagan, will you help me? I’m not in my form, it’s harder to connect.” Jade held out her hand, and I quickly took it. She released a sigh of relief, and I was drawn into the power of the royal connection. It was urgent, whatever emotion they’d sent to the stars, there was no denying the recipients would know of the emergency.  
 
    “It’s done. All we can do is hope they hear us and find themselves to safety.” Jade faced me, and I understood. I placed my hands on her shoulders before she whispered the words. “Release me, Teagan.” 
 
    Closing my eyes, the burn of magic spread over my palms. Jade flinched, but stayed strong beneath the fiery grip. The forest was alive. Every dark hiss echoed in my ears, and I sensed the darkness.  
 
    He was coming.  
 
    Bron’s power beat against my mind as though black ropes of his evil coiled around the sanctuary.  
 
    “I can’t,” Jade sobbed. “I feel it, I can’t release. Why!” She was panicking.  
 
    “Keep trying,” I breathed out, feeling the exertion begin to rob me of my strength.  
 
    We didn’t have time. I was knocked to the ground in a furious ripple of energy. Jade sprawled out next to me, her eyes wide and fearful. 
 
    “I can’t shift, Teagan.” She gripped my wrist painfully tight. “I can’t fight him like this.” 
 
    The surge shook the sanctuary again. Bron’s forces were coming. Where were the warriors? I shoved the thoughts of Raffi and Dash from my mind.  
 
    Clutching Jade’s face in my palms I locked my eyes with her. “Jade, listen to me. We can do this. You don’t need to shift; you are more powerful than I can even say. Hey, no, listen to me. We’ll do this together. Stay close to me.” 
 
    Mini crept behind us and handed Jade a silver dagger. It was sleek and deadly. “Fight, and defend your people as your parents did, Queen Jade.” 
 
    Jade clasped the dagger, hands trembling, but her jaw set. She nodded. Mini offered me a knife, but something brought me to pause. “You keep it.” 
 
    “Teagan,” she began.  
 
    “Keep it. He won’t kill me just yet. He’ll try to convince me to join him first.” 
 
    The forest settled in an eerie silence. Apprehension trickled down my spine, and my hand wrapped protectively around Jade’s arm as I stepped in front of her. Eisha’s black head looked to the sky, her wide nostrils flexing as she sniffed the air. Sapphire sensed it too, a constant, rumbling snarl deep in his throat. Then the trees cracked, groaning beneath the influx of enormous serpent dragons.  
 
    “Lindworms!” Jade cried. 
 
    So those were lindworms. Long, narrow bodies. Massive wings reminiscent of oversized bats. Some had two powerful hind legs, others were massive pythons with dragon jaws. All were covered in armored scales the color of midnight. Zomoks filtered between the serpents, hissing and snapping their small jaws. One black worm slithered toward the stones, and I anticipated its crossing into the sanctuary, but with an angry hiss, the zomok fired backward.  
 
    The stones raged in more brilliant light.  
 
    “They can’t cross,” I said. “The zomoks, did you see them?” 
 
    Jade shook her head. “I only see lindworms.” 
 
    “The stones will protect us for a time, but they are raging us with powerful mage energy. I can feel it crumbling,” Mini said.  
 
    She wasn’t wrong. There was a desperate protection surrounding us, but like thin glass I could feel fractures spreading through the defenses. A sharp pain bloomed in my chest and I crumbled to my knees.  
 
    Jade reached for me. “Teagan!”  
 
    “You think a few stones can keep you safe?” His voice left hot sparks of pain across my skin.  
 
    I lifted my eyes, glaring at the High Priest as he materialized from the shadows. His hand was open as he approached, aimed at me. The sickening burn intensified the closer he came.  
 
    “It’s only a matter of time before this sanctuary falls,” he said. “Give in, Teagan. Learn from me, I can sense your desire. Ah, there she is. The new Queen of Jade. Last we met, you were but a small thing.” 
 
    “The night you murdered my family,” Jade cried. The burn of her fire sent a new buffer against my own pain. I found the strength to stand. Bron wanted Jade, and there was no way in hell I’d let that happen.  
 
    “I’m afraid you have me wrong. It was not I who killed the royals.” 
 
    “You betrayed them to Nag,” Mini screamed. “Their blood is on your hands as much as anyone. You corrupted the bond.” 
 
    “Well, Agatha, I see it’s alive and well in Teagan, here. So perhaps you all were wrong. When will you see that wyvern power belongs to the entire race? It only strengthens both wyvern and mage to have elemental powers for all.” 
 
    The dark lindworms snorted and growled in agreement. Bron chuckled, his chilly eyes scanning his dark army.  
 
    “We’ll never submit the stones to the lindworms,” Jade shouted.  
 
    Bron looked at me, his fingers spread, and the raging pain tried to take hold again. Whether it was the sanctuary or my drive to protect Jade, I resisted the desire to crumble in a heap. Disappointed, Bron lowered his hand. The pain receded like a wave heading back out to sea.  
 
    “So be it.” His voice darkened as his true desires broke through. “I was offering you an opportunity, Teagan. But I see you’re just as foolish as the rest of them. No drive, no ambition to unlock your true power. Your precious queen is finished.” 
 
    Bron didn’t wait for me to respond before he lifted his arms above his head and a frenzy surrounded the sanctuary. I threaded my palms along the ground, mining for energy. Bron was stronger.  
 
    When his hands touched the soil, the earth shook angrily. One stone broke, the light of the dragon emblem fading, and a rush of zomoks burst across the barrier through the weak spot. Mini darted forward, slashing her knife into their scaly skin. My bare hands wrapped around a zomok’s neck. The creature flailed in pain. Jade rushed at my side, jutting her dagger into the zomok’s body.  
 
    “You saw it?” I cried.  
 
    “When you touched it, I saw it. Together, right?” 
 
    I smirked, a rush of force pummeling from my fingertips as I gripped another zomok’s scaly throat. Jade cut its head clean off, the silver gleam of the dagger dripped in dark blood.  
 
    I pressed a palm to her face. “Together.”  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Jade and I fell into a unified dance.  
 
    She kept her back pressed against mine as I waded through the sea of scaly, snapping serpents. My touch revealed the beasts, and she finished them. Bron grinned, amused. The puncture in the shield of the sanctuary wasn’t large. I only sensed the smallest fracture, but soon it would be enough for the lindworms to cross over and perhaps even Bron.  
 
    Sapphire roared when a group of zomoks snapped and spit their poisonous pyre at his feet. Mini leapt through the air almost as if she’d sprouted wings and found a place on Sapphire’s back. Together mage and royal took to the sky, the tiny flaps of wings on the zomoks lifting the little snakes into the air. Sapphire was miles above, while the zomoks only topped the trees. An urgent warning rippled over my chest. As if Mini’s voice entered my head, I knew their plan.  
 
    Jade sliced out the innards of a particularly fat zomok, and I covered her with my body.  
 
    From above, Sapphire breathed his molten waterfall of bristling heat. The flames shot through the dark sky like fireworks, devouring the small flecks of black of the zomoks. Each beast burst in greenish gassy puffs when Sapphire’s fiery breath swallowed them. His pyre dripped along the sanctuary. Eisha took the sparks and splashes of royal fire without a mark on her scales. 
 
    A rogue flame hit the back of my neck. I shouted out in pain, but kept my hold on Jade.  
 
    “Teagan, you must move,” she cried. “Don’t do this for me.” 
 
    The flames inched nearer, but If I moved, Jade was at risk. I stayed still, clutching her against my chest, while I caved my shoulders even more around her body. She pounded her fists against me, releasing a shriek to the trees as the molten river of Sapphire’s flames burned along the mage sanctuary, creeping ever closer.  
 
