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Part One
The Mage






Chapter 1








Magis creatures had existed in plain sight for centuries. 
But dragons were supposed to be dead. Killed off by the original mages in brutal deadly wars long ago. 
The truth was, dragons were real, and I was in love with their queen. 
Weeks had passed since I’d almost died. The agony of that night still rippled through my chest. Darkness threatened to control my soul the longer I thought on everything. I saw his silver eyes when I slept. I replayed the way she died each morning, as if the sunlight were a constant reminder of her goodness and strength. 
Mini hadn’t deserved the end she’d met. Her absence was an empty hole in each day, each training, each council. 
The morning sun broke through the frosty window as I pushed thoughts of my friend to the back of my mind. Dawn brightened the green marks on my arms until the color tinted gold. Each arm was enrobed in the marks. Tattoos to most; few knew the truth of what the green symbols meant. 
On my shoulders, down to my waist, a seal of gilded green took up space on my back. It was my favorite mark. 
You might not think such a secret could be kept, roaming with dragons and all, but hiding the impossible became easier the longer time passed. 
It helped that the royal wyverns were rather accustomed to living in plain sight. Not having many people in my life to conceal the truth from helped, too. Aunt Liz, the woman who’d raised me, needed to remain in the dark. To her, I was still a defective magis. A powerless, abandoned guy who fit nowhere. Not with human districts, not with the magically inclined. To her, I was still one mistake away from being tossed into dark, damp rune cells beneath the Magic Police Force buildings. 
I wasn’t. Not even close.
I jumped when a fist pounded on my door. “Teagan—seriously, every morning. Come on!”
“Relax, Mitch! We always make it on time!” I usually dawdled in the mornings now, just to irritate my friend, a fae changeling who didn’t fit anywhere either.
Mitch jiggled the doorknob once more. “Yeah, well, one day I’d like to get there with some time to spare. I’ve got people to see too.”
Mitch’s steps stomped down the hallway while I tossed my T-shirt over my head. 
Out of habit, my fingers traced a few of the swirls and lines of the marks on my forearm. A sort of comfort now when once they terrified me. The truth that dragons existed was difficult enough to wrap around my mind, but the idea that magical, energy-wielding mages existed—and that I was one of them—that was an entirely different challenge to accept. 
With my toe, I shoved the gilded hilt of one of the mage blades beneath my bed. Even such a simple touch sent a spark shooting up my leg. The blades were mine. Everyone told me I’d be considered the new High Priest of mages because the blades chose me. I’d rather not be. The title had been corrupted by the previous owner. 
Satisfied they were hidden, I shouldered a pack, and hurried out into the hallway.
The main level of the house was empty, only a few straggling magis reforms remained. An imp with bluish skin. A harpy with golden eyes. A few defectives who would never know what the unusable magic in their veins could do. I’d been grateful when the gaggle of succubus girls had returned home at the end of summer. Now it was quieter, less seductive, and I could sleep a little easier. 
Outside a thin layer of frosty powder coated the gravel drive. A frigid wind picked up, flurrying snow around my face. Even still, since the fight between the dark High Priest, my body seemed to resist the cold. As though the power coursing through my veins were a constant furnace. 
“Teagan,” a booming voice shouted from behind me. “Wait, I have to tell you . . .”
“The bus is leaving,” I called over my shoulder. 
Sapphire’s rich, coal-like eyes found me from his office door. “And you care?”
I shrugged. “Hey, you guys are the ones who said I still had to participate like a proper reform.”
One of the imps lifted a bushy brow. His inky eyes darted between me and Konrad Sapphire. To the imp, Sapphire was the head counselor. A man not to be trifled with. The imp scurried away when Sapphire dragged me back inside. 
Sapphire wasn’t a man. Not really. 
One of the royal dragons and now with Mini’s death, my charge to protect as a mage. Even if my armor shone in emerald, I’d known the moment I promised to defend the Sapphire line, I would. As fiercely as I would the queen.  
Sapphire let out a dramatic sigh. “You know you need to listen to me. One, I’m royal. Two, I’m still the head of this house.” 
“Get a move on it,” the plump, trollish bus driver, Wanda, shrieked. 
“She’ll murder me if I don’t go,” I said. “And you might be royal, but I’m the leader of the Mages. We’re basically the same. Try again.”
I took the porch steps two at a time, but Sapphire called out after me. “There’s something I think you should know before going to the barrier.”
“Is someone dying?” 
“What? No, but—”
“Okay then, we’ll talk when I get home.”
“I can’t make any promises you won’t die if you don’t hurry!” Wanda shouted. Her stringy red curls wisped around her face, and already beads of sweat glistened over her hooded brow. I climbed the bus steps and she poked her finger at my heart. “Where’s your coat, boy? Those hideous things should be covered.” 
The sith scanned my arms, disapproval written on her face. 
“You know I didn’t get in this place by following the rules. I figure if Sapphire says it’s good, who am I to argue?”
She scoffed, used her thumb to direct me to a seat, and jerked the steering wheel, so I stumbled a bit. “Well, hopefully Ms. Drake will have the backbone to set you straight.”
Right. I rolled my eyes. Eisha was the one who had resisted the truth that the mages had returned. At the last interaction Eisha had with Bron, her mate had been slaughtered along with Jade’s parents. But after Mini died, I’d proven my loyalty enough for her. 
Maybe I ought to let Wanda know Eisha had become one of my fiercest allies. 
The others continued to resist my affection for Jade, but Eisha accepted there was something different about the bond shared between the two of us. 
“Wanda is going to run over your foot when you get off,” Mitch said as I sat beside him. 
“No, I think she secretly likes us,” I said. Mitch glanced at my arms but didn’t say anything, though I could sense he wanted to. “What is it?”
Sapphire had approved Mitch’s dark curls to come in longer through the winter months since he hated the cold. He had a beanie pulled over his pointed ears, and lately his eyes looked more like molten gold than hazel. I was glad to call the fae a friend. Though, I think he suspected something had changed. His fae magic sensed other powers and there were moments I often caught Mitch scrutinizing me, as if he might catch a glimpse of something remarkable. 
Mitch pointed to my arms. “Your tattoos—they keep changing. One day they look a certain way, the next day they are something entirely different.”
“What are you asking, Mitch?” 
“I don’t know,” he admitted, eyes narrowed. “But when I do, I’ll be sure to ask.”
I grinned. “Okay. Do that.” 
I nudged Mitch’s elbow, ignoring the way the back of my throat burned. I shouldn’t encourage anything, but I also couldn’t deny the thought of sharing the burden was tempting. Mitch wouldn’t betray Sapphire, he viewed him too much like a father figure. And he was fae—maybe he could . . . 
No. It would only place Mitch in danger if I involved him.
“You’re not crazy,” I said after a pause. “I had them done with witch’s ink. It’s got a few tricks in the color. That’s why it changes.”
“Really?” He sounded like he didn’t believe a word. After a few heartbeats he shrugged. “Guess it makes some sense.” 
I slugged his shoulder as the bus rolled up to the barrier between the human district and magis side of Wyvern Willows. 
Mitch picked up a satchel, a new grin on his face. “I know you only wanted to do the summer thing, but I’m glad you stuck around. Winter is ridiculously boring most years.”
“Me too,” I said. Originally, I’d been sent to finish magis high school at the summer program at Wyvern High. As principal, Eisha offered me an honorary diploma. Good behavior, she called it. 
By all accounts I should’ve returned to Hamilton with Aunt Liz, but separating from Jade—not a chance. We brushed it off as an extended sentence, but Mitch figured I planned to live there like he did at this point. 
Outside, the magis gathered around the barrier. Fae with horns, pointed ears, or long fingernails lined up with a few spell casters in robes, and herb witches with grimoires. Each quarter the barrier needed to be reinforced, and it fell to us to rebuild it. 
“What can a defective do?” Boris, a rather unfriendly wolvyn who’d been caught stealing from a vampire harem shoved between me and Mitch. 
“Ass,” Mitch grumbled and wiggled his fingers at Boris’s back. A thorn popped out of his neck with enough of a jolt, the wolvyn couldn’t help but shift. His skin sprouted coarse, dark fur. His nose became a narrow, wet snout. 
All around other magis snickered when Boris whimpered and pawed at the thorn still jutting out of his fur. I laughed as Mitch wiggled his fingers again and it faded into nothing. 
Boris snarled. 
“Go ahead,” Mitch said. “Shift back.”
Wolvyn shifted naked, and usually with patchy bits of fur or a tail for a solid hour after. Boris bared his fangs and padded away into the trees. He’d either shift and freeze, or sit here, useless in his true form. 
“You never use your magic,” I said to Mitch. “It’s stronger than it was.”
“I know,” he agreed. “I’m telling you, since that earthquake, it’s like I can do things I never thought I could.”
I didn’t miss the way Mitch stretched the word earthquake. During the battle with Bron the earth split in two. The only one who didn’t buy the quake story was Mitch. He’d sensed the magic of the ravine straightaway. But he’d never pressed. 
Mitch would ask when he knew the right questions, to be sure. And he’d see through a lie. I was certain of it. 
“I saw that, Mitch.”
My stomach flipped inside out and I turned to the silky voice. 
Jade moved through the crowd like a true queen. The smile spread across my face, and I did little to stop it. Something had changed inside Jade too. She was powerful, regal—as a queen should be. But there was more. For years Jade had been trapped in her human form, unable to shift. Finally, not so many weeks ago, she’d returned to her dragon form for the first time in centuries. 
Mitch scoffed. “He deserved it.”
Jade drifted toward me, never alone, of course. Though I was named as Jade’s protector, Raffi and Dash were her two warriors and never far behind. 
Raffi scowled like usual, always on edge. But nearly having your head torn off by a lindworm allowed for some paranoia. 
On the opposite side, Dash smiled more. As if he lived for battle and it inspired a different side of him. Dash bore his new scars on his corded neck with pride, always giving different stories as to how they came to be. 
I curled my arms around Jade’s waist. Mitch groaned, but so did Raffi. I hardly cared.
“Bold today,” Jade said as her fingertips followed the marks on my skin.
“It’s hot in long sleeves.”
“It’s winter,” Mitch said. 
I waved him away and he joined Raffi and Dash at the barrier. Already the pulses of white magic shot up and down as it strengthened. The barrier served two purposes: it gave the human district a clear line they could either risk and cross, or avoid. But it kept dark powers out. Not dark creatures—no—plenty of dark elven and wraiths and phantoms lived behind magis barriers, but it signaled malice and forbidden dark power. The sort of magic that manipulated the earth to do wicked things to innocent. 
The sort of power that Bron used. 
Clearly, this magis district barrier was no match for the dark High Priest. Then again, mages were supposed to be dead. No doubt the magis mayor—a pompous forest fae—had no idea his barrier would not hold against the ancient mage. 
He hadn’t quite clued-in that dragons lived in town, either. 
“Did Sapphire speak with you?” Jade asked in a low voice. 
My brow furrowed when I met her gleaming green eyes. Maybe I should have given Sapphire the time to speak. “He tried, but we were running late.”
Jade nodded. “It’s fine. We’ll talk later.”
A wave of tension tossed over me. Our bond connected things like emotions and she had a knack for worrying when anything involved me. 
I pulled her against my chest and lowered my lips to her ear. “Something’s wrong.”
“Really, it’s nothing that can’t wait. It’s just a . . . surprise, that’s all.” 
I let it go for now and followed her to the others. I could fuel the barrier, but I needed to play the role of defective. As did Jade. So, we supplied the row of creatures with supplies, or water (some fae preferred wine) and food while they worked on the barrier. They had no idea my magic powered a second, invisible, barrier. A banishment of lindworms and dark mages. 
We played our roles. 
We planned. 
We still had no clear way to protect the remaining royals. 
Sapphire and Jade had sent word to the other elemental royals scattered around the earth, but . . . nothing returned. Truth be told, it left a sinking ache in the back of my skull. By now, someone should’ve reached out. Anyone.
“Ah, strong as ever.”
The two warriors stiffened. Their faces slack and focused. A man with stormy eyes materialized near the barrier. He studied the two warriors, passed over Mitch, but drew his eyes to me. His skin puckered in deep wrinkles near his mouth and eyes. He flicked his gaze to my arms, but bounced back as if he didn’t see the golden-green marks. 
A few shrubs pulled aside and Eisha, dressed in a pantsuit, hurried to the guy’s side. 
My chest tightened. Something was off. 
“And who,” the man started, eyes on me, “are you?”
“Uh, Teagan Ward.” 
The man nodded, a satisfied smile passing over his lips. “I am Aldwin from the—”
“State school board,” Eisha blurted out. She stood by Aldwin, a false grin on her face. “The state school board, isn’t that right Mr. Aldwin.”
He puckered his mouth, a flash of white in his eyes, but turned on his heel, muttering, “Shameful” under his breath. 
Jade’s fingers slipped into mine and calm spread through me at once. I offered a bemused glance, but didn’t get the chance to ask before Eisha was at my side.
“Teagan, come this way.”
Jade paled and the defensive instinct prickled along my arms, as though the armor might harden along the green marks any moment. 
“Teag!” Mitch called out and gestured for the bus. “We’re leaving.”
I pointed to Eisha and Mitch tossed a suspicious thumbs up, but hurried away with the others. 
Eisha used her head to point to a thick patch of trees. With Jade’s hand in mine, I left the barrier and faded into shadows of the trees. I pulled back a heavy bower of branches for Jade, and when I faced forward again Aldwin stood inches from my face. 
One of his knobby hands shot out and locked around my wrist. “Ah, this is the great defender.” 
My throat tightened, and with each breath I could feel the spaces between my ribs pit from my rapid breaths. A strange surge of energy rippled through my blood when I tugged my wrist away. 
“Who are you?” I snapped. 
“Were you not informed?” Aldwin asked with genuine curiosity. 
Clearing my throat, I glanced back at Jade. Raffi and Dash were standing at attention now, Eisha stood at my opposite shoulder, a little protectively. Jade smiled, but it was forced. 
“Teagan,” she said. “This is Aldwin. An elder.”
“I don’t know what that means.” 
“I am the lead elder of the wyvern council, Mr. Ward. Or would you prefer High Priest?” Aldwin said, mistrust in his tone. 
“Teagan,” I muttered. 
“Fine then.” A subtle accent quivered in his tone. “I’ve come to discuss what happened during the lindworm attack. We ask for your version of the event and, of course, we will need to assess your lineage.”
“What are you talking about?” The lineage part was the piece I didn’t want to explore. 
Bron, he’d said he was my father. Evil, dangerous, and wanted to kill me—not exactly ideal. Then, there was the matter of my mother. No one was positive, but the High Priestess seemed the likely answer. The only problem—no one knew if she was on the side of Bron or the side of elemental dragons. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. 
“Come with me, Teagan,” Aldwin said with a curling grin. “I thirst for knowledge only you can give. This way.” 