    Jade was strong—much stronger than before, as if her energy fueled her—and she shoved against me until I stumbled slightly when she freed herself from my arms.  
 
    “Jade, no!” I shouted. Bron laughed maniacally as Jade stepped closer to the river of fire. Eisha was tangled with a slew of zomoks, and the full-sized dragon bellowed for her queen to stop, rocking the trees with her cry. Jade held out her hands, her palms facing the sky.  
 
    I stood to rush after her, but she waved one palm and underground roots wrapped around my ankles, dragging me face down on the dirt. The traitorous earth obeyed the wyvern queen over my call. 
 
    “Jade, come back,” I pleaded, my stomach turned in knots. Jade had become my life, and I wouldn’t stand by and watch her risk it all to save me or anyone else. Clasping the roots, I urged them away. The earth resisted me at first but slowly obeyed. When I was free I soon stopped. Utterly stunned. 
 
    Jade’s palms trembled. She held them above the slow-moving river of fire. A gilded light beamed in her open hands. Her eyes were a striking gold, almost as though the green color had devoured bits of the fire. She faced Bron and the lindworms, pyre in her bare hands.  
 
    “You attack my people!” she raged. I gaped, glancing between her and Bron. The High Priest wasn’t laughing any longer. His icy eyes were narrowed, and the lindworms behind him snapped their jaws, desperate for a bite of the queen. “We will fight back with all our strength.” 
 
    Sapphire sank lower in the sky, wind gathered from the beat of his wings. Eisha swallowed a zomok whole, and the others flittered away like frightened field mice. Mini shrieked for Jade to stop, but she didn’t. Jade raised her hands, and Bron backed away.  
 
    “If you unleash your power against me, queen, the protections will be broken. Even the strongest mage power will not withstand the pyre. You want to risk your life, your fellow royal? Teagan’s?” 
 
    “I think it’s time to take a few risks,” she growled.  
 
    Jade flung the fire toward the hoard of lindworms. Bron tried to move in time, but a spark of the gilded flames struck his arm. He roared like a dying animal, one hand extinguishing the flames trickling up his arm. The fire engulfed the first line of lindworms. Some snakes took flight, others weren’t so lucky. The power from a royal wyvern melted their scales from their few bones. Jade gasped, holding firmly to the glowing pyre. 
 
    I rushed to her, wrapped my arms around her waist, and released all my energy. 
 
    A relieved breath rattled in her throat. She grinned weakly. “Together.”  
 
    I held her as she turned to release the final flame.  
 
    The air exploded in bright gold, blue, and green flames. Hints of rot and scorched flesh perfumed the air. Zomok pyre spilled from their corpses, killing the grass. Jade fumbled, then collapsed in my arms.  
 
    Like a layer of my armor was stripped back, the flicker of energy protecting the sanctuary faded into nothing. Tree boughs all burned with fading embers, the grass had patches of fire, and the dragon emblems went dark.  
 
    Bron positioned himself at the head of what was left of his lindworm pack. His arm was burned, though I could see black armor coating his body as a reaction to the injury. His face contorted in fury.  
 
    “You made a fatal mistake, little queen.” Bron flicked his hands and the trees cracked, dropping heavy boughs and branches along the sanctuary. A strange bridge materialized over the cracks in the earth that kept us from him. 
 
    Bron roared at the lindworms to take Jade. To slaughter Sapphire. To make them suffer.  
 
    Sapphire landed from flight in a puff of dust and ash. Mini darted from his back. Sapphire shot a new spill of flames while a lindworm spewed a toxic gas. Jade coughed, and Sapphire erupted into the sky again to avoid the smell.  
 
    “Jade, can you stand?” I checked her body for injuries while nudging her back. 
 
    “It’s the pyre,” she gagged. “I’m losing energy quickly.” 
 
    I’d been too focused on her I didn’t see the massive lindworm dragon to my side. His shiny ebony claws slashed across my arm, the armor of jade blocking any damage, but he struck Jade’s middle.  
 
    A blinding, mad rage roared inside me as Jade crumbled forward, clutching her stomach. When I whirled around on the black serpent, he straightened his neck. Towered over the trees. It didn’t matter. Without a second thought I dug into the scorched earth and beckoned for any energy left to give. My rage burst through Bron’s dark control in the soil and the ground cracked, the bedrock jutted through the surface.  
 
    The lindworm roared as I urged more jagged stones upward. The curve of its long spine met the point of a stone, and the lindworm’s scales split. The dragon backed away, puffing a stream of dark smoke toward me. I held my breath and raged more. Like a bed of spikes, dozens of jagged stones from deep in the earth burst through the soil, no less than six sliced clean through the lindworm’s soft underbelly.  
 
    The dragon hissed and gurgled until his enormous head wavered above me and flopped over, dead. Rushing back toward Jade, I ran into Eisha’s wing.  
 
    Her yellow eyes met mine and she hovered near Jade, only allowing me in after she caught sight of the dead lindworm. Jade gasped, her shirt soaked in blood. I clutched her face and lifted her shirt to inspect he wound. It was deep and already looked infected.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I gasped, kissing her forehead. She felt warm and feverish.  
 
    “Teagan, finish this,” she said. “Eisha will care for me. You must finish this.” 
 
    “I can’t . . . I can’t beat him,” I stammered.  
 
    “You can. This is what you were born to do. I would never trust another with this fight, only you.” 
 
    My jaw clenched and my chest tightened at the thought of leaving her. She didn’t let me speak and kissed me quickly and pushed against my chest. Eisha folded her wings around her queen, separating us. 
 
    “Teagan,” Jade called out weakly. “I love you.” 
 
    Eisha scooped Jade back into the trees, surrounding her in a ring of fire the same way Sapphire had trapped Graham. Her words rang in my mind, and despite my heart’s protests, I turned away.  
 
    Bron summoned the earth’s power, warping it until it turned to spiked shadows. He flung the barbs at Sapphire. Mini charged, blocking the shadows with a blast of wind. Sapphire reeled back and clamped his jaws onto the neck of the lindworm trying to take him from behind.  
 
    “Traitor!” Mini raised her blade over her head.  
 
    The next seconds blurred. Bron rolled his hands, his fists clenched, followed by a swift hiss of air. Mini gasped and staggered to a stop.  
 
    A branch, shaped more like a spear, ran clean through her armor.  
 
    Blind fury clouded my mind. I cried out her name and ran to her side. As she fell to her knees, above a guttural shriek from Sapphire silenced the battle. He snapped his jaws and tore the skull of a lindworm from its body.  
 
    I embraced the fire surging in my veins, slammed my hands to the ground, and caused the earth to heave until the sanctuary split. As Bron had done at the house, a deep fissure divided his darkness and lindworms from Mini, from the sanctuary. The rumble of stone, the hiss of ground separating, the crack of bark and boughs raged through the sanctuary as the divide grew.  
 
    Bron steadied himself and everything silenced.  
 
    Sapphire took a position of protection over Mini. His wings covered his mage, and he snarled toward the lindworm army.  
 
    Bron studied me. There was power wrapping around my legs. The sanctuary called to me, wanted me to take what it offered, almost as though it wanted me to uncover a secret. The same strange sensation I had the first time Mini had me fight Raffi and Dash. This place held secrets, and they were important. 
 
    “You’re in a losing race, Teagan. Look at what has happened to your friends in one night. If you want to experience true power, then come with me,” Bron said, evenly. 
 
    Mini didn’t move. I needed her. Without her Bron could destroy everything. Jade was on her back in Eisha’s ring of protection, and the lindworms eyed her hungrily. Sapphire wouldn’t leave Mini.  
 
    I was alone against the High Priest.   
 
    “Give in, Teagan. I have more power than you.” 
 
    A warmth enrobed my shoulders. The familiar power I’d felt at the willow. First, at my shoulders, coiling around my neck, into my chest, my head. I breathed deeply, then lifted my eyes to the High Priest. “I’ll never stop.”  
 
    Bron sighed dramatically. “I wished it hadn’t come to this. I truly don’t want to harm you.” 
 
    Search your heart.  
 
    A voice came so clearly in my head I had to look over my shoulder to see who’d spoken.  
 
    Bron signaled the lindworms to retreat slightly, and they obeyed. The High Priest prepared to strike. His power gathered like black water around his hands. I remained still. 
 
    Search your heart. 
 
    What was I meant to do? A pull to command the sanctuary, to surrender its secrets bloomed in my chest.  
 
    Bron raised his hands. I dropped to the ground. My eyes clenched, and beneath my palms the earth shuddered. My skin burned icy hot. Bits of soil, roots like spider webs, and thick chunks of clay peeled away in the crevice I’d created.  
 
    The High Priest gritted his teeth, his shadows weaved about the crack, as if to stitch it back together. I’d die before he crossed the gap.  
 
    Eyes closed, pressure weighed over my shoulders, nudging me into the ground.  
 
    “Teagan!” Someone called my name. Doubtless, I appeared weak, dying even. The way my limbs screamed for rest, the way my body curled over. I tasted blood. But I held to the power surging up and down my arms. Into the soil, into my blood. I cried out when a ringing shook my skull. Half the wall in the open gap peeled away.  
 
    A gleam of silver flashed over my gaze. My eyes widened in a stun for there buried beneath clay and soil of the sanctuary, the walls had peeled away enough to reveal two curved swords. A gilded leather wrapped around each hilt, the steel the color of new grass. Offered up from the earth an arm’s length away.  
 
    The High Priest paused; his silver eyes locked on the swords. Our gazes clashed, and for a few heartbeats we didn’t flinch.  
 
    All at once Bron shot a surge of dark energy at me, but I’d already made a lunge for the swords. Perhaps strange to draw a blade against a mage with dark magic, but I’d seen the longing in Bron’s eyes, the need for these blades.  
 
    The sanctuary wouldn’t have revealed them if they did not mean something. 
 
    “No!” Bron shouted when I took hold of the hilts. A wave of shadows raced toward me.  
 
    All I knew to do was cross the swords in an awkward shield over my face. The shadows struck. Air knocked from my lungs, but a hazy green glow burst from the swords. Tangled in the dark energy the swords’ magic coiled like a spiral, devouring the night.  
 
    I gasped when the shadows faded into cool mist.  
 
    “Those belong to me,” Bron snarled, breathless. “They will ruin you.”  
 
    A smile crossed my lips. I’d never handled true swords. The metal was heavy in my grip, yet the way they settled in my hands, it seemed as though they were part of me. A strange trill hummed along the blade. Strong and dangerous.  
 
    Bron snapped his fingers and an earthy bridge curved over the fracture between us. I raised the blades as a warning.  
 
    “Give them to me, Teagan. You will find their power deadly.” 
 
    “No. You won’t touch anyone again. I’ll die first.” 
 
    The youthfulness in Bron’s face twisted into an ugly snarl. “As you wish.”  
 
    From the shadows billowed around his back and from them Bron removed a blade. Made of strange bronze steel with notches in the hilt for what could be a jewel or totem.  
 
    “Powerful mages always have unique weapons,” Bron said, circling me, blade outstretched. “But your problem is—I am more powerful than you.”  
 
    He cut his sword at me. The edge swiped against one of the green swords. A jolt of ice shot up my arm, but Bron staggered back. He narrowed his eyes, then lunged again. I met him in the middle. The swords crossed overhead. His sword sliced into the space between mine. The High Priest pressed all his strength into the strike, forcing me to bend a knee. My arms shuddered under his weight.  
 
    All around the sanctuary violent gusts of wind encircled us, trapping us together, barring us from others. 
 
    “You are part of me Teagan,” he said, our faces close. “It isn’t the natural order to stand against each other.” 
 
    “There’s nothing natural about you.” I tweaked my wrist and broke the blade lock.  
 
    Bron fumbled to the side. I back peddled, resetting my grip. A glimmer of sweat topped Bron’s brow, he breathed as heavily as me. The silver of his eyes changed. Darkness soaked into the whites, until nothing but inky black remained.  
 
    With a shout, Bron swung his blade. I blocked, parried, stabbed. He returned each strike with more skill, more power. One edge of his sword caught my wrist, next my thigh. My head spun as through a fog, but the energy in the green swords kept me upright. Like a rod in my spine, I could not fall.  
 
    I sliced against the High Priest, exhausted. Desperate. He took a wide step back, ending close to the break in the soil. Bron lifted one open palm and flung more jagged shadows at me. I cut them back with the blades. Movement, footing, it all began to come simpler. Like second nature. No mistake, the magic in the blades had something to do with it. 
 
    Bron wavered on his feet and during the pause, Sapphire returned to his human form and shouted, “Command him to leave, Teagan! She says to use the swords. Command him! The swords!” 
 
    Sapphire mimed stabbing the blades in the ground, then pointed where Mini still sprawled on her back. I choked on relief. She was alive. She was aware.  
 
    Bron hissed in frustration at Sapphire’s voice and signaled to what remained of the lindworms to attack. I didn’t question and stabbed each green blade deep into the earth. The soil sparked with skeins of blue, like veins of ice.  
 
    Bron met my gaze with dark hatred. He raised a hand, aiming at me.  
 
    I sneered. “Leave bastard! Never come back!”  
 
    The High Priest curled over his knees, a screech like a wraith burst from his throat. The blackness in his eyes spread into horrid lines across his face. He bared his teeth, bloody saliva dripped over his lips. “This isn’t over, mage.” 
 
    Night devoured his skin until Bron folded into thick blackness. Lindworms hissed and spat their pyre and gas into the sky before taking flight. A dark disquiet settled over the shattered sanctuary.  
 
    It was over. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    I caught my breath, then spun around and hurried to Mini’s side.  
 
    Sapphire curled her head in his lap. I dropped the swords, words nothing but ash as I studied her wound.  
 
    “Mini.” My stomach turned over. Mini’s blue armor had faded to the wyvern marks, but they weren’t blue any longer. Dark blood soaked her middle, staining the swirling pattern. She grinned at me, but her eyes were glassy and distant.  
 
    “You did it.” She rasped. She rested a hand on Sapphire’s bloodied arm. He didn’t look away from her. He stroked her hair off her brow. The muscles in his jaw set, but he forced a smile when his mage looked to him. “Don’t cry, Kon. That’d be . . . that’d be embarrassing.”  
 
    “Mini, you’ll be okay,” I choked out.  
 
    “No, I won’t,” she said with a chuckle. A bit of blood dripped over her bottom lip. “Teagan, those . . .” She winced. 
 
    Sapphire held her closer. “It’s okay Min. Stay still.” 
 
    “No, listen,” she whispered. “Those aren’t ordinary swords. The High . . . Priest. These belong to the High Priest . . . you.” 
 
    I shook my head, crushing emotion pressing against my heart. “No, I’m not, Mini. I’m not the High Priest.” 
 
    She nodded through a violent shudder. “Take care of Kon . . . for me.” 
 
    Sapphire cleared his throat and closed his eyes when Mini drew in a final breath, releasing it slowly.  
 