Chapter 2








Eisha’s office at the school was chilled like an ice chest. Sweet rose perfumed the air with a touch of woodsmoke. Before my mage magic released, I never noticed the woodsy hint of dragons, now it brought a calm. Especially in moments as this. 
Eisha was the stereotype of a dragon. Where once I detested entering her office, thinking she was an overprotective mother trying to keep me from Jade, now it always drew a smile to my face. She had a fascination with rare gems, coins, stones. Her shelves were stuffed with precious metals and shiny things, so when Aldwin opened the door, I blinked against a glare until I could shade the blinds. 
Only Jade and I joined Eisha with the elder. Raffi and Dash were instructed to stay outside, much to Raffi’s disapproval. He flashed me a look that said tell me everything. 
Being the holiday break, the school was empty. Private. And something told me Eisha didn’t want the elder at her house.
“Elder Aldwin,” Eisha said, a quiver in the corner of her lip. “I was just informed you had come. To what do we owe such an honor?”
Aldwin’s eyes gleamed with purpose, and the lines in his face only deepened. Jade had been alive for nearly two centuries, but looked, maybe, twenty. Eisha neared five hundred, the prime of her life. How ancient Aldwin must be to have so many divots in his skin. 
“Though I appreciate the warm welcome,” Aldwin said. “We all know why I am here, my dear.” 
Eisha shot a nervous glance at me as I took my place next to the elder. Jade stood near the door, fists clenched. All the tension drove me insane. Aldwin was intense, to be sure, but the man hadn’t emitted any sort of negative energy since I’d been in his presence. 
“Wonderful to see you living so peacefully here, dear Eisha,” Aldwin said. “You’ve done such a marvelous job caring for Queen Ariana. She is nearing her time to rise to the throne.”
“I am not nearing, Elder Aldwin. I am ready,” Jade insisted with a ferocity that only added to the tension. 
Aldwin smiled—a grandfatherly sort of grin—but I sensed it was the reason behind Jade’s sudden scowl. “Your strength is so admirable, Highness. I look forward to your ascension.”
“Shall we get along with your questions, Elder?” Eisha asked. She handled a small bit of raw amber, as though the stone lessened the pressure. 
“I suppose that’s why we’re here.” Aldwin faced me. “Mr. Ward, as representative for the Elder Council of the Wyverns, am I to believe you had no idea you were born of the mage race?”
We expected this, knew we couldn’t keep what happened a secret forever. Still, my knee bounced with anxious energy. I glanced at Jade. She didn’t hesitate and crossed the space between us. Her fingers brushed my shoulder, then her palm settled there. As if marking me, or defending me without saying a word.
“There were no signs,” I said. “Before coming to Wyvern Willows, and facing a zomok, I was defective class in the magis district.”
Aldwin nodded, but his eyes narrowed. “It isn’t uncommon for the armor to remain dormant until an event occurs. But I’ve never known a mage to not know their lineage.”
“Elder Aldwin, I reported to the council of Teagan’s unique situation. His guardian is not a mage; she is an unpowerful herb witch and knows nothing of any of this.”
Aldwin nodded, never glancing at Eisha. The prickle of my armor trickled along my skin as I waited for him to speak again. 
“Yes, I do recall the report,” Aldwin said after a long pause. “Has the woman been questioned?”
“She doesn’t know anything,” I said through my teeth. “We decided to keep it that way for her safety.”
Aldwin chuckled. “Her safety? My dear boy, wasn’t the woman nearly torn to shreds by the serpents?”
“I handled her thoughts on the event,” Jade insisted. “And we had connections to a mentalist witch. Liz has no recollection of what happened. A warrior now stands near her home for her protection, unbeknownst to her.”
Aldwin clicked his tongue. “Wyvern warriors now protect lesser magis, dare I say, even humans?” No, I didn’t miss the sharpness in his tone, nor the disgust. I didn’t like Aldwin the Elder. “Your Highness, forgive me, but manipulation cannot wipe away memories.”
I thought Jade might glance away, embarrassed. To my pleasure and pride, she only took a step closer, her shoulders squared and an arrogant smirk along her rosy lips. “Well, with all due respect, Elder, you have never witnessed my abilities. Nor allowed yourself to learn the prowess and talents of lesser magis creatures, as you put it.”
“Lesser being the word, my queen. They have no standing in our world, therefore take up no estate in my thoughts.” He chuckled and surveyed the room. “I sense such tension. I am not your enemy. We are obligated to understand any change, and mages entering our way of life once more is certainly of note. You understand, young mage, that we must keep you in our sights? You were able to retrieve the High Priest blades, were you not?”
I didn’t want to speak about the blades. I didn’t want Aldwin to connect any doubts that put me in the same realm as Bron, but I could see the cogs working in his ancient mind. Everyone believed the same thing. Jade was the only one who understood how ashamed I was knowing the mage who had slaughtered most of the royal wyvern family was my father. 
Bron believed it. I believed it. Everyone believed it as truth. 
Swallowing the tension in my throat, I raised my eyes to Aldwin. “Yes. I was able to take the blades from the ground during a time of need. They banished the lindworms, for now.”
“Yes, but the banishment will not keep out the likes of King Nag. I’m certain the dark High Priest has been breaking apart the blades’ power since leaving. You understand as a jade bloodline mage, as the one who summoned the blades, your lineage is certain to come from the highest mages. One is a known murderous traitor. The other has not been seen or heard from since the willow of this town was placed as a protection.”
“We know, Aldwin,” Eisha said. “We know all this. None of us can control who our parents are.” 
“Very true,” he said. “Although, I remain suspicious. It is not meant to be taken personally, mage. The elder council watches over the wyverns, and I am not satisfied you are not a threat to my people. For this reason, the sentry of the council will be placed as a protection for our purposes. Think of him as a scout of sorts.”
“You’re sending someone to spy on me?” The heat building along my neck was like a spray of boiling water. I knew the armor flashed into a richer green, with shimmering gold in the hue. I was threatened, and I wasn’t convinced Jade and the others were completely safe, either.
“If you want to view it in such a way, yes,” Aldwin said flatly. “Listen to me, Mr. Ward. I care little if this choice is accepted by anyone in this room. I will do what is necessary to ensure the safety of my people. I won’t—nay, I refuse to—be witness to the carnage delivered at the hands of the mage so many years ago.”
“You would punish Teagan for the sins of another, Elder?” Jade asked, chin lifted.
“For the sins of his father, it would seem, Highness. And for now, I will. You were too young to understand the loyalty among the mages. Their bonds and connections rival that of our own. It would not be hard to imagine a son remaining loyal to a father.”
My fists balled, and I directed my words at the carpeted floor. I couldn’t look at the elder for fear I might strike the man. “Even if the man abandoned me and tried to kill me?”
“Even then. Bonds are at times, impenetrable.”
“The only bond I have loyalty to is with Jade.”
Aldwin ignored me. “I assure you, Frenrir will not be a bother. You will hardly notice him.”
“Frenrir?” Eisha questioned, though I saw her glance toward the door where Raffi and Dash would be waiting.
“Yes, my dear. That is the council’s decision. I shall take my leave of you now. By law, the council will be informed of anything changing, yes?”
“As always, Elder Aldwin,” Eisha insisted. 
With a nod, Aldwin rose from his seat, adjusted the black tailored suit he wore, vastly overdressed, and stepped out of the office. Eisha followed, leaving us alone for half a breath before Raffi and Dash hurried inside. 
“What was said?” Raffi asked. 
“I get a babysitter.” I slumped in my chair.
“Don’t see it in such a way,” Jade said, her hand rubbing my shoulder. “Let the council believe what they will. Each of us knows what you sacrificed to keep us alive. It will be made known soon, and the council will be out of our business, and back in the cave where they hide and congratulate themselves on their long lives.”
“Jade,” Dash warned. 
“What? I tire of our ancient ones seeing only one way. It is nearly impossible to open their minds up to new possibilities. I’ve said it before, recent events prove that change may be the way we finally defeat King Nag. Hiding and sticking to old traditions did no good for anyone.”
“I agree,” Raffi said. “We’re just a little shocked to hear you speak of the elders in such a way. The royals have always revered them like deities. You’re speaking like a warrior.”
“Like my father was before he was royal. I take it as a compliment,” she said and took hold of my hand. 
I knew little of Jade’s parents, but did recall she had mentioned her father, Malik, had served as a powerful wyvern warrior before vowing and bonding with her mother. 
“So which elder is being sent to watch Teagan?” Dash asked. 
“I do not think you’ll care for the response,” a frigid voice filled the room. 
A slender, crimson-haired man stood in the doorframe. His jaw pointed and sharp. His brow pulled tight, as though locked in constant worry. Ash layered on his skin, woodsmoke followed him where he went. Dragon, yet a weak-looking wyvern. Most dragons carried themselves with undeniable strength and confidence. He was a scarecrow. 
Raffi and Dash gaped, both a little stunned. Fiery anger flashed through their eyes, and in unison, the two warriors faced the newcomer. 
“Hello, warriors. Have you missed me in my promotional absence?”
Raffi’s fists clenched so tightly I thought his fingernails would break through his skin. “Frenrir?”
“Good to see you, Raffi. And Dash, you as well.” Frenrir’s eyes drifted toward me, and I sensed immediate hatred. Jade stepped in front of me, and Frenrir bowed his head. “My young queen, stunning as ever. This must be the mage?”
I rose. Frenrir’s pasty skin and spindly limbs brought little threat. “I’m Teagan.”
“Yes,” he hissed. “I know you find this unfair, and frankly, I would rather be anywhere than thrust into the life of a mage, but I warn you, I will be watching. I may not seem threatening, but one word from me will bring the council of elders upon you with the utmost violence.”
“You always were a weasel, Frenrir. Always stomping over others to rise to the top. Do not forget, we hold the word of the queen and the royal of the sapphire line over yours,” Raffi said with a low growl. 
“True,” Frenrir said lightly. “But we all know the elders are no small opinion, either.”
“Look.” I took a step at the dragon, and he backed away. It brought a certain sort of pleasure to cause him a bit of anxiety. “Do what you must, but stay out of my way. We have other things to worry about than a snooping dragon servant.”
“I am no servant,” Frenrir said with bitterness.
“Sounds like you’re no warrior, no royal, and no elder. To me it sounds like you do just about anything old Aldwin asks,” I said. Dash and Raffi nodded in agreement. “So, to me, that makes you their servant. I could use a different word if you’d like?”
Frenrir glared at me with sharp eyes like the point of a knife, but I took Jade’s hand and stomped past him. 
“Where are you going?” he snapped.
“Away. We have things to do, pretenses to keep. See you around, Fren.”
Raffi chuckled arrogantly and followed close behind us. Dash slammed the door. Jade went stiff at my side, and I couldn’t blame her—I felt much the same. I was quick with my tongue to hide the truth of my worries, but with her touch she could read my discomfort as plain as if I’d said the words out loud.
We quickened our pace, a pounding warning in the back of my mind that the elders had more plans than they let on. 
Doubtless, it involved ridding the wyvern race of anything resembling a mage once and for all. 