    I held tight to her hand, unable to accept she was gone. “Mini.” I shook her hand. “Mini, no. I can’t do this without you.”  
 
    I sounded more like a desperate little boy than a mage who had fought against the dark High Priest. Death hadn’t been a part of my life. I’d only lost imaginary parents that I’d never known. As I shook her lifeless form, Sapphire’s strong hand grip behind my neck, and he forced me against him. I was gasping, the air never really entering my lungs.  
 
    “She believed in you, Teagan,” Sapphire said in his low rumble. “We all do.” 
 
    I covered my eyes, trying desperately not to lose my control, but the burn in my head was making it harder the longer time passed. Mini was dead. Jade had almost died too.  
 
    My head shot up, the stabbing ache in my heart shifting across the crushed sanctuary. Eisha was gone, so was Jade.  
 
    “Where is she?” I shouted.  
 
    Sapphire didn’t answer right away. He placed his hand over Mini’s body, just as Jade had done to Bart. He whispered something in a language I didn’t know, and soon bright particles of light broke from her body and filtered into the sky. I watched in awe as Mini’s light absorbed into the stars.  
 
    Sapphire glanced to the ground. “When Bron was banished, Eisha took Jade away. The pyre is painfully toxic.” 
 
    “You need to get out of here,” I said quickly, seeing for the first time how pale he looked.  
 
    Sapphire nodded. “I can sense they are at Eisha’s house. Come with me. Don’t forget the blades.”  
 
    Sapphire molded into the fierce blue dragon and lowered his shoulder slightly so I could climb on his rigid spine. Taking my place behind his wings, I watched with a dull ache in my chest as the bloody sanctuary faded through the clouds.  
 
    Dawn crept along the horizon and when we landed at Eisha’s house, I leapt from Sapphire and hurtled into the back door. I slammed into Dash’s bulky figure and stumbled. He faced me, eyes tormented and exhausted. I saw his forearm, the skin littered in bloody gashes, but he seemed genuinely relieved to see me.  
 
    “Dash, you’re alive,” I said, relieved and unable to express it properly. I’d been so certain the warriors had been killed when Bron arrived at the sanctuary. 
 
    “You are the new mage,” he whispered. “I felt the darkness lift. What happened?” 
 
    Sapphire walked in behind me, clutching the two blades. “Teagan banished the High Priest.” 
 
    “Where did you get those?” Dash glared at the swords.  
 
    “The sanctuary offered them to Teagan. They are not used for darkness now.” 
 
    Dash lifted his brow and smiled, a pure smile crossing his face, and he seemed ready to pull me into a hug. “Amazing. That’s one bright spot. Teagan, the woman the zomoks had—” 
 
    “Aunt Liz!” I practically screamed, raging guilt building in my throat. I’d almost forgotten Bron had taken her captive. “Where is she?” 
 
    Dash pointed toward a door. “We got her. She’s sleeping, but alive. We’ve already called for a strong mentalist witch to help with her memories. You understand she can’t know about us, right? It’s too dangerous and could stir up a division in magis communities.” 
 
    I nodded, almost grateful I wouldn’t have to explain this to Aunt Liz. Not yet.  
 
    “Were you injured?” Sapphire asked Dash.  
 
    Dash nodded with a frown. “There were so many zomoks, then we were surrounded with lindworms. I don’t understand how so many passed through the barrier. Raffi he . . .” No, I shook my head, I couldn’t hear of another death. “He’s badly wounded, but he’s resting. I wanted to come to you, but I had to take him . . .” Dash trailed off. Sapphire clapped the warrior’s shoulder.  
 
    “You fought valiantly, and there is no shame in protecting your fellow warriors.” 
 
    “Where’s Jade?” I asked.  
 
    Dash cleared his throat and pointed up the stairs. “Eisha is caring for her. It’s the third room at the end of the hallway.” 
 
    I took the winding steps two at a time, forgetting how every inch of my body ached. The door was ajar, and I pushed inside. Eisha jumped, her face creased in worry, but Jade smiled at me from the enormous poster bed. 
 
    Tears welled in her emerald eyes, and she reached her hands for me. I smiled, the tight emotion breaking through. I didn’t care if I cried, if Jade saw. She was alive.  
 
    I leaned over her and brushed her hair from her forehead as if she might disappear. Jade’s middle was wrapped in a strange cloth that smelled oddly of peppermint and lavender. Her warm hand pressed against my blood covered cheek. “You saved us.” 
 
    Even with Eisha standing a few feet away, I couldn’t hold back for a moment longer. My lips found hers, and I held the sides of her face as I guided her mouth with mine. The passion and pain of the night expressed through the very touch. I rested my head against hers after a long pause. 
 
    “Mini is gone,” I whispered. Jade drew in a shuddering breath, but didn’t speak. “I thought for a second that . . . you . . .”  
 
    Jade gripped the back of my arms as I leaned over her. “I’m not going anywhere. You’re still stuck with me.” 
 
    I laughed, feeling the weight of the night easing slightly. “I better be.” 
 
    A knock came to the door. A woman with hunched shoulders and a long trench coat entered the room. She carried a picnic basket and smelled of basil.  
 
    “You need memories wiped?”  
 
    “Ah, you must be Gerta,” Eisha said. “Teagan, come.” 
 
    I kissed Jade’s knuckles, then followed to the old witch. Some witches had amethyst eyes, or some had one dark, one blue. Aunt Liz had eyes like blue frost, but Gerta stared at me with bright yellow. The most unnerving eyes—and I’d seen Lindworms.  
 
    “You can help people to forget?” 
 
    Gerta sniffed. “I recreate moments, strange boy.” 
 
    One brow lifted. “Strange—” 
 
    “Don’t play games, boy. You’re strange. Strange magic. But I don’t ask questions so long as I get paid.” Gerta faced Eisha again.  
 
    The dragon nodded. “Of course. We need the last twenty-four hours replaced on an herb witch and the reform house out on Elm Road.” 
 
    Gert snorted and wiped her hand beneath her crooked nose. “The whole blasted house?” 
 
    “Once my daughter is recovered, she can help. She’s rather skilled with manipulation.” 
 
    Gerta eyed Jade in the bed, and tilted her head. “All right. But I lead, girl.” 
 
    Jade simply looked out the window. Eisha ushered Gerta down the hall and I shuddered. Yellow eyes or not, this was necessary. Aunt Liz needed to forget. When they left, Sapphire appeared in the doorway.  
 
    He seemed so lost without his mage. A distant, glassy look in his eye. We said nothing, but I clapped him on the shoulder and I knew he knew. It didn’t matter if I was the jade bloodline mage, I’d be his too. In the somberness of the room, as Jade tangled her fingers with mine, I vowed to Mini, wherever she might be, nothing would happen to Sapphire. Nothing would happen to any royal so long as I breathed. 
 
    *** 
 
    Two days after Bron returned, I stood on the lawn with Mitch and some of the other reforms. Mitch studied the lawn of the house. The ground was still split and jagged. 
 
    “I wonder what Yellowstone looks like. If the quake could do so much damage clear up here, I bet it’s sunk into the ground,” said Lance. 
 
    “Sometimes aftershocks can cause more damage,” I suggested, though I didn’t know much about the subject.  
 
    “All this damage and we just slept through it,” Mitch said with a touch of suspicion. Though the lawn had been in such disarray for more than a night, it had taken some time arranging the cover-up that the residents of Wyvern Willows might believe. Gerta was skilled, but Jade hadn’t had the same energy as she’d recovered, so the manipulation had taken a toll. But now, as we waited for the white bus, it seemed the story had taken well enough.  
 
    “It doesn’t seem possible, does it,” I muttered.  
 