Chapter 3








Frosty blue light filtered across the porch when Jade and I returned to the reform house. Raffi and Dash stuck with us; Raffi’s endless complaints of Frenrir followed our every step. 
“He couldn’t survive warrior training. His father, you remember Norshak the Hornback, was one of the more vicious warriors. Everyone expected such great things from Frenrir. Look at him, he’s withering away,” Raffi said with each crunching step along the gravel. 
“Raffi,” Jade breathed deeply. “He’s in human form—”
Dash snickered, shoving his hands in his pockets when frigid wind picked up. “You know our human forms are a likeness of our true form. I agree with Raffi, Frenrir was a sniveling disappointment to the warrior clan. He does better snitching than fighting. Rumor was he knew the High—I mean, Bron was dissenting, but he saw it in his favor to wait for the last second and report to the elder council as though he’d had a premonition. Visionary wyvern are always fast tracked to the elder council. Seems it may have worked.”
“You’re accusing a wyvern, despite his unseemly qualities, of treason. If Frenrir truly heard rumor of Bron’s misdeeds, he is just as much responsible for what happened to our people as anyone,” Jade insisted. 
“Exactly,” Raffi grumbled. “That’s why I don’t trust him in the slightest. He’s going to spin something about Teagan. I know it.”
“I can handle myself,” I said and held the screen door open for Jade. 
Sapphire wouldn’t be pleased I’d returned so late. It was becoming more difficult for the man to make excuses for my long absences with the other reforms in the house. Today, however, he would have to understand. 
“Teagan, you know I’ve placed my trust in you after the incident, but you’ve never dealt with the elder council,” Raffi said, running a hand through his hair, the tips like fire from the light on the porch. 
Raffi was right—human characteristics did match their wyvern forms. Jade was a beautiful dragon. Her body was strong, yet sleek and soft. Her eyes large and knowing—and her beauty transferred to her human form. Dash was dark and strong with ashen wings. His hair in human form was like the night sky, with his skin rich and brown. Raffi gleamed like fire and brawn whenever he shifted, and his cinnamon hair and blushed complexion were both appropriate for the warrior.  
Jade’s grip on my hand tightened when we sauntered into the kitchen. She let out a long sigh. “Raffi’s right. The elder council is laden in tradition. You heard how Aldwin felt about me rising to the throne now. Even if I were crowned in earnest, I’m certain the council would be an ever-constant voice in my ear. 
“Frenrir could quite possibly be here for me as well as you. I’m concerned he will find . . . my feelings for you a threat. I fear my presence in your life might possibly be dangerous.”
I paused, grateful Raffi and Dash were too buried in their complaints to hear our conversation. I eased Jade into the front living room. No reforms had lost their private room privileges as of late. The cots were all stacked neatly along the wall, and we could be alone for a moment. 
I gently traced her jawline with my thumb. “I don’t like that kind of talk. We knew it would be dangerous to be together. It’s never happened with mages and dragons, right?”
She nodded, her lips parting slightly. Her pulse raged against my chest as I drew her into my body. 
“Do you want to separate?” I whispered. “Do you want to live as protectors of each other and nothing else?”
She hesitated, and for a moment I wondered if I’d get an answer I didn’t want. 
“I don’t want anything to happen to you,” she admitted. “But even if I tried, I’m not certain I would be able to stay away.”
My favorite thing was when Jade stroked her fingers through my hair. It sent my head into a spin, and this moment was no different. Pressing my forehead against her brow, I grinned. “Then we stick together. We knew we’d meet those who didn’t approve—even Sapphire still views it as unnatural. You are the youngest queen, I’m a mage without a past, a mage with a personal seal of a wyvern. We are firsts in many ways. Why not be the first to do other things?” 
I smiled coyly and brushed my lips against hers, lingering just long enough until her breath hitched in her throat. Jade was the one who finished the job. She pulled my lips against hers, sweet and raw. A surge of electricity pulsed through my body. 
It was a fact I’d accepted long ago—I would never tire of Jade’s kisses. The wall braced her as she wrapped her arms around my neck, and I pressed closer. The moment could have lasted all night were it up to me, but a booming, angry shout broke us apart as fast as we’d joined together. 
Jade pushed through the swinging kitchen door first. A wall of pungent, greasy bacon struck my face. Raffi was purple with exertion. His fists balled, and corded muscles in his neck throbbed in anger. What the hell happened?
It didn’t take long to find out. 
Sapphire pressed his strong arm against Raffi’s chest, pinning him against the wall. Behind the island counter, ten steps away, Frenrir stood smugly, arms folded over his chest. 
“What a way to behave,” Frenrir muttered, clicking his tongue. “Nothing in your temperament has changed or matured.”
“You lying miscreant,” Raffi bellowed. “You did not even have the warrior seal, and you dishonor every warrior who has given a life for the service of the crown.”
“Raffi, what’s going on?” Jade demanded. “Frenrir, what are you doing here?”
Frenrir smiled innocently at Jade, though he had a remarkable way of keeping me in his eyesight at the same time. “Your Highness, I am to look over the mage. So, naturally, I would be where he will be.”
“He thinks he can defend the royal bloodlines better than a warrior. You say you were honored by Thane himself!” Raffi growled, slashing his hand over Sapphire’s shoulder for one more grasp at Frenrir.
“All true,” Frenrir said pompously.
“Lies.” Dash growled in the back of his throat. “Gregor and Thane didn’t even know you existed.”
I didn’t know most of the names. Gregor, I thought was Eisha’s mate who’d died. Raffi spoke of a warrior named Thane sometimes. He had his sword, though, I didn’t quite understand the regard. Where were these powerful warriors now when we needed them most?
Frenrir sneered, eyes wild. “Your pardon? My father was—”
“Enough,” Jade interrupted. “Konrad, did you know he’d be here?”
Sapphire narrowed his black eyes. “It was only brought to my attention before you arrived. He is to play the part of a reform. Even if I’ve made it clear I have a handle on the situation.” Sapphire grunted when Raffi tried to shake him loose. “Raffi, I demand you not touch him. It will only cause trouble for us all.” 
I’d never seen Sapphire demand something of a lesser wyvern, and at times, I forgot he too was one of five royals. Raffi glared at Sapphire but nodded his head. 
Slowly, Sapphire lowered his arm, and Frenrir smirked as though he’d won some great victory. 
“Great, what else are you going to do? Sleep in my room?” I asked
“Actually, that would make my job much—”
“No,” Sapphire said. I could have kissed the man. “That would be completely suspicious to the others in the house. You can take the room adjacent to Teagan’s, but each reform is provided a private room.”
Frenrir seemed disappointed, but when Sapphire towered over him, there was a palpable intimidation. The spy nodded with a bow. “As you wish, my lord.”
“And you will stop saying degrading things to our warriors,” Sapphire went on. “We have been safe and protected thanks to Raffi and Dash. It is a noble position.”
Frenrir chuckled darkly, his annoying voice rose to a nasally pitch. “I meant no disrespect. The temper of Raffi is one I’m rather accustomed to. I suppose that is why he nearly lost his head against the lindworms.”
Raffi charged again, but I slammed my hand down on the table. Frustration was a strong enough emotion to spur the powerful energy coursing through my system day after day. The wood grains on the countertop released their own aura, and I was getting faster at linking to earth energy. At my touch, the counter flashed a golden barrier between the two dragons, enough they both stumbled back. Raffi cursed me but Frenrir gasped for air. 
“You attacked me.” Frenrir glowered in my direction, his palm splayed over his chest. 
“I protected you, but if you’d like, I’ll stand back and let Raffi do as he pleases.”
“You would do me a great honor,” Raffi said, cracking his knuckles like a damn street fighter.
Frenrir had a way of creating a perfect frown over his protruding chin. “I am not the enemy. I am only here to assure the council of your good nature. If you keep me safe, then I shall have nothing negative to say.”
“Then do as Sapphire says and have some respect for your royals,” I said. 
Frenrir seemed as though he desperately wanted to say something more but bit his tongue. 
“All right,” Sapphire said. “This is what we must do for a time. We are hiding nothing from the council. Teagan is honorable. So, if you’re here, Frenrir, then you shall make yourself useful. We are seeking word on the High Priestess mage. We must know where her loyalties lie so we can have a full understanding of our allies. Have you or the council had any sightings of where the mages may have gone?”
Frenrir straightened his shirt and shook his head. “Not a word. We thought the mages lost to the wyvern race completely. Those with a bond have not even felt the slightest stirring—he is the first sign we’ve had. Then, of course, the High Priest—”
“Bron is not the High Priest,” Jade whispered. “He’s a murderer and traitor. Teagan has the blades, Teagan is the High Priest, and you’ll do well to respect that position.”
Frenrir bowed his head in agreement to his queen. “Forgive me. Old habits. Like you, my queen, this mage is young.” He looked to me. “Are you ready to assume all the title of the High Priest mage holds?”
“Well, I’m pretty sure you know about as much as I do regarding what the title means, so don’t act like you’re ready to tell me my responsibilities. We both know you don’t have the slightest idea either.” Raffi and Dash chuckled and I thought Sapphire might have smiled too, but he turned away. I narrowed my gaze. “I’m ready to keep the royal bloodlines safe. I’m ready to find out where I came from and learn who I can trust. That’s all I can tell you.”
“Fine.” Frenrir sighed. “I shall make my leave and report on the first day to the council. I will be upstairs if needed.”
“You won’t be,” Dash said under his breath.
“The first door on the left, that’s the room you may use,” Sapphire said. “Don’t bother the other reform magis.” 
Frenrir bowed to both royals and stepped out of the kitchen—not before grabbing a piece of crisp bacon. 
Jade stomped to Sapphire’s side and huffed. “What is the council doing? When has there ever been a representative sent to keep track of royals?”
“Representative? More like a turncoat,” Raffi snarled, taking his own fair share of the bacon. “Look, our royal was cooking for the beast.”
“I wasn’t cooking for him. It was one of the hobgoblins who just arrived. I hurried and sent him to his room when Frenrir seemed ready to shift simply to have a bite,” Sapphire said. “To answer your questions, Jade, no. To my knowledge, the council has never put such watch on the royals. When King Lux ruled, the council was there as a formality, or for particularly difficult decisions. Now, it seems as though they’d rather keep the throne for themselves.”
“So, what do we do?” I asked. I didn’t like this, not one bit. 
Sapphire sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “We stay alert, and we keep what we can amongst ourselves. Share only obvious information with Frenrir. What I’m certain of is the council is not keen to the mage. I suspect finding the High Priestess will be the last of their worries. We also go along with what they want.”
“How do you expect we play both sides?” Jade asked. “We can’t conceal and do everything the council asks.”
“We must,” Sapphire said. “I believe that your crown, our way of life, and frankly, Teagan’s life depend on it.”
Dash snorted. “They wouldn’t harm a mage.”
Sapphire raised a brow. “You’re certain? The council does not forgive easily, and the mage is still to blame for the death of our people as much as King Nag. Teagan, I must insist you be vigilant in honing your abilities. We shall help where we can. But I believe finding the help of fellow mages is more important than ever.”
I closed my eyes, leaning forward on my palms over the table. “Yes, but there’s just one problem.”
“What’s that?” Sapphire and Jade asked in unison.
I glanced at the four wyverns. “We don’t know which mages we can trust.”
The wyvern council wanted me destroyed, and quite possibly the strongest mages in existence wouldn’t rest until I joined darkness or died. The daunting truth crushed upon my shoulders. How was I—or any of us—ever going to get out of this alive?
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Frenrir didn’t look like a reform. He was lanky with long fingers and nails that pointed a bit. His skin wasn’t taut like Raffi or Dash, and his eyes had an odd, yellowish glow. 
“So, it’s true. About the seal?” 
I jumped back into the shower nook. Through the steam in the bathroom his pointed, narrow face and glowing eyes stared back at me. 
“What are you doing in here?” I ripped a towel from the hook on the wall and hurried to wrap it around my waist. Each morning before the sun came up, I showered. I didn’t want questions about Jade’s seal. True, Mitch always thought I slept in, but I took my time to aggravate him. 
A shiver ran down my spine. I didn’t care if he was a dragon—sneaking in while someone showered crossed a line. 
Frenrir perched on the edge of the counter and smiled. “I am to watch you, yes?” 
“Not while I’m in the shower, pervert.”
“I don’t catch your meaning,” he said with such innocence I almost laughed. 
“It’s not . . . socially acceptable to watch people in the shower. Especially if they don’t know you’re there.” I stepped to the sink. 
Frenrir kept his knowing gaze on my back, and I wished he would slither back to the cave he’d come from. “I was not watching. A curtain was in front of you.”
“Still, don’t make it a habit, Fren. You might find out guys don’t appreciate it—and especially the girls. Sapphire will rip your head off.” I shoved my toothbrush in my mouth, hoping Frenrir would get the hint we were done speaking. 
“I have no interest in watching anyone else but you.” 
I pointed the frothy tip of the brush at him and lifted my brow. “Right there, that sort of talk—knock it off.”
Frenrir sighed, and I sort of enjoyed seeing him get frustrated. “I must ride on that pungent vehicle with you today. I shall never understand why the royals chose to live among humans and lesser magis. Moving about is so much easier with wings. Humans were once our servants, you know.”
“Yeah, what about the other magis? They’re powerful, too.”
“Insignificant. They were simply lords over their own kind. We ruled overall. It could be so again.”
“Why not just live among them and let them live their lives? I understand that sort of domination is what King Nag wants.”
“No,” Frenrir snapped. “Nag wants nothing but wyvern races on this earth. He doesn’t see the importance of living with all matters of energy. The humans, though lesser and not as valiant, have an energy which only adds to our strength. Magis creatures have purpose, they have balance in the earth. They kill our enemies, they tend to the forests, they keep the seas. Without both humans and magis there would be an imbalance and our power would be lesser eventually.”
“Still, keeping humans as servants doesn’t seem all that fair.” I knew he had a difficult time hearing me through my brushing, but I wasn’t going to stop on his account. 
“So you say. I imagine because you were raised among lessers is the reason for your opinion.” 
Wiping excess toothpaste from my chin, I glared at Frenrir. “And you have your opinion because you’ve never taken the time to understand anyone else apart from the elders. You don’t even understand the royals, nor what they’ve sacrificed to keep their elemental stones safe.”
“You’ve seen the jade stone?” Frenrir asked with excitement.
“Nope.” I tugged a gray T-shirt over my head. 
“Interesting. I’ve always wondered where the stones were hidden, you know.”
“Who knows? Would you like to hold my hand while I leave the bathroom, or am I allowed to stay a few feet away from you?” I shoved past him with a knock from my shoulder.
“You have a sharp tongue, mage. I have no doubt you must be a relation of the dark High Priest—”
I wheeled on him. My finger nearly jabbed him in the eye. “Don’t pretend you know anything about me or where I come from.”
Frenrir lifted a brow. “You do not accept the traitor could be your father.”
My lips pressed into two tiny lines, and the pulsing rage built in the hinge of my jaw. “Just . . . stay the hell back. You know nothing.”
[image: image-placeholder]In the backyard, Mitch chatted up Frenrir the same way he’d acquainted with me the first day I arrived. 
Frenrir did little to try to hide his arrogance toward a fae, and spoke as though he were a refined gentleman from the Gilded Age rather than a criminal needing extra guidance in life. If anyone would give away the truth, it would be Frenrir. 
The day was strangely warm. Snow glistened, but I couldn’t stay in the stifling house any longer. I held a bit of sympathy for Jade and the other dragons. According to them, their blood was on boil constantly. The winter air needed to stay winter, and not have a sudden hot spot.
Outside, Jade closed her eyes, a whisper of a smile on her lips as she absorbed the cool sunlight. Behind us Raffi and Dash tossed chopped wood into a pile, glares homed in on Frenrir.
“Mitch!” A mousy girl (from her swampy eyes, I guessed might be some type of water nyk) called from the back door. “Sapphire needs you.”
Mitch followed with a grumble. The girl waved at Jade, but when I turned around again, she tucked her head and hurried back inside. 
I snorted a laugh. “Is my face that scary?” 
Jade leaned her head on my shoulder, then tilted her chin, so her lips were mere inches from mine. I was undone and she knew it. 
“I sense intimidation from her, not fear. You know you have a reputation, Teagan Ward.”
“Something I try very hard to keep up.”
“Well, your rebellious spirit sort of appeals to me,” she whispered against my ear. Sparks of heat prickled down my neck. 
Frenrir cleared his throat, drawing Jade away from me—begrudgingly. 
“You think it wise for a mage and wyvern royal to get so close?”
“Hush, Frenrir,” Jade demanded. “You speak so loudly—anyone could hear you.”
He only shrugged. “Forgive me, my queen. I simply speak in earnest. The bond is meant to keep you safe, as well as your mage. Nothing more.”
“Yeah, you’re late to that, Fren. We’ve already heard all the warnings from everyone else,” I said, curling my fingers in Jade’s grip. “And just like them, you’re going to have to get used to it.”
Frenrir rolled his eyes, and for a moment, I thought a little steam burst from his nostrils. “It’s all very unorthodox, that’s all I’m saying. There’s a reason the wyvern race reigns in strength.”
“You think my love for Jade will be our undoing,” I said dryly. “Hate to tell you, those bonds you speak of didn’t stop a war.”
Frenrir frowned. “Our attachments are made to continue the lineage of valor and power. Keep the wyvern blood within wyverns. Not for . . . romance.”
Jade groaned, kissed me longer than normal, then glared at Frenrir as she stood. “I’m to meet with Eisha. I will see you later.”
When she left, Frenrir said matter-of-factly, “I believe I’ve offended the young queen.”
“You think? Listen, Jade is queen for a reason, right? Maybe you should stop telling her what to do and how to be. It’ll take you far in her good graces.”
“She is young and has not formally ascended the throne,” he argued. 
“Yeah, well how is she ever going to show you and the elders how powerful she can be if you never give her the chance?” I retorted. “You know Jade was the one who predicted something dangerous was coming, right? If she hadn’t put everyone on edge, Bron and the lindworms might have killed Sapphire and her. Then where would the elders be? Two royals lost.”
A miracle of miracles occurred when Frenrir bowed his head in submission. “Perhaps you’re right. I will make a greater effort in keeping my opinions to myself. At least the ones that hold little value. But I must make it clear, the elders will never accept the bond you’re building with her.”
“Yeah, well, until they’ve felt what I do, until they have her seal etched into their skin, they can take their acceptance and—”
“Please.” Frenrir held up a hand. “I don’t need more vulgar human language. I’m merely warning you, in good faith. Be careful, mage. You are already in the elders’ sights. I’d urge you not to push back.” 
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“He’s sleeping now.” I dropped my cheek to her forehead.
“I doubt he ever sleeps.” 
“I don’t know, he sort of stopped following me after dinner. Having a tail is going to be exhausting. I kept checking behind me the whole way here, certain he was following me.”
“What do you think? Is he going to convince the elders to tear us apart?”
“He didn’t like it and made it clear it wasn’t accepted for us to be so close, but when did we decide we’re going to let anyone tell us how to be?”
Jade smiled, and I could see the bright gleam of her white teeth in the moonlight before I tugged her a little closer and closed my eyes, enjoying the stillness of the night. 
“Do you hear that?” Jade asked after a long pause. 
Instantly the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. It wasn’t what I heard; it was what I didn’t hear. The surrounding forest was silent, as though all life had fallen asleep. Not even a bristle of leaves from the wind. No mistake, not even the wind. 
Leveraging into a crouch, I protectively placed my arm in front of Jade. “I don’t hear anything.”
“I hear the trees,” she whispered. The energy of the trees connected to Jade as it did me, but it would seem I was cut out of the conversation. “Something angry is out there. A warning, a sort of strange power, yet, oddly familiar.” 
Jade cocked her head slightly, her emerald eyes staring into the forest, searching for whatever had spurred her senses, but the forest remained still and silent.
“Let’s go,” I said, though it frustrated me to not sense the same things. I was charged with protecting Jade, and how could I protect her if I didn’t get a hint at threats? 
Jade took my hand, and together we scurried back to the path that would take us to the reform house. We didn’t get far. 
The attack came in such a blur, I hardly had a chance to react. Jade was ripped to the ground; her hand violently torn from mine. The gleam of a crimson streak cut through the night. Someone—or something—was holding a blade, hovering the point over Jade’s chest. The enemy was dressed in a dark cloak, like a poisonous zomok would wear. My mind only took a single heartbeat to catch up to the situation before the powerful burn of mage energy rushed my blood and fueled my body. 
The High Priest blades were still back at the reform house, but I carried a dagger on my leg. Raffi had given it to me after Bron had been banished. The craftsmanship was immaculate, with a carved head of a warrior dragon on the hilt and a blade that could cut through bone. 
The weapon was in my hand in half a breath. 
Before the assailant could draw the knife down against Jade, I dug my hand in the collar of the dark cloak and tugged hard. 
“Go,” I shouted at Jade. 
She scrambled to her feet, eyes wide and furious. If I’d had time, I might have rolled my eyes at her stubbornness. She wouldn’t leave. 
Jade’s skin peeled away, replaced with her sea foam scales, her towering form, and silken wings. 
“Jade, go,” I shouted again as the cloaked attacker released a rogue dagger into the night. It was aimed at Jade’s heart. Holding my hands in front of my chest, the appeal to my power came naturally. Blue light surrounded the dagger and it fell. Stopped by my magic, the dagger sunk into the soil, no longer a threat. Jade took flight. The wind beneath her wings added a tumultuous breeze through the branches. 
Holding my blade tighter in my grip, I rushed at the enemy. The markings along my arms took shape, hardening into the jade armor. I raised my arm, blocked a strike, then sliced my weapon against his thigh. My dagger struck something hard and did little damage. 
Spinning out of the attack, I backed away. 
He struck with fury. Enough that I stumbled to my knees. My arms trembled overhead as his blade pressed on my dagger. Jaw tight, I called to the energy in the earth, the soil, the trees, all the way to the damn bedrock. 
Beneath my knees a shudder rolled the snow in waves. Furious energy surged from my attacker’s blade. A power not unlike mine, but different enough I didn’t recognize it. 
When he shifted, exposed skin on his wrist came into view, and I slashed my cutting edge across the tendons. With a shriek of pain, the cloaked figure backed away, giving me time to rise to my feet. I dropped my dagger, palms open. Magic floated from the forest floor like steam, coiled around my fingers and arms, gathering in blue and gold and white mist. 
Before I stood against Bron, coupling energies would have taken a long time, but whether I was getting stronger or because this person had directly attacked Jade, mage magic came swiftly. 
The trees rocked and the attacker stumbled. 
I tossed a flare of power. It struck his chest. He groaned and scurried away on hands and knees. No way would he leave without a bit of damage. I crouched and dug my fingers deep into the snow, sending out broken roots from the soil. The figure rolled away with a low gasp.
He staggered to his feet and raised a palm. The hood concealed his face, but clearly the way crimson sparks dotted his slender finger he was a mage. Bark splintered and cracked.
I rolled my shoulders, jaw tight. Again, I’d face a mage, no doubt one who’d had centuries to master their power. But if he fought me, if he tried to kill a royal, he stood with Bron. Not us. 
As if we read each other’s thoughts, we faced each other with open palms, the energy swelling between us. 
Then it stopped. 
I jumped back when the fury of air nearly knocked me to the ground. 
Jade’s powerful claws ripped through the cloak, dragging the mage to the ground in a breathless heap. Sapphire joined her, his gleaming teeth bright in the dark. I recognized Raffi’s enormous, fiery form. The warrior stomped angrily along the earth, but surprisingly, slowly his wyvern form crumbled away until he was standing bare-chested in the trees with only dark, tattered pants along his legs. Jade eyed me, though she said nothing, a billow of steam escaped her throat. Her claws lifted off the back of the attacker, and the mage drew in a desperate breath of air once his lungs could fill again. 
I wrapped my hand around the collar of the cloak, and forced him to roll onto his side. 
My eyes widened. Not him. Her.
A woman with a molten swirl of gold in her eyes, glared up at me. Her arms and legs beneath the cloak were coated in fiery armor. The red richer than blood. 
I wrapped my hand around her throat and squeezed. Hard. “Who are you and what are you doing here?”
She gasped and slapped at my arm, coughing when I released her neck. 
“Teagan,” Raffi said.
I promptly ignored him and pressed the cutting edge of my dagger against her flesh, drawing a trickle of blood. “Who are you?”
She glared at me, her gilded eyes sparking violently. “I was about to ask you the same thing. I sense something powerful in you. Are you working with the lindworms?”
“You attacked a royal, that makes you the only mage here who’d be with the lindworms.”
The snow and ice shifted as Sapphire melted into his human form. 
“I saved you from a lindworm snake!” she snarled. “When you fought me, I . . . believed you to be one of them.”
“Teagan, wait,” Sapphire said, his hand finding my shoulder. 
“Lindworm? You attacked the queen of the jade bloodline!”
“Teagan,” Sapphire interjected before the mage could respond. “She’s hallucinating. She’s been poisoned and can’t see us as royals.” 
Holding tight to the mage, I glanced at Sapphire curiously. 
Jade stomped her feet and Sapphire when to her side. “It’s true, Jade.” 
“You’re lying,” the mage shrieked, her eyes desperately finding me in the dark. “Can’t you see, they’re serpents?” 
The mage reached for her dagger, the blood-red armor hardening even more. I placed my hand on her head, practicing an idea Mini had taught me before she’d died. I could silence energy in others, bring them to a rest. The mage was strong and resisted for a moment, but when I placed both palms over her head, her head flopped back, and her energy went quiet.  
I slumped in the snow, my palms burning as I gathered my breath. Slowly, with the threat gone, my armor melted back into the marks along my skin and the seal across my back. Jade remained in her wyvern form for a few tense moments before she molded into her slender body. The glittering green gown hugged her curves in a way that made it difficult not to stare. 
“What do you mean she’s been poisoned, Konrad?” 
I accepted Raffi’s hand to help pull me from the ground. The exhaustion began creeping into my veins. Something I had yet to master was handling the effects of using so much energy, then allowing it to leave. Already sleep sounded like the only possible thing. 
Sapphire glanced between us before stooping low over the sleeping mage. 
“You need to come back to the house. Something has happened.” He scooped the mage into his arms. “There’s been an attack on a royal. This is the mage who defends her. It’s Ruby, Jade. She’s at the house, and I’m not sure she’s going to make it.”