    Mitch met my eye. “No. It doesn’t.” 
 
    I pinched my lips and started after the others when the bus arrived.  
 
    “Teagan,” Mitch said. He waited until I turned. “You know I’m fae, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m aware.” 
 
    “I know when there are hints of magic left over.” He came closer. “Funny, but I’m getting the same vibes on you that I’m feeling from this . . . earthquake gash.” 
 
    “Huh,” I said, face hot. “Well, maybe my defective power can move mountains.” 
 
    Mitch lifted a brow, a sly grin on his lips. “Yeah. Maybe.” 
 
    I avoided the subject of earthquakes and magic on the way to school. To keep a sense of normalcy, we all agreed to return to the school, at least for a few days. To divert any suspicion for the observant, I supposed.  
 
    But I wasn’t normal. I’d never be normal. 
 
    “Hey, looks like someone wants to say something to you,” Mitch said once we stepped inside the school. 
 
    “Teagan!” Jenna squealed. “I feel like it’s been forever since I saw you. So, what do you say to another weekend at the reform house? Oh, I didn’t notice all your new tats.”  
 
    After facing Bron, the seal on my back had shot new wyvern marks across the back of my neck. Jenna’s fingers caressed my shoulders as she traced the marks. Then the flash of gilded hair caught my eye. I beamed and stepped away from Jenna.  
 
    “You know, actually I think I’m going to pass. I have other plans.” 
 
    Mitch chuckled, but I couldn’t care less about any pout or reaction from Jenna. 
 
    “Was I interrupting something?” Jade asked when I leaned into her, my arm curling around her waist.  
 
    “Actually, yeah. Can you come back later? I’m more interested in girls who like the bad boys than fierce dragon queens.” 
 
    Jade laughed, and Dash rolled his eyes. Raffi still wasn’t well enough to return. A lindworm had nearly taken his head during the fight, but at least I knew he was back at the house with Aunt Liz. For now, Sapphire had convinced my aunt it was family visit week—which meant Eisha’s mansion was filled with the other kids. I wasn’t sure how Eisha felt about it, but Raffi had tamed Diesel and his bullying ways.  
 
    I heard Jenna call my name in a huff, but I ignored her and linked my fingers with Jade’s.  
 
    “Bold, Teagan Ward,” she said against my lips. “You want to be seen with the weird girl at school.” 
 
    I smirked, squeezing her hand tighter when we brushed by a stunned Mitch and a livid Jenna. “Always.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    One of the blue warrior dragons Raffi and Dash had found to help us fight Bron, had the sudden urge to move to the town of Hamilton. His name was Haitian, and Aunt Liz told me on our Sunday phone call that her new neighbor was handsome and had already started helping with repairs at the old house.  
 
    She also informed me if I ruined things with Jade, she wouldn’t let me come home.  
 
    I tromped down the stairs of the reform house, my focus set on the front door. It was a cool day, and I was ready to get back to the forest. 
 
    “Teagan, will you come here for a moment?” Sapphire called. He sat at his desk as he had always done. 
 
    I rolled my eyes just to irritate him. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    He came out from behind his desk holding a book in his hand. “You missed your entry in your reflection journal.” 
 
    My smile faded. “Are you serious?” 
 
    Sapphire raised his brows, slowly sauntering toward the door of his office. “Of course, why wouldn’t I be? Are you a member of this house? Brett, get off the banister.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” a squeaky elf boy responded. 
 
    Sapphire closed the door. “You know, you really should write things down. History is good to have, and you’ve certainly made history.” 
 
    I took the journal with a frown. “I’ll give that some thought.” 
 
    “Now that things are calming down, I wanted to talk with you. Just you.” 
 
    My brow furrowed, and I scooted closer to his desk. “Okay, what’s going on?” 
 
    “Nothing, yet. You know that’s not going to be the end of the lindworms. Your banishment will hold, it’s strong, but it’s not eternal. King Nag will know where we are now, he’ll know where Jade is. I have no doubt in your abilities, but Bron is one of the most powerful mages in existence. Only rivaled by the High Priestess, but—” 
 
    “She might be just as bad.”  
 
    “Yes, that would be a problem,” Sapphire agreed.  
 
    I cleared my throat, wondering if I should ask. Sapphire was, to those on the outside, the man who was meant to reform my rebellious spirit, but the truth was he was a friend. Someone I would die protecting now, and I knew he would do the same for me. “Do you think I could, you know, be like them?” 
 
    Sapphire cocked his head and tapped his fingers along the desk. “You mean join Nag? Is that a fear of yours because you are likely their son?” 
 
    The idea coated my tongue in a bad taste. “Well, even Bron believed that, so it’s pretty likely, right?” 
 
    “We still don’t know for certain, but it’s the best guess we have. Look, Teagan,” Sapphire said, leaning forward on his elbows. “Do I think good people can be corrupted? Yes, I do. Bron was a powerful mage for the elementals. I knew him, I respected him. And he betrayed us for power. King Nag is powerful. But never, in all my existence, in all my interactions with the mage race have I sensed a truer heart than yours.  
 
    “Even Mini admitted you were purer than her—those were her words, not mine.” A shadow passed over his eyes. “Those blades wouldn’t have summoned for just anyone. As Mini said, you’re the High Priest now. That comes with a lot of power and responsibility. You aren’t alone, though, not anymore.” 
 
    I glanced out the window. “I wish Mini were here. I feel like there’s still so much to learn.” 
 
    “Me too.” He cleared his throat, blinking several times. “But there are more mages out there, good ones who we will find. And there is the chance the High Priestess isn’t on the side of Bron. We won’t stop trying to find her.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I rose from my seat, but paused and met Sapphire’s dark eyes. “I know Mini was your mage, but just so you know, I’m going to keep my promise. I won’t let anything happen to you, or Jade, or any of the royals.” 
 
    Sapphire smiled. “I wouldn’t trust my life with anyone else. You know the same is returned by all of us—even Raffi.” 
 
    I nodded and opened the door. “Well, sir. I will be out fixing the fences.” 
 
    “Don’t be late,” he bellowed in his best counselor voice and I sprinted out the front door.  
 
    *** 
 
    I didn’t want to go to the place where Mini had been murdered. So Jade waited for me at a new place. The ledge was high above the town of Wyvern Willows. We could see the great span of mountains and forests surrounding the town and neighboring cities. Jade hugged her knees against her chest near the edge of the cliff. The wind rustled her hair around her face, and she breathed peacefully. I suspected she enjoyed the cliffside because it gave her the sense of flying.  
 
    I smiled, watching her for a moment. 
 
    “You’re stunning,” I said and leaned one shoulder against a tree.  
 
    Jade turned over her shoulder, grinning. Her injuries had healed and she radiated with new power from the fight. Her eyes were still the striking green pools, but they held more gold than before. “Well, aren’t you filled with flattery, Mr. Ward.” 
 
    Settling next to her, I leaned back on my hands and watched a pair of hawks swoop into the clouds. “It isn’t hard to flatter if it’s true.”  
 
    Jade rested back against the grass, her fingers tracing the marks on my arms as they always did. I loved the spark each initial touch from her had along my skin. “How are you? We haven’t had any time to really talk. I’ve been worried about you.” 
 
    My fingers outlined her face. “I’m better. I’m also afraid. You came so close to . . . well, I don’t know what I would have done. I see how Mini’s death is affecting Sapphire, though he tries to hide it. I feel like I wouldn’t survive if something happened to you.” 
 
    Jade met my eye, her face somber. “It won’t happen, Teagan. We can’t think that way because there is more to come. You have my trust, my hope, you have my whole heart. Nothing is going to change that. And I’m dedicated to finding a way to be stronger. I can’t face what’s to come in this form, I’m nearly powerless. I need to find a way to break through whatever is stopping me so I can be there for you. I’m a burden if I can’t shift.” 
 
    “You are not a burden,” I said. “You never could be a burden.” 
 
    Jade focused back on the clouds. “Well, that is a matter of opinion, I suppose.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking of your shift a lot,” I admitted, a smile on my lips. “I have an idea. Are you willing to try something different?” 
 
    “I’m willing to try anything,” she said.  
 
    Rolling up to my feet, I stepped to the edge. Below was a breathtaking expanse of trees and rivers and paths. 
 
    “I’m certain of this,” I said and took Jade’s hand. “Do you trust me?” 
 
    Her brow furrowed when she joined me on the ledge. “You’re being cryptic.” 
 
    “Well, do you trust me?”  
 
    Jade hesitated. “Yes, I trust you. Teagan, what are you thinking?” 
 
    “Trust me,” I repeated. “I’ll need you to save me.” 
 
    I didn’t wait for her to say another word before I leapt from the edge of the cliff. Her shrill scream echoed in my ears, drowning in the rush of air.  
 
    I plummeted toward the ground. I wasn’t afraid. I knew this was what had to happen.  
 
    Spreading my arms wide at my side, I found a way to roll so my face was aimed back at the cliff. Smiling, I watched Jade dive from the ledge. She was freefalling just as I was. But the ground drew nearer, and a prickle of nerves started to inch along my neck.  
 
    The clouds devoured Jade, and I lost sight of her.  
 
    I could smell the sap along the trees—and I feared I’d just made a fatal mistake.  
 
    Then came a flash of emerald.  
 
    My body slammed against the smooth scales of a beautiful, green dragon. I wrapped my arms around her neck, clutching tightly as she caught me from my death jump.  
 
    My heart soared. I leveraged into sitting behind the joint of her wings. She was extraordinary. Jade’s wings were like calming sea foam, like satin, but strong. Her body sleek but powerful.  
 
    Jade rushed toward the sun, darting and spinning through the clouds. I lifted my arms over my head and shouted in ecstasy as she reigned her magnificence over the sky.  
 
    After a breathless ride, Jade shot toward the ground too quickly, and before I could catch my breath, she bucked me from her back, tumbling me in a heap on the ground. I coughed and tried to take a deep breath. When I lifted my head, I caught the moment she shifted back into her body. A glimmering green gown covered her skin, but her face was contorted in anger.  
 
    “What were you thinking?” she shrieked and punched my shoulder. 
 
    I barked a laugh and tackled her, drawing her against my chest. “I was thinking of you. I was thinking of what I would do to keep you alive, and I knew you’d do anything to save me, even shift. You’re incredible.” I kissed her long and hard. “Jade, you’re free.” 
 
    Jade struggled against my grip for a moment, trying to be angry. Eventually, she relented when I cupped the side of her face. Her arms wrapped around my neck. “Don’t ever do that again.”  
 
    “Only when I want to irritate you.” 
 
    “Maybe I won’t catch you, just to irritate you.” I laughed when she lifted her head off the ground and kissed me. “Thank you,” she whispered. “Thank you for freeing me.” 
 
    I stroked her cheek. No matter what was to come, this was where I belonged. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 30 
 
    Ruby 
 
      
 
    Cairo, Egypt 
 
    As the royal wyvern of the ruby stone, I’d been on high alert since the queen had sent the warning message.  
 
    There was a shift in the energies of the desert, and I knew something had changed. Something drastic. The message from Sapphire and Jade had been hazy at best, most likely due to my distance, but there was something about mages, something about danger. I knew if the queen was reaching out in a final plea there was a terrible chance she didn’t expect to live.  
 
    So, when I saw him in my bedchamber, I wasn’t all that surprised. A disappointment, no doubt, for him.  
 
    “Bron.” My lip curled. The painful bleed of my skin ached, desperate to shift. Without my mage I was trapped. 
 
    So, this was the warning. Jade must have faced Bron, the High Priest, the traitor of my people.  
 
    I narrowed my gaze at him, one hand reaching for a knife tethered to my thigh. “I wondered if you were involved in the darkness surrounding this place. On the prowl in shadows again. Still the same old coward.”  
 
    “Ruby,” said the dark High Priest. “I must say, you’re ravishing in your weak, pathetic form. Then again, you were always the weakest of the royals. They’ve fallen, by the way.” 
 
    I’d seen signs of zomoks and disgusting lindworms for weeks, but I suppose I’d refused to believe my own eyes. My mistake.  
 
    I brushed my long dark braid off my shoulder. My voice soft with warning. “What have you done to my queen, Bron?” 
 
    He chuckled, the ice in his eyes spreading through my soul. “If you have to ask, I think you must already know. There’s really no purpose resisting, Ruby. The stones are no longer yours to control.”  
 
    “Oh, Bron a stone won’t stop me from killing you.” 
 
    Bron sneered as he pulled out a blade from a sheath strapped along his back. I gasped, desperately wishing he hadn’t seen my reaction to his weapon. I knew exactly what that sword meant. I crouched at my knees. The fury of my power surged through my blood. It would be trying to stand against him, but I would never stop. Not until my last breath left my lungs.  
 
    Shadows gathered around the dark High Priest, he leveled his blade to me and lunged. My eyes widened with the horror of memories. A night where blood soaked my body, where screams would never leave my dreams.  
 
    Now, it was beginning all over again. 
 
    *** 
 
    Keep Reading today! 
 
    Questions were left unanswered, but now more than ever it’s time for Teagan to find out where he really comes from. But when he finds out the truth—it will tilt the world on its side. 
 
    It’s time to get some answers in a MAJOR way. The dragons are waiting in The Queen of Jade here: https://www.readerlinks.com/l/1873480/queen 
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    P.S. Reviews are like pants: sometimes uncomfortable, but always appreciated. Please consider leaving your thoughts on the Ward of Wyvern here: readerlinks.com/l/1863366 
 
    

  

 
   
    FREE SHORT STORY 
 
    Read the War that started it all for FREE when you sign up for my mailing list. (You’re going to want to get to know these characters…hint, hint) 
 
    One-Click to get your free Dragon Mage story: https://dl.bookfunnel.com/yx5s4uddeq 
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    Jade Drake’s first look at Teagan Ward 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Wyvern Queen 
 
      
 
    The chill of the forest was always soothing against the boil of my skin. Especially tonight.  
 
    Konrad Sapphire was one of my closest friends. He’d always been a part of my life for as long as I could remember. There were times I forgot I was actually the queen and he was my cousin. He’d always been like an older brother. But tonight, as I rushed through the brambles and fallen branches scattered along the forest floor, I grew frustrated with my fellow royal for the first time.  
 
    Sapphire had always valued my input—I was to be the queen after all—but when I came with the concern of different energy he’d simply brushed it away.  
 
    Something was different in Wyvern Willows. I’d sensed for weeks the fading energy from the willow tree that protected my family. That protected me. I knew little about how the willow came to be, or who placed the protections around us, all I knew was there had been a shift a few days earlier. Like a stronger, more vibrant power matching the same energy of the willow, had crossed our borders.  
 
    When I stepped over the boundary to the reform house tonight it practically electrocuted my heart.  
 
    Sapphire had the nerve to tell me he’d sensed nothing different. Yes, I tended to be a bit of an empath—which is where my frustration boiled from—as he’d told me nothing had changed, I could sense he was holding back.  
 
    Never did I take Konrad as one who would keep things from me—as if he couldn’t trust me.  
 