Chapter 5








My heart still thumped wildly against my chest to the point my ribs ached. My fingers were stiff once we arrived at the house, for I hadn’t realized I’d clenched my fists the entire walk home. The mage was silent in Sapphire’s arms, her head bobbing against his chest. The armor over her limbs had faded, and through her sheer sleeves the intricate crimson tattoos spanned the length of her arms. 
Jade said nothing, but tension I could taste mounted in her heart. Her unease danced down my own spine, and I wanted nothing more than to take it all away. Gently, I wrapped my arm around her shoulders. 
“Jade, say something,” I whispered. 
Her emerald eyes were large and brilliant when she reached for the handle on the door. “I have nothing to say.” Her shoulders curled in defeat. “Let’s just help Ruby right now.”
She left me at the door. 
“She blames herself for any attacks,” Raffi grumbled, stepping next to me. “As queen, Jade will always blame herself. It’s something she must learn as time goes on that sometimes even the most vigilant rulers cannot stop all the bad.”
He didn’t give me a chance to respond before disappearing into the house. I rubbed the ache over my eyes and followed. 
Sapphire wasn’t lying—not that I ever doubted him—but I hoped he had been. Sprawled along the long kitchen table was a young woman. Eisha stood at her head dabbing a pungent oil along her skin. Dash murmured healing instructions from an old grimoire and Frenrir obeyed on the other side.
Sapphire placed the mage on the sofa in the living room, then joined to help care for his fellow royal. 
Ruby was beautiful. Smooth, chestnut skin and raven wing hair. Her lashes were so thick they shaded her cheeks. On a closer look, clearly, she was forced asleep. Her injuries too great, too painful, should she be conscious. 
Cloth padded her middle, sopped with blood. Ruby’s hands were stained red, and the small finger on one of her hands was wrapped. From the amount of blood, I had no doubt one, if not a few fingers, were lost. A large gash Frenrir dabbed spanned her neck down to her protruding collar bone. Truth be told, I didn’t know how she still breathed.
“Who did this?” Jade asked through her teeth. She bent over Ruby’s unmoving form. 
Sapphire cleared his throat, and I caught the quick glance in my direction before he spoke. “The mage was tainted . . . by another mage. It was intentional that she might attack a royal. That’s all Ruby was able to tell us before Eisha had to place her in a sleep for her own safety.”
“So Bron did this?” I said, darkly. 
Jade met my eye. She seemed angry and empathetic in one glance. 
Eisha answered, her voice was direct yet kind in its essence. “We can assume Bron left Wyvern Willows and found Ruby, yes. The power over the mage was incredible and will take someone equally as powerful to reverse the poison polluting her mind.” 
It was painfully obvious Eisha wanted me to correct the damage from Bron, but I had no idea where to begin. 
“You are blaming yourself,” Jade whispered as she placed her hands on the sides of Ruby’s face. Jade had a power all her own. I’d seen her perform amazing things with her touch. If anyone could help Ruby, it would be Jade. “Banishing Bron was the only thing you could do, Teagan. This is not your fault. It falls to me.”
Frenrir huffed, and Eisha shushed him quickly. I wanted to break his jaw. Jade was wrong. I banished Bron. I didn’t kill him. All I’d done was let him go free to unleash pain on others. I turned away, ashamed. “It’s not you who didn’t kill Bron when you had a chance.”
Frenrir wasn’t hiding his distaste for the mage; I could sense his arrogant bitterness like a humid swallow of air. What ached more was the palpable hint that there were others in the room who felt the same. Who? Was Eisha still blaming the mage for the pain caused here? Did Dash hold me responsible? Did Jade? 
So many energies meshed together, I couldn’t discern where it all came from. 
Raffi clapped me on the shoulder after a long pause and eyed me with sympathy. “You should help the mage before she wakes up and tries to slaughter us all again.”
“I don’t—”
“It must be a mage who rids her of the poison,” Eisha interjected before I could complain. “Help her, Teagan. Or we will be forced to destroy her. I will not have her attacking Jade, Konrad, or Ruby again.”
“Did she harm Ruby?” I asked. 
“Not all these wounds are old. Some are quite recent. We split the pair up when they arrived. The mage had just started attacking.”
My stomach toiled in sick waves. A mage attacked her own royal. I thought of the powers that had altered the mage’s mind, and for the first time since the bond had strengthened between Jade and me, I feared for her safety—even with me. Bron was powerful, twisted, and driven by his power lust. He could corrupt my mind; he could make me harm Jade. I’d die first. 
Jade didn’t look up, and the crushing burden of her hidden feelings weighed along my shoulders. I nodded and slowly backed out of the kitchen, leaving the wyverns to save their royal. 
The mage stirred, but her eyes remained closed. 
Hanging on the banister was a messenger bag with a canvas strap. I broke the strap and wrapped her wrists until I was satisfied she couldn’t reach for a weapon when she woke. She looked to be a couple years older than me, but after meeting Mini, that didn’t mean anything. The mage could be four centuries old for all I knew. She seemed strong and athletic, and the crimson marks along her skin contrasted nicely with her pale features. Satisfied she wouldn’t move for a moment, I rushed up the staircase to my bedroom. The two swords remained where I left them. My fists curled around the hilt; a bite of energy bloomed over my palms. I’d use them against another bloodline mage if needed, no mistake. 
With a blade in each hand, I took a seat near the mage whose breathing grew more even and peaceful. After a few moments, her eyes fluttered and she jolted upright. She scanned the room until she saw the two swords. 
“You are a mage.” She narrowed her eyes. “Did you end the lindworms?”
I kept quiet for a long pause, needed to tread carefully—I didn’t want her to lose her wits again and begin attacking everyone. 
“I am a mage,” I answered, “for the jade bloodline, and there are no lindworms nearby.”
She eyed me quizzically. “The jade bloodline severed at the divide of races.”
“I don’t have time to explain.” I adjusted the swords to lean against the chair and rolled up my sleeve. “You can see for yourself.”
She stared at my green armor, and her tension eased. She actually smiled at me, still not realizing her wrists were bound. “Amazing. I never thought it possible to restore a bond with a broken bloodline. Wait!” Her eyes took on a crazed, frantic glow. “Where is Ruby!”
All at once, she noticed her hands. Shaking her wrists desperately, she tried to break through my tether. I should have known as a mage, a strip of canvas couldn’t hold her for long. She cursed me and the fabric burned with small, bright embers along the edges. 
“Stop,” I said. “I’ll remove it if you promise to listen and not . . . freak out.”
“What are you talking about? Where is Ruby? Why do you bind a fellow mage, unless—” 
“I’m not working with the lindworms. Don’t even go there. You’ve been a little antagonistic, so I did this for your safety and mine.”
“Antagonistic? I don’t know what you mean. I need to find Ruby.”
“She’s safe,” I said, drawing the mage’s swift gaze back to me. “She’s sleeping. Whatever happened to you both, she was injured, but I’ve helped take care of her.” 
I thought it best not to tell her who was actually caring for Ruby, not if she was going to try to slaughter them.
“I must see her,” she said, trying to sit up. 
“Just wait.” I touched her shoulder and kept her in place. “I want to help you, but I need to ask a few questions.”
“What?”
“If another mage had . . . corrupted a mage to make them think something, how might you go about ridding the poison from the system?”
Her brow furrowed, and she looked at me as though I were a lunatic. “What a strange question. I don’t see its purpose. Now, let me pass. I should be near Ruby to help her heal from any wounds.”
“It has a purpose. Please, it’s important,” I insisted, keeping my hand firmly on her shoulder. 
She shoved my grip away. “I sense your strength, so I find it odd you would ask such a question when it’s clear you would know.”
“Pretend I don’t.”
She stared at me, utterly confused. “Poisoned energy requires replacing corruption by transferring positive mage energy in its stead. Now, release me.”
“Give me a little time.” How I wanted Mini to be here right now. Transferring energy, okay, I’d done that before. I usually . . . touched something and pulsed my will into the energy streams. I adjusted, so I sat beside her on the couch. 
There was certainly a strangeness rushing through her blood. Dark. Painful. The shadows swirled in my mind the longer I kept my hold on her. The mage tried to shrug me away. I heard her shriek at me, but my mind focused on nothing but the darkness. 
I used my own desire to protect Jade, to help the elemental dragons, as an anchor. My fear, my loathing for Bron for what he’d done to Mini, as motivation. I used it all, urging the mage to accept the truth. 
She breathed heavily, her body slumping against my shoulder. Her eyes closed, and for a moment I thought I’d done something terribly wrong. She lay still, breathing and writhing against me until all at once her eyes shot open. 
“What did you do to me?” she asked. Already she had a radiant, warm energy emitting from her body. She used my body for support and tilted her face to study mine. 
I eased her upright over the arm of the sofa. “How do you feel?”
“Lighter,” she said. “What did you do?”
“You were corrupted into thinking the royal wyverns were lindworms.”
“What! Where’s Ruby?”
“As I said, she’s getting her care. But I need to know what happened first.”
The mage shook her head, brushing hair from her clammy forehead. With effort, she shifted and rested her face in her palms. “Several . . . several days ago I felt . . . I knew something was going to happen to Ruby. We’d stayed in close contact since the divide. We were careful never to be seen with each other, for we didn’t know how the wyvern council nor the Priesthood of the mage would react. But I had this . . . ache inside. I knew something was happening, so I rushed to her. Just in time. Ruby was fighting him.”
“Who?” My chest tightened in anticipation.
“The dark High Priest. I was so young when he betrayed us, but he killed my family like he killed Ruby’s. I knew Ruby couldn’t shift since the High Priestess locked the royals in human form. The dark High Priest struck me when I arrived. I’ve never felt such burning in my entire life, and I’m a fire mage. Somehow, I was able to get Ruby free, but there were lindworms. 
“Ruby was injured, but we were able to escape. I’m not sure what story will be concocted to explain the damage done to the library in Cairo—where Ruby has lived as a historian—but that is the least of our worries.”
I sat back in the chair and stared out the window. If what the mage said was true, Bron would find more royals. 
The more I hated to admit it, since the woman was most likely the one who’d given me life, I knew it wasn’t possible he was finding them on his own. The High Priestess was the one who trapped the royals, she knew where Wyvern Willows was located, she’d given the willow as the protection. Odds were she also knew where the remaining royals had scattered around the globe. Perhaps—and I liked to think this way—the High Priestess had left the war on the side of the elementals, but it was entirely possible that through the years, she’d been corrupted just as Bron. It would explain why the attacks were beginning. She might be emerging from her own solitude. Might be reuniting with her wicked husband.
“Are you all right?” 
My focus drifted back toward the mage. “Sorry, I was thinking.”
“What’s your name?” she asked, her voice stronger with every breath. 
“Teagan. Ward. Teagan Ward,” I stammered, still glancing at a new snowfall beginning. 
“I’m Athika,” she said. 
“Do you know where other mages are?” 
“No, I don’t. Why do you ask with such desperation?”
“Do you know where the High Priestess might be?” I went on, ignoring her.
Athika eyed me in the dim room through a sharp gaze. “If I don’t know where other mages are, it would be safe to assume I don’t know where the High Priestess is. All I know is she protected the royals and the mage people after the divide.”
Sure. The details of the past I didn’t care for, I wanted to know where she was now.
Questions pummeled my mind, whether she was wicked or good. I couldn’t help but desire to know so many things. 
“I’ve answered all your questions, now you must answer mine.” Athika nudged my shoulder until I turned to her on the couch. “How have you joined the jade bloodline? Once a bond is severed, our history states it will remain severed. What is your lineage?”
“It’s complicated,” I murmured. 
“That’s not an answer.” Athika dragged her fingers along the hilt of a dagger on her leg. Missed that weapon. 
“Look, I don’t know how I became the jade mage. That’s the truth. I didn’t even know I was a mage before I came here.”
It wasn’t clear if Athika believed me or not, but her shoulders relaxed and her fingers pulled away from the dagger. Thankfully, the doors opened, and Jade entered the room, wiping perspiration from her brow. 
Athika swallowed hard and stiffened. 
Jade glared at Athika and gripped my arm possessively. “Ruby is going to be all right. She was poisoned with copious amounts of zomok pyre and had several wounds. How are you?”
Athika tilted her head when I pulled Jade onto the couch, one of her legs draped over mine. I didn’t care when the ruby mage wrinkled her nose as I traced the line of Jade’s jaw. My hands needed to be on her, needed to know she was fine, alive. Mine.  
“This is Athika,” I said. “She isn’t going to try to kill anyone anymore. Obviously, she’s Ruby’s mage.”
Athika stood and nodded her head respectfully. “Forgive me for bringing you any harm. I would never . . . if I’d had my right mind, I wouldn’t dream of harming any wyvern.”
Jade nodded, though her lips were still pressed tight, and I thought I saw her position her body a little stronger in front of me as though Athika presented a direct threat. “I understand. I’m certain your quick arrival saved Ruby’s life.”
“Forgive me for prying, but I’m so curious,” Athika said a little wistfully. “Do you believe the bond between you and your mage to be fated? I sense you are very close for being bonded only a short while.”
Jade lifted her chin, and I couldn’t help but smirk as the two subtly challenged one another, even if they didn’t realize it themselves. “A fated bond is the only explanation we have. And yes, we are close.”
Jade’s fingers curled in mine, and whether it was the mounting passion of her energy or because I hadn’t had my lips on her skin in so long, I kissed her fingers and grinned when she met my eye. 
Athika scoffed, her brow furrowed deep enough the skin over her nose pitted. “I see. Well, I should tend to Ruby. Teagan, I very much hope we can speak again. I have so many questions and feel I could be a value to you as well.”
“Yeah, I’d like to ask a few things myself,” I admitted.
With Athika gone, Jade released a haggard breath and leaned her head on my shoulder. “Ruby nearly died, Teagan.” 
“I know.” I kissed her forehead. Jade wrapped her arms around my waist, her head on my chest. “But she’ll be all right, now. Jade, we need to find the other two royals.”
“Amber and Onyx,” Jade said. “Konrad is already reaching out to them and requesting they join us here. But that’s not what distresses me most. Ruby said something when she woke for a moment. She spoke of the elemental stones. I’ve told you the stones hold the energies of the earth, and they are the source of our power.”
“What did she say?”
“Most made little sense. She spoke of a weapon designed for the stones. I wasn’t sure what she meant, but one thing was said without a doubt.” Jade lifted her head, her nose only inches from my face. The way her eyes focused and blazed like a green fire behind her irises sent a chill down my spine. “Teagan, she said that Bron had her stone. King Nag has the power of fire, and he’s after the others. It’s only a matter of time before the war begins again. Though I fear this time King Nag won’t stop until everyone is dead.”




Chapter 6








The dawn brought new snowfall. The kitchen had chilled, but it helped the anxious burning in my veins. 
Athika was curled in one of the dining table chairs. Her position looked terribly uncomfortable, but I’d already failed to send her to my room to use my bed. She’d refused and insisted on staying by Ruby, who still slept on the table. Eisha had tended to the royal’s wounds but demanded she should remain unmoved for at least the night. 
I didn’t argue—tending to magical wounds was certainly different than adding a few sutures or bandages. 
My soul was troubled. I hadn’t slept even after Jade had left to council with Frenrir and reach out to Aldwin. I didn’t envy her task of admitting to the council that Ruby had been attacked by Bron and the fire stone was taken. No doubt, we would see more of the wyvern council, and the idea didn’t stir any excitement. 
The steam from my coffee mug chased away the last bits of sleep, but I didn’t drink anything, simply swirled it, staring outside. 
A war between mages and wyvern was starting again. 
Nearly everything had been lost once before. What might happen with Bron and the elusive King Nag in complete control of all the stones?
As I lifted the mug to my lips, I paused, staring out at the barrier of trees surrounding the lawn. For a moment, I thought I’d seen something, but on second glance nothing was there. Hairs on my arms stood on end in the quiet of the morning. The magis of the house wouldn’t rouse for another hour. Sapphire was at Eisha’s mansion, and he’d told me to keep watch on the house. Glancing at Athika, I considered waking her, but instead I grabbed the two jade blades leaning against the wall. 
My breath hitched in my chest when a blast of frosty air slammed against my face. Tugging a thin jacket around my shoulders, I stepped off the porch. Dawn crusted through the trees, gray light sparkled over the snow. What birds remained, huddled in the snow-packed pines, and twittered their songs when I arrived. Beady eyes of hiding creatures responded to me, following me as I inched deeper into the trees. 
I shuddered at a hint of hesitation, a subtle warning, as if something tugged at the center of my chest.
I ought to wait for Sapphire, or at least tell Athika where I was going. But a strange hiss of wind drew me to take out one blade. I paused, listening to the sounds of the forest. There was a strange connection to the energy of the trees this morning. Encouragement to move forward warmed my blood, but in the back of my mind there was a tingle of caution. 
Chatter of the forest was comforting, it was when it silenced that my nerves heightened. 
And in the next breath it did.
Both blades out now, I scanned the trees. Nothing moved, not even the breeze. Only puffs of air from my lungs. A tremble of unease rippled over my shoulders. I wasn’t alone. 
I blew out a breath, scrutinizing every rock, every snowdrift, every tree.
Like an explosive burst of energy, the trees snapped and cracked and a serpent lunged at me. A lindworm. 
I lunged back. The cutting edge of the lead blade slashed a gaping wound into the layered, ashen scales of the beast. With a ferocious bellow, the serpent slithered to the tree line. Lindworms were unlike elemental dragons due to their lack of limbs. Some Lindworms did have hind or front legs, with bat-like wings along slippery spines. This dragon had curled, rigid back haunches. Its wings were crumpled yet powerful and deadly, with a hooked claw along the peak. The lindworm had jagged fangs like the elementals, only longer and more vicious. Its jaws snapped at me. I slashed one sword and it backed away. 
The snake parted its jaws and from the back of its throat a harsh, smoky gurgle rumbled. 
My heart leapt. I crouched, crossed the swords over my head, and ducked behind the energy dome they created at my command. A wave of fire burst from the serpent’s jaws. I winced. Pyre so hot it was icy nipped at my skin, but the shield held. Sort of. 
The power slipped and a searing blast shredded my pants, bubbled my skin. I gritted my teeth and focused; I drew deeper. On the second blast, the pyre spilled in a hoop around my body, narrowly missing me.
With a guttural sound, the lindworm pulled back its breath. It panted; steam snorted from its snout. 
I rushed at it before it could reel back and strike again. 
One jab caught the cusp of one wing. It tossed its head back and shrieked. A sound felt deep in the skull. I struck, and jabbed, and swung the blades. The Lindworm’s blood splattered on the snow, but it kicked one of its hind legs. I fell to my knees. The snake kicked again, flipping me onto my back. With its sharp claws, the dragon pressed its heavy leg over my chest, crushing me. 
My armor would protect me. 
At least it should’ve. 
But the weight of the lindworm drew out a cry of pain. Why weren’t the green marks engaging? 
My ribs bent. I swallowed bile when a few snapped. Breath grew harder to take as my head sank beneath the snowy earth. Part of me wished the lindworm would end the pain as my bones fractured, but, no mistake, the beast enjoyed a bit of twisted torture. 
The blades were buried in the snow, just beneath the serpent’s underbelly. Even though I still held the hilts, the positioning of the enormous body over mine prevented me from lifting the swords. 
I gasped, drawing in a final breath, until like a python, the lindworm squeezed enough I knew I wouldn’t draw another. 
In the fog, I thought I imagined someone calling to me, thought I heard the flush of wings, but the pulse of blood overpowered all sounds, my lungs ached for breath. 
I’d die beneath the lindworm. It would be free to attack the town and perhaps bring more serpents. Invite King Nag himself to Wyvern Willows. What would become of Jade? Sapphire? A tingling burn took hold in the cavity of my chest. The pressure mounted. I didn’t need to die. I could fight back. Should fight back. If I didn’t, then Jade would be left without a mage. 
Painful pricks of energy spread like a web through my chest. I swore, I swore, to defend her. 
My fingers dug into the frozen ground. The snow around my bare skin melted as I gathered a new power. The thought of Jade, Sapphire, even Ruby having their lives endangered brought a frustration that angered me greater than anything. Even more than when Bron attacked. This lindworm had the upper hand. It was painfully clear he could slaughter me if I allowed it to happen. But I wouldn’t. Determination to live opened a new vein of power. 
There was the rush of wind again, it sounded like wings. I couldn’t be sure, but if Jade had come it only spurred my power more. 
I wouldn’t let the lindworm touch her. Like an iron ball in the center of my body, the magic coupled into one fierce wave. On my command, I shoved against the hind claws digging into my sides. In a furious blast, I sent every ounce of power shooting into the pad of the enormous foot. 
The pain I hoped the serpent felt was satisfied by the shriek erupting in a ball of gas and flames from its throat. My hands ran along its hind leg, and the great serpent body tumbled to its side. I scrambled to my knees and raised my palms out from my chest. The blades were covered in snow, but I still had energy in my own body. I wanted the beast to feel every surge of power. I wanted it to know what a mistake it had made coming to this place.
Gripping one of the jade swords, I rushed to the writhing snake and dug my fingernails into its skull. The lindworm roared in agony. My stomach flipped as my touch melted through the thick scales. Flesh burned, the smell turned my stomach until I thought I might vomit. I held tight until all my energy was drained. 
When the spark abandoned my blood, I lifted the blade. One side of the lindworm’s face was disfigured, its eye completely lost behind scarred scales. The beast raised its head to snap its jaws once more, and I lowered my blade. 
I’d never experienced the sickening sensation of the cutting edge digging deep into flesh and bone. 
My upset stomach turned once more, but I followed through. The lindworm released a fading shriek when the powerful mage weapon sliced through its neck. Finally, the beast flopped in a heap of tar-like blood and heat. The gash in its neck spilled fluids and a smell that brought acid to my mouth. 
I backed away, blade still soaked, and scanned the forest for anymore lindworms. The trees chittered pleasantly once more, and the birds now sang brightly to the rising sun. My sides ached, and every breath washed my back and chest in agonizing tension. 
I dropped to my knees, wincing when the ache shot up the back of my neck. I would walk home—in just a moment. 
My hand was covered in blood, and exhaustion from exerting my energy had convinced me my feet could not take one more step. 
“Teagan?” 
I whipped around, vision slightly hazed, but I could clearly make out Mitch shivering in the snow. His brown eyes wide and frozen in disbelief. Hands glowing with fae magic he hadn’t used.
“Mitch.” How would I handle this? How would I ever explain what he’d just witnessed? I mean, there was a dead dragon in the snow. Not exactly something that was seen every day. I swallowed my aches and pains and stood. Clutching my side, I trudged toward Mitch, who was not looking at me. His eyes were completely lost on the corpse of scales and wings in the snow. “Mitch, hey . . . uh, are you hurt?”
Mitch shook his head, finally dragging his gaze to mine. “What . . . is that?”
“It’s okay. Let’s go back to the house. I’ll explain everything.” I didn’t plan to, I planned on having Jade manipulate Mitch’s memories—if she could. 
“No, don’t touch me,” he jerked away. Mitch stared at me like I would slit his throat same as the dragon. “What . . . what are you? Fae? Warlock? Elf? Certainly not defective.”
“I’m not going to hurt you,” I insisted. “I have some things to explain, that’s all.”
Mitch ducked when a rush of air rained over us. I knew I’d heard wings. Sapphire, Jade, and Frenrir swooped down into the trees. Jade’s glowing eyes met mine in the warming light, then drifted over the dead lindworm. Frenrir was a small wyvern—much like his human form. Scales a pale yellow that reminded me of the shade of skin just before it flushed green with nausea. 
Sapphire stomped toward the body, his enormous snout sniffing the blood of the lindworm. Mitch drew in a sharp breath. His shoulders heaved as he stared in terror at the new arrivals. Jade released a puff of steaming air from her snout and then melted into her human form. 
“Holy forest gods!” Mitch said, eyes wide. 
I held firmly to his arm and pulled him closer, so he couldn’t run. The tug of his body against my fractured ribs forced me to double over. 
Jade rushed to my side, her hands clasping my face. “You’re hurt.”
“A bit,” I said with a smirk. “Mitch, stay—you’re safe.”
“Are you insane!” He pointed at Jade as though she were about to burst into flames. “She’s . . . she’s a—” 
Sapphire turned his great head toward us and sighed—though it was really a breath of steam and a few flames—before he shifted into his strong, intimidating human body. 
Mitch leaned against me as though he might pass out. Jade helped steady him as Sapphire chased the distance between us. 
“Mitch, you need to calm yourself,” Sapphire said.
“I’ll make it so this never happened,” Jade said sweetly. 
“Mr. Sapphire,” Mitch whispered, before turning to Jade. “You’re going to kill me!”
He raised his glowing hands.
Jade’s brow furrowed, and I wanted to chuckle a bit. Jade would certainly find Mitch’s reaction absurd, but only because she’d never experienced the shock of realizing the impossible was truly possible. 
“Of course not,” she said. “I can make you forget.”
“Don’t touch me,” he snapped, backing behind me as though I would protect him. “I’m a fae. I know magis exist. I know . . . dragons were once a thing, it’s just . . . holy forest gods.”
“Frenrir,” Sapphire called over his shoulder “Dispose of it.” 
Frenrir shook his great head and unhinged his jaws. The fire engulfed the dead serpent. Burning flesh hit my nose again and I groaned.
Mitch looked pale and off balance when Sapphire clapped his strong hand on his shoulder. He didn’t back away—most likely because Sapphire was much stronger, or he thought he’d die.
“Come on, Mitch,” Sapphire said. “Let’s get back to the house. We won’t hurt you.”
“Don’t erase my memory,” Mitch shouted, surprising me. “Or whatever it is you do. Please, I just want to know the truth for once. I’ve lived a dishonest life. Everyone around me lies, either to hurt me or protect me. For once, please tell me the truth. Even if you’re going to kill me, tell me the truth.”
Sapphire glanced at me, his blue robe caked in snow as dawn brought a storm. 
I leaned on Jade as my energy continued to seep from my system and shrugged. “We’re not going to kill you, Mitch. Don’t you think we would have done it by now?”
“I didn’t see your secret before.” 
I smiled and shoved his arm, though it tugged awkwardly on my skin. “We won’t. I promise. Let’s just get out of here, or I might pass out.”
Jade strengthened her hold on me and helped me mount onto the back of Frenrir. Mitch shook his head, but finally took his place behind me on Frenrir’s ridged spine after Sapphire practically tossed him on. Jade and Sapphire joined Frenrir in flight and we shot toward the reform house. 
The entire way, Mitch muttered prayers under his breath. 
My mind was foggy, and I had no idea how I would explain any of this, or how much knowing the truth might put him in danger.