    The heat along my skin rippled as though the dragon in me yearned to break free and take to the skies. But I would never fly again.  
 
    I wasn’t sure why the enchantments were put around Sapphire and me in the first place. Eisha never expounded, so I was left to believe some strange, energy-strong, wyvern had sealed both Sapphire and me in our human forms for our safety. As Raffi put it—our human forms kept our enemies confused and lost to us. Whatever that was supposed to mean.  
 
    Breaking through the forest barrier I bellowed a raspy sigh of frustration when I sprinted across the sprawling lawn that led to the mansion where I’d grown up.  
 
    For years now, I’d been more human than wyvern. I suppose I’d settled into the belief I should pretend I was human and it might make everything easier. I was a useless queen.  
 
    Eisha always told me our people looked forward to the day I would ascend the throne. Why? I would never know. I fit in no world. I wasn’t human, wasn't really magis, either. I couldn't even claim to be dragon anymore. How does a dragon forget what the wind beneath wings feels like? It's like a dream, one I could hardly remember.  
 
    In the kitchen, Raffi held a bowl full of fiery jerky. I stomped past, mouth tight. He flicked his brows as he always did when he wanted to be irritating. “Happy to see me?" 
 
    My gaze narrowed. “Tell me you feel something has changed in this town and maybe I’ll be happier to see you shoving food in your face. Again.” 
 
    He chuckled, biting aggressively into a piece of peppered jerky. “Different? In what way?” 
 
    I scowled and leaned against the banister. Raffi always stripped his upper body of clothing the moment we returned from school. A school I’d been attending for the last ten years. It was getting harder to convince the teachers and underclassmen they hadn’t seen me year after year after year. I didn’t mind school—it gave us something to do, and kept any questions about our already strange family at bay. 
 
    Now, in the summer night he sat, bare-chested, unashamed of the wyvern warrior seals inked across his arms and back. The night was mild, but his boiling blood heated his skin until beads of sweat glistened along his thick arms.  
 
    Sapphire wasn’t my only adopted brother—I had Raffi and Dash, too. Three older, agitating, brothers.  
 
    No one thought to place a female warrior as my guard. Sometimes it would be nice to feel as though I had a sister to speak with. Eisha was the only woman who understood what I was, but even then, her goal was to ensure I was pleasantly happy, never fazed, and that I would ascend the throne without issue. It would be nice to have a sincere open conversation about the past one day. I wanted to know things, and though I was young, I grew tired of being treated like a delicate piece of glass.  
 
    “You know what I’m talking about," I said. "Energy. It’s different. Something felt dangerous, and then all at once a powerful burst of energy came into town. It hasn’t left. I can’t be the only one who sensed it.”  
 
    There. I saw a flick of Raffi’s brow.  
 
    He tried to keep his arrogant smile painted on his handsome face, but I was on to him.  
 
    "Admit it," I said. 
 
    “I really don’t think we’ve felt the same thing.” 
 
    My shoulders slumped. Was I some sort of fool they didn't trust? I was the damn queen! 
 
    The massive front door swung open and Dash sauntered inside. His dark hair contrasted nicely with his smooth brown skin, and his had a kind smile on his face when he saw me. “Where did you rush off to? You know you shouldn’t take off without at least letting us know.” 
 
    “She was with Sapphire,” Raffi mumbled through a thick mouthful of jerky.  
 
    Dash nodded, and plopped down on the porch swing next to Raffi. He had his own bowl of peppered meat, though a littler rawer than Raffi’s.  
 
    “What’s eating you, Jade?” Dash asked, catching my firm glare.  
 
    “No one is admitting something is happening here. You all are making me feel like I’m insane. Go to the reform house—something is there and Sapphire acts like he has no idea what I’m talking about.” 
 
    “What do you think is happening?” Dash asked sincerely, though I knew even if it seemed like the warrior was siding with me, he would eventually keep me in the dark just like everyone else. 
 
    “The willow doesn't hold dragon magic, does it?” I held my breath and waited, hoping they'd admit to something.  
 
    Raffi’s brows shot up and Dash slowly bit into a piece of his snack without meeting my eye.  
 
    “What makes you think that?” If Raffi was trying to keep his voice flat and unsuspicious, and he wasn’t doing a great job.  
 
    “Because I am from the jade bloodline, aren’t I supposed feel all the elemental energies? The energy from that tree protecting us is like nothing I’ve felt before. It is something different, isn’t it? Something you don’t want me to know about.” 
 
    “Jade, come on,” Raffi scoffed. “You’re not one of those weird conspiracy freaks are you?”  
 
    I only deepened my scowl.  
 
    “Fine,” he huffed, setting down his bowl, and leaning forward on his knees. “Yes, the willow is powered through earth energy. Not wyvern energy. I don’t understand everything, only that it keeps us safe as long as we’re inside the borders of the town. That’s why when you say something dangerous is coming—it simply isn’t possible.” 
 
    “Yes, but I also told you weeks ago I felt the power of the willow fading.” 
 
    Dash glanced at Raffi and sighed.  
 
    “It’s possible, but I haven’t felt anything that would bring concern,” Dash insisted.  
 
    “Look me in the eye,” I snapped. “Tell me you haven’t felt a fiercer power the last few days. Like a brand-new willow has grown somewhere in town. Do you suppose since the old power is fading, a new one could be coming to replace it?” 
 
    Raffi and Dash both seemed to consider everything I was saying. “Well, actually that could explain the—” 
 
    “Ha!” I shrieked, jutting my finger into Raffi’s face and cutting off another word. “You did feel something then! Admit it, Raffi.” 
 
    He gaped at me. “No, I didn’t say I felt something.” 
 
    “Oh, give it a rest, she’s not an idiot. She has these feelings for a reason,” Dash grumbled.  
 
    Raffi huffed and crossed his arms. I beamed at Dash. “Thank you. Now, I am happy to see you, Dash. Raffi, would you like to be included?” 
 
    Rolling his eyes Raffi met my gaze with a playful smirk. “Fine, My Queen,” he used the title liberally, though I’d never instituted rank before with the warriors. “I felt something. Happy now? An energy—something I haven’t felt since the divide. But it doesn’t mean something is coming. As you said it could be new energy building to protect the town.” 
 
    “Why do you suppose it’s stronger at Sapphire’s house?” 
 
    “That I don’t know," Raffi said with a shrug. I believed him. "What I would appreciate, though, is you not rushing around in the dark anymore. Even if it is to go to Sapphire’s. Just until we know for sure where the energy came from." 
 
    Sighing, I rested my head against the wooden post. “Fine. I will always let you know before I go to Sapphire’s, but that doesn’t mean you can follow me everywhere I go. I need to be alone sometimes, too.” 
 
    “Deal,” Dash said for them both, before chuckling. “It’s not like anything happens in this town anyway. What could possibly go wrong? It’s just energy.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The next day was warmer than I would have liked. Summer was always brutal when my blood burned like molten rivers already, but at least the summer morning smelled deliciously earthy from the surrounding forest.  
 
    Raffi drove us today. I wanted to learn how to drive, but apparently that crossed into things-queens-they-were-trying-to-protect shouldn’t do for Raffi and Dash.  
 
    Wyvern High was small, but it was a nice school. Nothing out of the ordinary ever happened. Eisha seemed to love her position as the principal. It was nice to feel normal sometimes.  
 
    “Hi Raffi,” a tall blonde herb witch said when we stepped out of the parking lot. Raffi grunted in return. Dash and I laughed behind his back.  
 
    “Why do you brush them off?” I asked, when the girl jogged away, obviously embarrassed.  
 
    "Magis and humans do little to interest me,” Raffi said under his breath.  
 