Chapter 7








Awkward silence was one of my least favorite things. I hated the way it thickened in the room like smoke. 
I’d lived through my share of awkward pauses, most with Aunt Liz when someone from the Magis Police Force showed up for my latest screw up. 
I empathized with Mitch. He stared blankly at the rug. Not so long ago, when Jade told me the truth, I’d looked at her much the same. At least he was fae and not human. He knew magic, but to everyone—human and magis across the globe—dragons and mages have been dead for centuries. In truth, the powerful fae led most of the magis districts. Mitch’s kind were now knocked off their rung of power.
My ribs burned with each breath. I’d stripped my shirt, so Jade could press her hands to my body. Her healing touch helped ease the ache, but sharp bolts of pain shot to my head anytime someone shifted on the couch. 
Mitch studied her curiously, and though Jade’s back was toward him, she grinned at me.
“He has so many questions,” she whispered. 
“Yes, I do,” Mitch said. “First being, what is that on your back? I’m starting to think those aren’t normal tattoos.”
I chuckled, then winced through the pain. Jade scowled at me and focused more attention on my wounds. I flicked my gaze to Mitch. “You’re right. They aren’t normal.”
Mitch swallowed the steaming drink Sapphire made for us all. It wasn’t coffee or tea, and I’d meant to ask what it was, but the wyverns gulped the bittersweet drink like it was their life source. I’d come to love the smooth taste as well. 
Mitch was already on his second serving. Eisha arrived, and Mitch eyed her with caution. “Ms. Drake . . . are you . . .”  
Eisha smiled, though I sensed her hesitation in bringing another outsider into the fold. She nodded and Mitch paled, watching her find a place near Frenrir on the window bench. Jade had created a barrier to dissuade anyone else in the house from entering the room and the night staff wouldn’t arrive until three this afternoon. 
“I don’t know if this is wise. We should consult the council,” Frenrir muttered. 
“What council! No, I won’t tell anyone,” Mitch begged, seeming to sense the danger of the wyvern elders. “Really, I just want you to tell me what I saw today.”
Sapphire cleared his throat and inched closer to Mitch. It was progress when Mitch didn’t shy away. 
“Mitch, you saw Teagan kill something called a lindworm. Teagan isn’t defective.”
“Yeah, got that,” Mitch said. “Honestly, I sensed he was powerful myself.”
Sapphire offered a soft grin. “I didn’t know until he arrived. The lindworms are of the wyvern race—a dark type of dragon.” 
Mitch found my eye across the room as I slipped my shirt back over my head.
He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “You’re . . . all dragons? Not dead, but very alive. Why didn’t you tell me, man? By now I hope you’d know I’d be cool about things.”
“Teagan isn’t a dragon,” Jade said. “You know of the Dragon Mage wars, right?”
“I follow fae folk more, but yeah. Everyone does. Mages are the original magis—” Mitch’s eyes widened. He gaped at me. “You’re a mage?”
“A very powerful one,” Jade went on.
I rolled my eyes and kissed her knuckles. “You tend to embellish.” 
“I do not. You are the High Priest, are you not?”
I sighed, meeting Mitch’s eye. “Look, Mitch. I’m new to all this, too. I really believed I was defective. It wasn’t until I met Jade and whatever blocked my power broke away. How much do you want to know? You look overwhelmed.”
“That’s just my face. I want to know everything.”
I glanced at Sapphire. He seemed impressed. Eisha was stern, but nodded. Frenrir was the only one who seemed sickened at the idea, but he didn’t protest. 
“Fine.” Sapphire pulled a wooden chair and sat in front of Mitch. “We’ll tell you everything, and then we’ll decide if it’s safe to allow you to keep the truth.”
Mitch didn’t argue, but I sensed his fear for Sapphire. I didn’t blame him. The shock at seeing the shift for the first time, how it was one of the best and most terrifying moments to witness, fear deserved to be there. 
With all Mitch’s questions the conversation took nearly three hours. At the end, my magic hummed strong again, but my eyes screamed for sleep.
Mitch gulped his fourth helping of the drink and rubbed the sides of his head before his eyes bounced between me and Jade. “So, you’re . . . her mage?” 
“Yes,” I said. “I’ll protect Jade with my life, and she’ll do the same.”
“And you can’t help it?”
“Well, I can’t speak for Teagan, but I don’t want to help it,” Jade said through one of her sly smiles. 
Frenrir rolled his eyes, but the easiness of her tone helped Mitch relax. 
“We are all learning when it comes to Teagan’s power and the strange bond between them, just like you, Mitch,” Sapphire said, voice rough. Sapphire mentioned Mini during the tell-all. Hearing the man speak of his friend and mage with such reverence had unavoidably cast the room in somber remembrance for a time. 
“Interesting,” Mitch replied. “I mean, I grew up on stories of dragons versus mages. It was a stupid board game when I went to live with the fae after getting kicked out. Sorry, Teag, I always picked dragons.”
Raffi puffed out his chest. “Because they’re magnificent.”
I laughed, then winced against the pulpy swelling around my healing ribs.
“And you,” Mitch said to the warrior. “This explains a lot. Always so volatile and arrogant and—”
“I get it,” Raffi grumbled. “I am that way because I am superior to changelings like you.”
Mitch chuckled a little wickedly, a little like they were the best of friends. “We’ll see. Hey, if one of these days you forget how to get dressed in the morning, just remember—” He wiggled his fingers. “Changeling.”
Dash laughed and punched Raffi’s shoulder. 
Mitch’s eyes brightened. He scooted forward on his chair. Fear long gone, replaced by total intrigue. “But this guy, Bron, he’s going to come back? He’s like your dad, right Teagan?”
“We don’t know for sure,” I said. 
I didn’t want to talk about Bron, so when Athika burst into the room, I welcomed the distraction. Mitch startled back, his eyes locking onto Athika’s exposed arms with the crimson markings along her skin. 
“Who is this? She has the same things on her arms.”
Athika glared at Mitch before stomping toward Sapphire. 
“Ruby is awake,” she said, her eyes scanning around the room before landing on Jade, whose hand was clasped tightly in mine. “If you aren’t too busy telling a faerie all the secrets of our world, she would like to see Queen Jade.”
“Changeling to be exact,” Mitch said.
“There was a lindworm, Athika,” I told her. She raised a brow, clearly unaware. I leaned back against the cushion when one side started to burn again. “Mitch witnessed me killing it. We figured that would take some explaining.”
“How did it get in? I thought you banished them with the blades. And why didn’t you call for me?”
“Well, it didn’t happen within shouting distance and you were a little busy with Ruby anyway.” The edge in my voice came from my need for sleep. I wasn’t really annoyed with Athika’s questions.
“You can connect our powers and channel a summons for help. Don’t you know anything about being the High Priest?”
Jade’s grip tightened around my hand, but with a quick smile I did my best to calm her temper. “Athika, you tired? Or do you piss and moan all the time? You know full well how much I know about being the High Priest.”
She rolled her eyes, though there was a flood of crimson in her cheeks. “Well, for future notice, we should connect our powers as soon as possible. What of the banishment?”
“It’s fading,” Eisha replied. 
“I must go to Ruby,” Jade said. Reluctantly, I untangled my fingers from hers and leaned against the arm of the sofa now that her buoying power left my system. Together Sapphire and Jade drifted out of the room with Eisha. Frenrir stayed, eyeing Mitch as though he’d become the single greatest risk to his royals, greater than even King Nag. 
Athika sauntered across the room, taking Jade’s place next to me on the sofa. “We must fight, then. If the banishment power is already fading, we cannot wait here for Nag or Bron to come again. I say we find them and bring the fight to them.”
I clicked my tongue, squeezed the sofa arm when her movement shot a bolt of heat from my spine to my skull. “Two mages against the king of lindworms and the dark High Priest. Doesn’t sound promising.”
“What is the matter with you? Your face is so pale when it wasn’t a moment ago,” she asked, her voice a little softer. 
“I expended a lot of energy killing the lindworm. Broke a few ribs. Jade’s energy helps heal and energize me.”
“Well, here, she’s not the only one who can help. We share the same power. It will be even stronger,” Athika said. 
“Nothing is as strong—”
But Athika didn’t wait for me to finish my protest before one of her palms was pressed against my shoulder. Instantly heat bubbled through my blood and filled me with a palpable rejuvenation. It wasn’t stronger than Jade’s energy, nor was it weaker. Just different. Athika smirked when I sighed a breath of relief.
“See. Connections between mage are strong—if not more natural.” Her eyes penetrated mine. The temperature shifted in the room, thick and hot. After she touched me a moment too long, I drew my shoulder away. 
“Thanks,” I said. “That feels better. I’m good now.”
Athika leaned back, satisfied. “Next time you should just come to me.” 
Frenrir nodded his approval, and for a moment, I wanted to snap his upturned nose. Athika ran a hand through her wavy hair before continuing. She seemed at ease without the royals. A strange mage, but I trusted her. Truth told, I wasn’t sure why. She kept things inside, I sensed them. Thoughts she didn’t want to admit and it irked me. 
“You said you wanted to find the High Priestess,” she went on. “I might know where to begin. She will surely have mage support.”
“Yes, and what if she still supports Bron?”
“I don’t believe that. I was there the night the elemental kingdom fell. The High Priestess battled against Bron. He was her husband. I cannot imagine the pain she experienced.”
“Please explain what you’re talking about,” Mitch grumbled. 
With a sigh and exasperated glance at Athika, I leaned closer to my friend. “Nothing relevant to right now, Mitch. Athika is wanting to find other lost mages to fight against the lindworms. But she’s forgetting we don’t know who we can trust. We can’t just rush in.”
“Rush in? We’ve been waiting for this for over two hundred years,” Athika argued. “The war never ended, and it’s time to finish it once and for all. Nag already has the fire stone, and we must learn about the weapon.”
“What weapon?” Mitch asked. 
Frenrir cleared his throat, an arrogance in his tone. “There are weapons beyond your understanding. There are powers beyond what your mind can comprehend. That is what you should know.”
“Frenrir, Bron has this weapon,” Athika said. “I heard him shout about it to Ruby when I arrived. Even more reason to find the High Priestess. She’ll know how to face the dark High Priest.”
Mitch frowned. “Teagan, don’t you want to find her?” 
I didn’t hear him the first time and he repeated my name. I blinked my gaze to his. “Sorry, what did you say?”
“I asked why you don’t want to find the High Priestess. Mr. Sapphire believes she’s your mother.”
Clearing the knot in my throat, I stood. “I don’t know. I have questions, and I think we need to find out what her connection is with Bron, but she’s not my mother either way. If she gave birth to me, then in my mind, her abandoning me sort of forfeited any say she has in my life.”
“Teagan,” Athika interjected with surprising softness. “There could be many reasons if it is true. We can’t be certain of all that happened during the divide.”
Jade peeked around the door, her arm wrapped firmly around Ruby’s waist. Now that the royal of the fire stone was standing she was surprisingly tall—at least a full head over Jade. Her eyes like smoldering embers, and her complexion a toasted brown. 
Athika hurried to her other side. 
“Hello,” Ruby said, her voice beautifully accented. Mitch shot to his feet and offered the padded chair for Ruby to sit. “Thank you. I had to get off that table. I couldn’t help but overhear what you said about finding the High Priestess. Although I agree with you, Athika, I must say there is something more pressing I must tell you.” Ruby leaned forward, allowing me a glimpse of the scars from her battle. There was a scabbed gash along the side of her neck, and along the back of her neck was an angry wound. My fists clenched. Bron struck her from behind, like a coward. “When Bron thought me dead, he foolishly admitted plans of King Nag to his dark mages. I fear King Nag isn’t our only concern, nor the dark High Priest.”
I sighed and ran a hand through my hair, gripping the strands at the roots for a full three heartbeats before I looked at Ruby once more. “What else?”
“King Nag has many sons, but one in particular. He is known as the Prince of Night. Nag will do anything to have his line reign supreme over the wyvern race.”
“We have heard of no son that would have more power over night energy than Nag,” Frenrir hissed. 
“Well, obviously Nag doesn’t want it to be common knowledge. Lindworms control the darkest energy we simply call night energy. What king would want to admit they may have an heir with greater power?” Ruby said, firmly, with more energy than she’d entered with. “Bron spoke of the prince, explained his growing power and how alliances were the answer to victory.”
“I don’t understand,” I said, unable to explain the sudden tightening in my chest. “What is he talking about, alliances?”
Ruby glanced at Jade, and I wished she had looked anywhere in the room. The tightening mounted, as though my ribs were snapping all over again. Ruby lowered her voice. “If the lindworms take the remaining royal stones, then you, Queen Jade, will be powerless to refuse their plans.” 
“What plans?” Jade asked. 
A rush of anger filled my veins. “Yes, explain. What are you talking about?”
Ruby sighed, her forehead beginning to bead with perspiration. “King Nag wishes to align the queen of the elementals with his heir to the lindworms. The stones will naturally belong to the lindworms with their alliance, and the wyvern race will be united.”
“No. You’re not saying what I think you are,” I said with a snarl. Jade was pale, and I had the frightening desire to run with her, to hide her away before any of Nag’s twisted schemes could come down on her.
“But Bron tried to kill me,” Jade whispered. 
“Yes, and when he failed, Nag realized your strength. The dark king seeks power, and there is power in your bloodline, Jade,” Ruby said. “Imagine the heir of the elementals in his palm. He would be unstoppable.”
“So, this prince . . . is going to try to . . .” Mitch stammered.
“Take Jade as his mate, yes,” Ruby said. 
My fists balled at my sides. I didn’t see how the glass in the front window fissured in a web of cracks as my anger—and fear—grew heavier on my heart. One thing was certain: the pathetic, cowardly lindworm prince would have to do much more than steal elemental stones. I would never allow him to touch Jade. Never. 
If it happened, it would mean I was dead. 




Chapter 8








Metal scraped over metal. I loved the sound. Each strike powered my body onward, bringing more strength, more energy into each blow. The jade swords gleamed beneath the brilliant sun. The winter air was frigid, but I was shirtless in the large training yard Raffi crafted for my use. 
I spun on my heel, one blade held in a reverse grip close to my waist. The other I rolled easily in my other hand. 
Raffi struck again. Our blades hit, I ducked one shoulder, breaking free. Then, I spun the second sword, aimed at his neck. Raffi parried at the last moment and stepped out, resetting. His blade was impressive. A pommel in the shape of a black dragon. Gold carved through the steel. 
“This was given to me by the lead wyvern warrior,” Raffi explained with a sense of pride. “He helped end the attack of Nag so many years ago.”
“You’ve mentioned him before. Why did he give you his sword?” I asked, taking a deep breath. 
Raffi scoffed, rolling the blade confidently in his hand. “Because he charged me with protecting our queen.” He said the words as though I should have known. Raffi ran a finger down the sleek blade. “He disappeared with many of our warriors after the High Priestess protected us with the willow. The last night we saw the High Priestess was the last night we saw him. But he said if he were ever needed, this blade would help me find him again.”
“You don’t know why he left?”
Raffi shook his head. “I suspect to prepare for when the lindworms returned. Thane defeated them in human form the night the High Priest betrayed us, so you can imagine how powerful he is in his wyvern form. I hope to meet him once more; I would be honored to train beneath him once again.”
I smiled, feeling a bit of excitement at Raffi’s story. Weird. Perhaps the idea of powerful guardians waiting to act on our behalf brought a sense of peace to my heart.
Then again, where were they now?
I used Raffi’s distraction and cut my blades down on him, restarting the match. The warrior blade was a marvel, but even a magnificent weapon wasn’t a match for the jade blades. 
Raffi backed away, both his palms wrapped firmly in a white-knuckled grip around the hilt of his sword. He carved a path through the air, slashing at the crook of my neck. I raised one arm, easily blocking the strike. I cut the second sword at his middle. He spun out, stabbing the air in frustration. I crossed the blades and blocked his strike. 
“Your grumbling is making you sloppy, Raffi,” I taunted.
Raffi narrowed his eyes. The warrior blade bounced between his hands, and in his fiery eyes he seemed to be calculating the best way to strike. Or at least drop me to my knees. 
“Says the one who only learned to use a blade. I can see your steps before they form in your own mind.”
“Really?” I raised a brow, rolling each blade like a windmill in my hands as we circled one another. “That must be why you look so exhausted. We can stop and rest if you need.”
I chuckled in the back of my throat when Raffi curled his lip and lunged. I blocked above my head at the same moment my boot kicked his upper thigh. It caused him to stumble, but only just. Within half a breath, Raffi attacked again. He cut the sword at my spine. Dipping one sword over my shoulder, I blocked. The seal on my skin burned as though an endless energy supply were filtering through my blood. I pushed back at Raffi. My swords pummeling against his single blade. 
Back and forth, the clang, the ring of metal rang. Raffi stumbled to one knee, his blade raised over his head. With both swords heating my palms, I crashed them atop his cutting edge. Raffi, in all his strength, was forced to succumb to the power of the mage blades. He crumbled in a heap of steam. The snow around our practice field had long melted. I would once give all the credit to the warmth of the wyvern blood, but I’d turned as warm as the dragons. 
I didn’t think much on the changes in my body, or the way the armor felt more natural, or how I could almost hear the thoughts of the dragons when they were in their wyvern form. Almost. No, if I thought on the changes too long it meant more than ever I needed to seek out the High Priestess. I needed answers.
Although I understood the importance, secretly I wasn’t ready to face her. 
Raffi gasped for breath, his blade surrendered at his side as he stared to the sky. “I’ve never . . . seen you so passionate,” he breathed. “Who were you battling? Bron? King Nag?”
Wiping my brow, I settled on the damp earth, breathing in the frosty air so it soothed the hot adrenaline seeping from my system. Resting my arms over the tops of my knees, I envisioned exactly who I’d been fighting. “No. The prince.”
“Ah,” Raffi smirked. “I should have known. Makes sense. Ever since Ruby shared that little bit of information you’ve been a boiling pot.”
“Don’t you worry for Jade?”
“You really think Jade would go and unite herself with a dark prince without putting up some sort of fight? Come on, Teagan. She’s not helpless. And with the nauseating bond between the two of you, I suspect she’d fight even harder.”
I glared at Raffi, my fingernails digging into my palms. “How can you sit there and have no worries that your mortal enemies want to force Jade into some sick . . . marriage, or whatever?”
“Hey,” Raffi snapped, propping himself onto his elbows. Raffi’s fiery hair had grown longer through the winter. He tied it below the notch in his head, though a few wild pieces had flung out during our battle. Like most wyverns, no matter how he exerted himself, he always seemed put together. “I’m not saying we should relax and not keep that very real threat in the forefront of our minds—honestly, I’m trying to let you know having you here makes me feel a lot better about Jade’s safety. The royals are notorious for being martyrs. If Nag threatened us, I could see Jade agreeing to the twisted desires of the lindworms to save our lives.
“But, since you’re here, and since you two can’t seem to be parted for more than an hour, I think leaving or agreeing to such an arrangement would be quite impossible. It makes me feel more at ease, that’s all I’m saying.”
Raffi plopped back onto the damp ground, the few snow crystals cooled into a muddy soup. 
The corners of my mouth tugged up into a small smile, and I nudged Raffi’s shoulder. “Are you saying you like me?”
“Don’t go that far,” Raffi said, his eyes closed but a wide grin on his face. “I’m completely open to as much protection for my queen as possible.” He peeked through one eye, the smile fading a bit. “In all seriousness, Teagan. I am glad you care so deeply for Jade. I think it’s unusual, and potentially dangerous, but with everything that has been happening, I know without a doubt you’d do anything to keep her safe. As warriors would. It brings my soul to ease.”
“Thanks,” I flushed slightly. Compliments from Raffi were as rare as a direct lightning strike. “We’ll win this. All of us together will make it through this.”
“Are you going to fight some more?” 
Both Raffi and I glanced up the slope along the lawn where Mitch sat huddled in layers of coats and scarves watching. I could see his excitement buried from beneath his hood and chuckled. 
Raffi snorted and jumped to his feet. “When are you going to allow Jade to change his memories?”
“He hasn’t been a problem. He’s just interested in all this.”
Raffi chuckled. “He’s like a child in a room filled to the brim with sweets. I have to say, I worry more for him than for any of us. You think the lindworms will think twice about harming a lesser magis?”
“I could do without all the lesser talk. Fae are formidable, you know.”
Raffi snorted and rolled his eyes. 
“Mitch knows the risks,” I said. “For now, we decided he should know. He may be able to help. You never know.”
“Never know what?” Mitch asked, wiping a layer of snow from his damp jeans. 
“Whether you might taste good or not?” Raffi said darkly. 
Mitch’s eyes widened, but he found the gumption to chuckle nervously. “Nice try, big guy. Jade already told me you don’t eat humans and magis, so.”
“Ah but she’s a royal, I’m a warrior. We’re quite different,” Raffi said, taking a swift step closer. 
Mitch stumbled, landing on his backside as he tried to escape. Raffi bellowed a hearty laugh, clutching his stomach when the swells became impossible to contain. I shoved Raffi hard and helped Mitch back to his feet. 
“Don’t mind Raffi, he’s just upset he lost to me,” I said.
Raffi snapped his teeth at Mitch once more before the three of us settled into a quiet as we gathered the weapons from the exercise. Mitch lifted one of the jade blades, examining it with mindful reverence. 
“You both know how to handle these,” he said softly, slinging a bag of knives we didn’t end up using over his shoulders. “Gives you a good chance, right? I mean to get rid of these lindworm things?”
Raffi picked up a platform like it was made of foam and chuckled. “This training is for Teagan. If you think the lindworms will look like me when they fight him, you’re kidding yourself. If the dark High Priest is with Nag, odds are there are likely other mages.”
“You should practice with that other mage, then.”
“Athika was preoccupied this morning,” I said. “She’s reaching out to a contact who she believes might know where the High Priestess is.”
“Well, I wouldn’t mind watching a fight between dragons. I’m just saying, Raffi. You and Dash are the only ones I haven’t seen change into, well, even Ms. Drake shifted. She’s terrifying and amazing at the same time.”
“Yes, and be sure you stay in her good graces. Eisha will never hesitate to take out any threat,” Raffi added for good measure. “I’m not positive I’m ready to reveal my grandness. What have you to offer us?”
“Offer? I don’t know. I’m sure I can help though. I can use these,” Mitch said, shaking the bag of weapons. 
Raffi released a dark chuckle. “I don’t think that will be enough.”
“It’s a start though,” I agreed with a swift tap along the canvas bag. “You should know how to fight.”
“Correction—I do know how to fight,” said Mitch. “Street urchin, remember?”
I tilted my head. “Okay, but if you want to remain aware of the truth, it puts you at risk. Come train with me later today.”
Mitch lifted the flap on the bag and took out a knife with a slight curve in the blade. The steel was solid black, and a single line of chrome gleamed along the hilt. To my surprise, he flipped it in the air, catching it in a tight grip. Mitch glanced at a tree lining the back walkway of the house. Reeling his arm behind his head, with a quick release, Mitch let the blade fly. The tip lodged into the frozen bark. It wasn’t an awe-inspiring throw, but it was accurate and powerful. 
I stopped, and even Raffi glanced at Mitch from beneath his furrowed brow. Mitch shrugged before shifting the knife out of the bark. “Thief on the streets, remember? I didn’t defend myself against other players with my charm.”
I smirked, but Raffi folded his arms over his bulging chest in a huff. “You just now decided to tell us?”
“You never asked. And I’m not sure I’m ready to reveal my grandness just yet,” Mitch said. 
[image: image-placeholder]Athika looked haggard when she arrived at the house. She wore a wool cloak around her small figure, with two openings for her arms to slide through. The leather belt wrapped around her waist was lined in jagged knives, including her main blade crusted in ruby stones with a narrow shaft. 
Eisha rose at once and offered her a mug of the wyvern tea, as I’d come to call it. Jade took Athika’s cloak, though I still sensed a tension between her and Ruby’s mage. I couldn’t understand what bothered Jade so much, but Athika grinned pleasantly and took a seat next to me on the long sofa. Jade returned to my other side, her shoulder brushing against mine. Normally soft and inviting, Jade was tense and distant. 
I reached for her hand, catching her eye briefly. 
“We will have more trouble than I anticipated finding support of the mage,” Athika said through a sigh. 
“What do you mean?” Sapphire asked. Sapphire had spent more time away from the reform house than normal. Thankfully, all the reform magis had returned home to their families for the holiday. A pang of guilt wrestled in my stomach at the thought. Aunt Liz was hurt I remained here, but now wasn’t the time to leave. Not with Nag and Bron breathing down our necks. “Were you unable to reach any mages?”
“Oh, I found the right mage,” Athika said. “But she was less than enthusiastic to help my plight.”
“Why? Does she support Bron?” Jade asked. I threaded my fingers tighter in her palm. 
“Quite the opposite.” Athika smiled. “She was convinced I was seduced by Bron. She thinks your energy is Bron’s, Teagan. Don’t worry, I didn’t say anything about you and the restored jade bloodline, but I barely got out of there before she slit my throat.”
“I feel like Bron to her?” My hand tightened around Jades, too tight. Too angry.
“Can you really blame her, Tee?” When had Athika started calling me Tee? “Your magic is a great deal like his once was. I assured her we are on the side of the elementals, but it will take some cunning on our part to get close to the High Priestess.”
“Why do you seem so pleased?” Raffi grumbled. 
“Because I think I’ve found a way to use this mage to find the High Priestess. It will take some dishonesty on our part. I had an inkling she would not trust me, but I intended to spark her interest just enough she would reach out to her mistress.”
“Just explain what happened, Athika. You still enjoying teasing so much.” Ruby didn’t say much, so it was always a surprise when her soft voice joined the conversation. I’d learned from Jade there were levels of royals. Jade at the top, Sapphire was next in line, and Ruby was the fifth in importance. Jade suspected Ruby felt out of place in the presence of her and Sapphire, though in my eyes, titles and levels really didn’t matter at this point. 
“Fine,” Athika said. “This mage is called Yaba. She was once the courier of correspondence for the High Priestess—a position requiring utmost trust.”
“Courier of correspondence? What does that mean?” Mitch asked. Even he spoke out more than Ruby.
“She is the one who gives the High Priestess information of goings on throughout the world. She also would deliver any messages or correspondence the High Priestess needed.”
Mitch laughed, earning him a glare from Eisha. “So she’s a glorified mail lady with magical powers. Okay, understood.”
I bit my bottom lip to keep from smiling, even Jade smiled a bit. 
“I don’t know what that is,” Athika insisted. “But in any case, it is my hope she will reach out to the High Priestess regarding her suspicions that the dark High Priest has returned. When she does, we intercept it. We’ll discover where she intended to make the delivery.”
“You want us to steal the missive?” Raffi asked. 
Athika nodded. “We’ll know where the High Priestess hides.”
“Maybe she’s already sent it,” Sapphire said. 
Athika shook her head. “No, the correspondence mage always waits two full nights before reaching out—it’s safer.”
“We will need someone who can sneak in undetected. The royals have too much energy, as does Teagan,” Eisha said.
“I will go,” Dash said. “It should be a warrior.”
“If you all have such detectable energy, perhaps it would be better to use someone they would least expect.” The room was silent as all eyes landed on Mitch when he spoke. He glanced about, shrinking slightly before he cleared his throat. “What? I’m an experienced thief. Sapphire and Teagan know this.”
“Yes, but Mitch this is—” Sapphire began. 
“I know it’s different. But I can do this. Just today Raffi was saying I hadn’t proven my value. Now I can.”
“I didn’t mean for you to sacrifice your life,” Raffi said before Eisha could chide him. 
“Who says I’ll sacrifice my life? I know how to steal, okay? It’s not my most redeeming quality, but I can do it. Just tell me where to go, and I’ll see that it’s done.”
The room paused. But it seemed as if no one wanted to be the first to agree. Not to my surprise, Frenrir was the one to stand and speak. His voice haughtier than before. 
“Well, I for one think it is the best option. A lesser magis once would worship the wyvern race. Seems fitting he should do this. The other lives in this room are too valuable to risk, especially since it will likely mean leaving the protections of this town.”
“Well, thanks so much for your concern,” Mitch grumbled.
“I’ll go with him,” Athika said. “I will keep watch.”
“No, I’ll go. Mitch is my friend. I don’t view his life as meaningless, like others in this room,” I said with a deliberate glare toward Frenrir.
“Teagan, I think you would . . . hurt the attempt more than help,” Ruby said. 
“Why would you say that?”
“Because you are powerful,” Athika said, exasperated. “You may not realize it, but we all can feel you when you’re nearby. It’s quite remarkable. If Bron is out there waiting, he will sense you in a second. I assure you I don’t take lightly his life either. He means something to you, and so as a loyal mage, he in turn means something to me. I give you my word I will protect him.”
“Great,” Mitch said clapping his hands together. “It’s settled. I’ll steal the message. We’ll know where it was supposed to be delivered. We’ll find the High Priestess and know for sure what we’re facing in this fight. I’m ready.”
Athika chuckled. “I must admit, you handle information well. You are brave, and that will be required.”
“Dash and I will keep watch from above,” Raffi said. “We will stay out of range.”
“Fine, but no more. We will bombard the lindworms’ senses if anyone else joins.” Athika smiled, and the tension in the room thickened yet relaxed in the same breath. “It seems we have a plan. I expect we’ll soon be facing the High Priestess. Teagan, I hope you are prepared to find your answers.” 
She squeezed my shoulder. 
I smirked and looked to Jade. She seemed lost in thought and had hardly glanced in my direction. Something troubled her, and I wanted to speak with her, to admit our fears. Hers for her people, mine for facing the truth of my parentage. 
I’d wanted answers since I’d learned my parents hadn’t died so many years ago. But now that it was here, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. 