    “Well, you don’t have to be rude,” I teased, flicking the back of his ear as Dash opened the front doors for me to pass through.  
 
    The white rusted bus that carried Sapphire’s reforms pulled in front of us. I wasn’t sure why Sapphire enjoyed helping the disorderly so much, but it suited him. I thought it was time to get a new bus though. The wheels looked ready to fall off.  
 
    I sauntered to the first class of the day, waving at a few students I would almost call friends if they didn’t seem so frightened of me and my constant defenders. Sometimes I got the feeling others recognized something was different about the three of us, but their minds simply couldn’t understand the impossible thought of dragons.  
 
    “I’m going to go see Eisha,” Raffi grumbled before stepping into the classroom. 
 
    “Can’t handle dissecting mice anymore?” Dash teased.  
 
    Raffi crinkled his face. “Every time I smell that stuff it makes my true form burst to life. Before you know it, Jade is going to be forced to block the entire school when I shift right in front of everyone.” 
 
    “Go hang out with the principal, you child.” I shoved his shoulder and stepped into the pungent room. Raffi wasn’t wrong even my skin rippled—but I couldn’t change forms. So, I simply spent most of the time pitying Dash who looked ready to faint as we cut through the dead rodents.  
 
    By the time the third class of the day rolled around I was actually looking forward to it. Strange, but it tightened my stomach in anticipation.  
 
    No mistake, I enjoyed the class. I liked reading stories and histories from both the human world and magis. Sometimes we even discussed tales that involved wyverns. Usually far from the truth, but it was enjoyable to see how dragon clans were once thought of.  
 
    Raffi gnawed another stick of jerky after joining us from Eisha’s office. Dash dug through the pack he carried looking for his textbook.  
 
    I was left to lean against the wall and wait for the warriors or I’d get an earful about leaving them behind.  
 
    When my eyes glanced down the hallway I imagined my heart might stop. Such a shock of fiery power had never rushed through my body before. There standing in my school was a boy—no, not a boy, he definitely wasn’t a boy.  
 
    His sandy hair was short, his body strong, and those eyes—the piercing blue as he scanned the hallway, disoriented.  
 
    That color flashed to life in my memories. His face, where had I seen his face before? The recognition went so much deeper. I’d searched for the source of the energy that had awakened every one of my senses, and now like a lead weight dropped him through the roof, there was the source.  
 
    Power radiated from him, whoever he was. I could hardly breathe when I absorbed the strangeness enveloping the new face in Wyvern High.  
 
    Apart from the radiant energy, there was something that pulled me toward him. As if I needed to be by his side. Never had I felt such a beautiful, suffocating connection with anyone. I had the desire to know everything about him. Where did he come from? What was his energy? Was he an earth Wyvern (because he had to be a wyvern to have such power) did he have elemental strengths?  
 
    He walked next to Mitch, a fae, and Sapphire's favorite long-haul reform. Mitch was friendly and had a good heart. Though we weren’t friends, if anyone could be my friend from Sapphire’s house it would be Mitch.  
 
    Nudging Dash’s shoulder I pointed inconspicuously at the pair. “Do you know who that is?” 
 
    Both Dash and Raffi glanced, Dash’s eyes widened. “No, but Raff, don’t you think he looks like—” 
 
    “I know what you’re going to say and I’m going to stop you there." 
 
    "Who?" I asked. "Who does he look like? I agree he looks familiar." 
 
    "Nothing," Raffi said. "Just a warrior we once knew. But Dash should be ashamed to compare a criminal to him."  
 
    I hardly heard anything Dash and Raffi said, my lungs burned when I watched the new guy wave at Mitch and step into the exact room I was to be in. 
 
    “Mitch,” I called across the hallway. The fae glanced over the heads of the bustling students. His brown eyes widened and he glanced back and forth before cautiously making his way toward us. Mitch eyed Raffi with noticeable apprehension when the warrior crossed his arms and glowered at the human.  
 
    “Hi, Jade,” he said. “Dash . . . Raffi. What’s up?” 
 
    “Nothing, really,” I said sweetly, feeling Mitch’s apprehension fade the longer I spoke. “I was curious who was that other guy with you? I’ve never seen him.” 
 
    “Another one like me,” he said, but I sensed he had an odd bit of pride being one of Sapphire’s students.  
 
    “He’s at the reform house?” Dash asked.  
 
    It didn’t make sense. Raffi and Dash had admitted last night they’d felt the shift in energy—Sapphire was living with the source. That meant he was completely lying to me, or had little ability to sense energy.  
 
    “Yeah, he’s a reform. So?” Mitch said a little defensively. 
 
    "Is he fae?" I asked.  
 
    "Nah, defective class." 
 
    I widened my eyes. Not possible. He was brimming in something so potent I could taste it. 
 
    Mitch scratched one of the points of his ears. "He just got here over the weekend. His name is Teagan.” 
 
    “So, what did he do?” Raffi asked.  
 
    “Well, big guy, not my place to say. You’ll need to ask him,” Mitch said. He faced me with a friendly smile. “Listen, I’ve got to go to class. Us criminals can’t afford to be late and all.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mitch." I gave him a small wave before he walked away.  
 
    “Jade what’s with the look?” Dash asked. 
 
    My stomach was in knots at the thought of seeing him face to face. This Teagan. There was something inside taking away every bit of free will—I needed to see him again.  
 
    “Didn’t you feel his energy?” I whispered before entering the room. Raffi looked uncomfortable, and Dash didn’t answer. “There’s something strange about this reform. I think he might be . . . wyvern.” 
 
    “No way,” Raffi said. “We would know.” 
 
    “He’s something, I feel this . . . connection. The second I saw him.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Dash hissed.  
 
    “I can’t explain it, but I intend to find out exactly who he is.” 
 
    “Jade, wait,” Raffi started. 
 
    I ignored him and forced my heart to return to my chest. In the back of the room, Teagan's head was down, staring at something on the desk. Then, as if the ground shifted, a spark of power, and his eyes lifted to mine.  
 
    They reminded me of the summer sky, right when the dawn wakes the earth. Like blue diamonds. He didn’t blink, his expression one of shock, did he recognize me the same way my heart knew him? How would I know him?  
 
    “Jade, are you blocking us?” Dash hissed.  
 
    “Don’t you dare,” Raffi said, hardly moving his mouth.  
 
    Oh, yes. I dared.  
 
    The gift to manipulate the mind into not seeing what it was seeing was going to come in handy today. Raffi and Dash didn’t need to be keen to this first conversation. Taking my place next to him, I grinned widely. Would he tell me the truth in class? Would he explain the power bursting from his veins? Or would he come to us later? He eyed me, then Raffi and Dash. I manipulated them to look away even more. I blocked the teacher from caring we were there.  
 
    Tilting my head, I watched him for half a breath.  
 
    “Hi,” I said easily. “You’re new.” 
 
    Raffi mumbled something, but all my focus was on his strong face, his ocean eyes, his radiant soul.  
 
    Sitting there in that moment, I would never know how much meeting the reform named Teagan would change everything about my life.  
 
    How much he would change everything about our entire world.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Thank You 
 
    This is the first book I’ve ever written with dragons. It was AMAZING. 
 
    Thank you as always for my family, my kids, husband—you always give me so much time to write and dream up a new world. Seriously, I couldn’t do this without you.  
 
    Thank you to Aubrey for reading like a maniac and begging for more chapters to keep me writing.  
 
    Thank you to my wonderful readers. Without you this would not be nearly as awesome, and not nearly as fulfilling. I love you.  
 
      
 
    May we all be the good,  
 
    LJ 
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