Chapter 9








I tried not to worry, but not having a clear idea where Jade might have gone had panic rising like bile in my chest. 
She’d excused herself shortly after the plan with Mitch had been devised. I’d started to follow, but Mitch and Athika wanted my input, so reluctantly I’d let her go on without me. 
She hadn’t returned. 
Raffi and Dash assured me they felt no danger had befallen the queen. Even Eisha told me Jade often slipped out at night. Of course, I knew she enjoyed the stillness of evening when the sky looked like black velvet. Tonight, though, I didn’t share their ease. Jade may not be in danger, but the urgent need to find her was enough to tell me all was not well.
For two hours I’d wandered, feeling as though Jade had faded from the earth completely. I lowered to my haunches, running my fingers along the frozen soil. The strangest part of being a mage was the undeniable connection with the earth. When I was younger, I thought that since I could hear subtle voices in nature it meant I was slightly insane. Now, I valued the gift. Time and time again, the whispers of the trees encouraged me toward a course of action and so far, nature hadn’t led me wrong.
It took a few moments to build the connection since the ground was frosty and cold. The winter created a small barrier against my energy, but when I locked on—I knew where to go. 
Jade leaned against a thick aspen tree. The wind battered the top ledge that overlooked the valley below, yet with the protection of the heavy boughs, the chill didn’t bite as hard.
Jade hugged her knees to her chest. Most days she’d sense my approach before I came, but tonight she didn’t seem at all aware. 
Until she spoke.  “I wondered if you would be able to find me.”
“Did you not want to be found?”
Jade glanced up at me, the moonlight and stars casting enough white light that we could see each other. “I’m not sure yet.” 
Not exactly the answer I hoped for. She turned away and stared once more at the sky. 
I found a place next to her and leaned against the trunk. “Jade, what’s wrong?”
“I’ve never felt this before,” she whispered. “Forgive me if I worried you. I didn’t know how to deal with the emotion.” Slowly, I reached for her hand. She kept her arms tucked around her legs, but she did thread her bare fingers with mine. Drawing in a deep breath at the spark of energy rumbling inside at her touch. She let out a long sigh. “And then you touch me, and the other emotion fades away.” 
“What happened? What’s upsetting you that you would stay out here all night?”
Jade eyed me in the darkness. The green of her eyes glowed brighter when night came. The lindworms controlled the night energy, but Jade thrived in the stillness of twilight.
“I’m not certain I can even explain it,” she admitted. “May I ask you something?”
“You can ask me anything.” 
Jade swallowed, and through our palms I was washed in a reluctance, a flash of anxiety. “Our bond—the part that makes it unique—is it fading for you?”
I played out several questions she might have asked, but that particular question hadn’t ever crossed my mind. My heart thudded in response, like a car spinning out of control. Her anxiety bled through me in similar fashion. I narrowed my gaze, gently easing my fingers beneath her chin so she would look at me. “Are you asking if my feelings for you are changing? Do you think I don’t love you anymore?”
Jade glanced at the ground sheepishly. “I told you I didn’t know how to explain what I’ve been feeling. Something felt different, and I’m ashamed to admit I’ve questioned your bond ever since…”
She didn’t finish. Instead, she glanced away into the night. 
“Jade, what is it? Ever since what?” 
How could I have missed her emotions? Was I so disconnected I didn’t see her suffering—her questioning? Sometimes I could be self-absorbed—I was man enough to admit it. With all my illegal and rebellious actions, clearly the urge to think of myself over others was there. My pulse wouldn’t stop racing as her disquiet bled into mine.
With a sigh, Jade’s glistening eyes locked on mine. “Ever since . . . Athika came.”
Athika? Like a punch to the gut, I understood. I tightened my jaw to keep the grin from spreading, she didn’t need a laugh right now. 
“See,” she said a little like a lament. Jade covered her face. “It is something foolish. I see it in your face.”
“No,” I hurried to say. I tugged her closer, though she resisted. “No, I’m sorry. You’re not foolish, I promise.”
Jade’s voice croaked. “Then what is it? What is this feeling. Why do I feel . . . tight and ugly and angry whenever she’s nearby? I’ve searched for malice in her, but have found nothing. Still, my blood heats through my human form whenever she speaks.” 
She let out a kind of growl behind her hands. 
I glanced at the sky, uneasy. Athika had mentioned the bond of mages, perhaps Jade sensed it, then interpreted it wholly wrong. 
“Jade.” I cupped the side of her face. “I’m sorry.”
Her lips pressed together and I saw a tiny hint of steam around her eyes. Hot wyvern tears against the cold night were always impressive, but I didn’t want Jade to cry. 
“So, I was right,” she said through a strained voice. “There is something.”
“No.” I took her face between both hands, pressed a kiss to her nose. “No, I’m sorry you’ve thought this at all. If you believed for even a second I felt something for Athika, then I’ve neglected you.” Jade tried to look away, but I wouldn’t let her go just yet. “I mean it. There is a mage bond, true, but it is nothing compared to ours.”
“How do you know it couldn’t grow into something more? You didn’t always love me,” she asked. Jade’s heart was strong, it was almost unnerving seeing her so unsure over something. 
“From the first glance at you I was connected.” I stroked her cheek with my thumb. “Loving you would’ve come even without the bond, though. I love you because of you, not because of fate, not because we share the connection to the jade stone. Because I love you.”
She drew in a shuddering breath. “Then, what is this feeling?”
I grinned. “It’s called jealousy. I felt it when I thought you were involved with Raffi and Sapphire.”
She furrowed her brow. “So, you don’t have . . . affection for Athika?”
“I don’t. Jade, I can’t breathe at the thought of not having you with me. I can breathe without Athika. You are the first person I think of each morning, or when something happens, or when I’m about to fall asleep. Not Athika. Not Sapphire. Not anyone else.”
Jade’s arms slowly found their usual place around my waist and she scooted a little closer toward me. “I feel so ridiculous worrying over such things when there is so much more at stake. I couldn’t name what I was feeling. It’s just, I’ve seen the way Athika tries to be with you—tries to connect with you.”
I scanned my memories, but couldn’t quite pinpoint any moments where Athika was forward. I didn’t feel anything toward Athika, so it was likely I would have missed the hints. “I’m sure it’s just because we’re the only two mages, and she wants to work together. Please don’t think of her for another second. This falls to me and making sure I show you how much you matter to me.”
“You don’t have to,” Jade said, looking to the stars, deliberately avoiding my eyes. “It was a stupid mistake. I won’t bring it up again.”
“Jade, you can tell me things. Even if you think it’s stupid. That’s what I should be for you, the person you can talk with about anything.” The words must have meant something because she smiled for the first time that night. Shifting my weight on the frigid earth I inched slightly closer to her ear. “Are you sure you don’t want me to show you how much you mean to me because I have some ideas.” 
Jade arched into me. “Really? What sort of ideas?”
I laughed and claimed her mouth with mine. Jade might have been right about our distance. When our lips touched, a dizzying rush overcame me. It had been too long since we’d been alone. She dug her fingers through my hair, drawing me closer. I was invigorated the longer her lips guided mine. My arms wrapped tight around her slender waist, pulling her against me until I felt her heartbeat against my own.
Her kiss deepened. Her hand slipped beneath my T-shirt, over my bare chest, the touch an anchor to reality. Without it, I would be lost. Jade leveraged so she straddled my waist and kissed me and kissed me and kissed me. 
When we pulled back for air, I sighed and slumped back on the ground, smiling at the stars. Jade kissed the side of my face, my neck, then nestled against my chest and watched the sky. 
“Teagan,” she said after a long, comfortable silence. “You know I’ll do anything to keep you safe.”
“I know,” I whispered. “I’ll do the same.”
“You should know, I sense King Nag is aware of our connection. Bron certainly told him there is something different with us. I believe he’s going to use it against us.”
Ah, the usual strength normally associated with Jade returned. She was certain, and every word resonated inside me that I knew what she said was true. “I agree. But that doesn’t mean you should do anything drastic.” I rolled onto my side and stroked her hair. “Jade, we do this together right. Don’t do anything you think will protect me on your own. Promise me, please. Because if anything happened—if somehow that disgusting prince got a hold of you—I would be dead anyway.”
She kissed the corner of my mouth, grinning.
“I want to show you something,” she said, rolling up her long sleeve. 
On her skin was a beautiful design of gold, silver, and hints of green just like my own markings. The swooping ribbons of color formed a tight shield of intricate symbols. Mage symbols. I didn’t know how I knew the language, but I did. It connected to a part of me, and I knew it was important.
“Did you have this put on?” I asked, brushing my thumb across her skin. 
She shook her head. “No, it’s been slowly taking shape for some time, but I hardly noticed. This morning, when I was alone, I was worried for you. I glanced down, and it was more vibrant than ever. At first I believed it had something to do with my accepting my rise as queen, but when I showed Eisha—she said it was the language of the mage. I think . . . I think it’s a seal—for you.”
I met her eye, my pulse pounding in my ears as I inspected the mark once more. “Has this ever happened?”
Jade’s hand covered mine. “Eisha had never heard of such a thing. Teagan, this is why when I allowed myself to think, well, that you might not feel the same, I thought I might break in two. I knew my feelings were only strengthening; this is proof to me. I don’t know what this means, but I’m certain we are the first mage and wyvern to seal to one another.”
A haze took my skull, heady as wine. I pressed a kiss to the seal on her arm, traveled it to her shoulder, her jaw, her lips.
She kissed me back, whispering as she did. “You’re mine, Teagan Ward. And I am yours. I will always be yours.”
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“Through all this you took time to decorate for the holidays?” I said, brow raised. 
Eisha chuckled, the tension bleeding from her face for a second. “It’s a tradition. Jade and I wanted to fit in with the humans in town, so we’ve always decorated. You know I love sparkly things. So, I thought—if this is our last year here, I had better make it the grandest yet.”
I took in the pleasantries around the house, and heartily agreed. The lights, the holly, the hint baked apple and cinnamon eased a bit of the mounting pressure of the looming battle.
“Any word on the other two royals?” I asked. 
Eisha shook her head, her lips pulling tight, and I caught the muscles in her jaw flinching. “The onyx bloodline has several in the family still living. I haven’t heard if any of the wyverns have answered Sapphire’s call. Amber hasn’t responded, nor have we seen any signs of a mage. I’m not worried . . . yet. Much longer and I fear we may be charged with defending three royals, not five.”
“What do you make of the weapon Ruby mentioned? It had something to do with the stones,” I whispered when I heard footsteps fast approaching. Eisha was filled with knowledge, but I rarely had a moment to speak with her alone. 
“I’ve been hesitant to mention anything,” she said with urgency. “I’ve seen such a blade. It belonged to the High Priestess, Teagan. The High Priest had those,” She pointed to the swords on my back, “the Priestess had the stone blade.”
“So, what does it do?”
“It powers the elemental stones into one vessel. If Bron or Nag took hold of such a blade, with all five stones, with Jade’s bloodline in his family, and his ability to harness night energy—he would be unstoppable.”
“So the High Priestess has the sword?”
Eisha looked thoughtful for a moment before shaking her head. “No, I don’t believe she does. I’d nearly forgotten until it was brought up again. She returned the sword after powering the willow. She returned it to our warriors. They were to hide the blade and the stones. Now, Bron is gathering them.”
“Do you think Nag has the sword then?” 
Eisha shrugged and lowered her voice even more when the door burst open and Raffi, Dash, and Mitch came outside. “It’s possible. But he doesn’t have all the stones yet, we would certainly know. If he has the blade, it is only a blade until all five elemental powers are returned to the hilt.”
“Why would the High Priestess have such a weapon?” I continued, more to myself than anyone else. 
“It’s a mage blade. It was forged when our people joined together. The ultimate trust between races was handing our powerful relics to the mage to protect. I suppose—and I hate to say it since I blamed the High Priestess in a way for not seeing Bron’s inner thoughts sooner—but it must have been a great sacrifice for the High Priestess to return her final bond of protection back to the wyvern race. She left with nothing. Her bond was severed, her people slaughtered, her husband.” Eisha paused. “Well, I imagine giving up the sword was difficult.”
I smiled. “Eisha, don’t look now, but I think you might be leaning toward the idea the High Priestess is on our side.”
“Shocking, isn’t it? Perhaps having you around is softening my idea of the mage honor. You’re sealed to Jade, Teagan. She’s sealed to you, that makes you one of us. You will always be a part of this family now.”
Part of her family—it meant a great deal coming from Eisha. 
“We’re ready to go,” Raffi said. A look of excitement lit his face. An actual mission. Dash explained, for a warrior, having a purpose beyond protection was what they lived for.
Mitch had donned in black from the knitted cap on his head to the black boots on his feet. He tugged on a pair of leather gloves and cracked his neck as though preparing to run a marathon. “I’m ready.”
Clearing my throat, I drifted to his side. “I don’t like that you’re doing this. You promise you’ll be careful?”
Mitch shoved my shoulder. “Hey, we all have our superpowers, right? Mine just happens to be thieving.”
“And mind manipulation,” Dash said. 
“And sprouting thorns on wolvyn backs,” I added. 
“Stop,” said Mitch, imitating tossing his hair over his shoulder. “My ego groweth too large. Anyway, you do your magic thing with your impressive green swords, and I’ll be a dirty criminal.”
Athika stepped up to Mitch, leaving Ruby at Jade’s side. Ruby looked stronger now, though she seemed worried. I understood. I loved Jade, but we also had the mage and wyvern bond. That was hard enough to separate. Ruby wore her worry for her mage in every furrow of her brow. 
“We’ll be okay, Ruby,” Athika shouted over her shoulder, doubtless sensing the same fears. “Just focus on healing completely, yes? It’s been much too long since we had a good spar.”
Ruby grinned and nodded. “I must admit, I’ve gotten better with my knives. I think you’ll be surprised how quickly you fall.”
“We’ll see.” She turned to me, her smile widening. I was careful to keep a slight distance. “I’ll take care of him. It’s what the mage do for each other.”
“It’s what we all do for one another,” I said simply.
“Come on,” Raffi groaned. 
“It’s a good thing none of you are warriors. At the rate you move, all our enemies would have slaughtered us by now,” said Dash.
“Oh, just go,” Jade laughed, shooing away her two friends. 
Raffi nodded to her with respect and in a scraping of skin and scales, shifted to his enormous wyvern shape. Dash followed, and only the lights from the décor lit his dark, scaly body against the backdrop of the night. Mitch stood in awe for a few moments before following Athika down the steps. Mitch tucked behind Dash’s broad, bluish-black wings while Athika mounted Raffi’s ridged spine. 
I stomped down the steps when the dragons tore into the sky, the brush of their wings powdering the steps in a brush of snow. As I watched them leave, there was a tight knot in my chest. I should be with them. My eyes scanned the surrounding trees, and I heard the whispers. Something was coming, and the tremble of fear along my spine told me this night would not go as expected.
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Sleep evaded me, yet when the gilded light of the morning broke through my window, I wasn’t tired. The light washed over the beautiful symbols embedded in my arm. Each line, each delicate curve of the design, was a marvel to me. Smiling, I traced the seal, feeling a comfortable rush in the pit of my stomach. I was sealed to a mage, something that had never happened outside the wyvern race. 
I’d been told my parents had sealed to each other, but I couldn’t remember. Eisha had a seal on her left shoulder blade. It was small, but was the mark of the warriors. Her mate, Gregor, had been the lead warrior for my grandfather until that fateful night at the castle. That was how Eisha and I determined this was the mage seal, and I had been locked to Teagan now in my mind. Nothing could sever that.
A soft knock at my door drew my gaze from my arm. Konrad stuck his head in. “May I come in?”
“Of course,” I said, kicking off the silk sheets along the bed. Eisha loved fine things, but I think I preferred sleeping on the ground beneath the trees. “I haven’t seen you for so long, it seems.”
Konrad leaned against the wall, his dark eyes glancing out the wide window. “Would you want to fly with me?”
My brow furrowed, but I nodded. “Yes, I’m always up for a flight. Is something bothering you?”
He shook his head. Konrad had trimmed his dark beard, and it made his face younger and showed its strength. Everything that had happened with Bron and the lindworms kept him occupied and distant from the reform house. Despite being a royal wyvern, Konrad Sapphire loved his work there, and it was difficult for him to stay away.
“As you said, we haven’t had much time to speak lately.”
I smiled, sensing his concern for Mitch. All at once, I realized he also burdened my thoughts, adding to my restlessness. 
I hoped Athika would protect Mitch. A fae would be quite defenseless against lindworms. He might be able to mesmerize them for a moment, but no doubt, it would not last. Dragon pyre would break fae enchantments in no time. And if the High Priestess was not an ally, I didn’t know how quickly Athika could stand against someone with her rumored power. 
We didn’t take the front door. Konrad stood by me along the edge of the roof. The house was expansive and offered the perfect ledge to erupt into flight. For years I’d envied Raffi and Dash, or Eisha on the rare occasion, when they’d burst into the air. I smiled and leaned into the frosty air. I wasn’t trapped any longer. 
Konrad leapt first. His brilliant wings gleamed beneath the dawn as he shifted in midair. I loved the way the iridescent color of his scales drifted between dark purple and royal blue like the wings on a dragonfly. I dove into the air, feeling my body peel back the layers of smooth skin and harden to sharp, gleaming scales.
When I was in my wyvern form, worries drifted away. My mind was clearer, and I could breathe easier about what might be coming. I didn’t even think about the dark prince who wanted to take me as his mate. I didn’t share with anyone—even Teagan—how much that thought brought the most fear into my soul. 
The winter air was crisp and brought my blood to a low boil the higher we flew. 
Jade, Konrad’s voice echoed in my mind. What you think of the elder council? 
My fellow royal dipped low in the sky, rolling slightly so his pitch eyes locked with mine. His sapphire wings were larger than mine and cut through the airstream like silk, but with a few long digs, I caught up easily. 
Speaking with our minds was quieter and peaceful. I enjoyed being one on one, hearing soft words in my thoughts. 
I shuddered so steam billowed from my nose. At times I am grateful only Aldwin and Frenrir are here, but then I wonder why the others have not shown the slightest interest. I worry for Teagan. I don’t think the council is his ally. By the way Aldwin spoke, they don’t trust him. 
Konrad’s heavy head dipped, and he released a rapid stream of smoke from his throat in agreement. I had a feeling last night. It felt wrong, the council, I mean. For the first time since Aldwin questioned Teagan, I am worried much the same.
What do we do? I asked, picking up speed. Together we folded our wings and dove toward the earth. The rapid wind breathed new life into my lungs, and my heart soared.
You are the queen, Jade. That is your choice.
Konrad, I may be the queen, but I am not the only royal, and I certainly don’t want a kingdom where one voice rules all. We work together, as we always have, I grumbled with a snort once I spun out of my dive and let the wind billow in the thin skin on my wings. 
Though it was hard to make out a smile when we were in our true forms, I sensed his heart lightening as I spoke. 
I hoped you would say something like that. If you care to know what I think, he began slowly, I think it is time for you to officially claim the throne.
As the air thickened and the ground drew closer, I admitted I was surprised by his suggestion. I hadn’t expected it, I suppose, and perhaps didn’t catch his full meaning. What do you mean, claim the throne? Aren’t I already queen?
My claws dug into the frozen earth first, but Konrad was just behind me. I felt the soil tremble when he plodded his swift landing and came to a halt. He danced about for a moment, folding his massive wings along his back and pacing as he locked his gaze on me. Claiming the throne is ceremonial. It would be a massive announcement, and it would officially denounce the council from the decisions for the wyvern race, returning power to the royals. But it’s risky. It would reveal your location, and that means the lindworms would have an easier time finding you, but so would those still hidden from us. All our people would once more know who ruled. 
I considered each word carefully. My wings nestled along my ridged spine. Will I, in turn, know where our people are? Konrad rustled his snout and nodded. So, the elders know where all the wyvern clans are now? 
That’s my understanding. It doesn’t have to be immediate, Jade. But there is something wrong with the council, I haven’t been able to shake the feeling since it came. It is the only solution I have for taking back the power from the elders in the event there are ulterior reasons that Frenrir has been placed among us.
I opened my mind to answer but stopped when the faint rustle of wings sent the fire in my dragon heart pumping. 
Someone is coming, Konrad hissed through my mind, his eyes already looking to the sky.
Yes, I can hear them. I don’t recognize their scent or sound. 
Go, Jade.
Stop, I demanded with a narrowed gaze as I spread my wings into a battle stance. I’m not leaving anymore.
It could be the lindworms, Konrad growled.
No, it is not! Sapphire, I hear you!
It was a voice I hadn’t heard for years—so long had passed, the sound was hardly a memory but from a young child’s mind. 
Sapphire breathed out a blue flame and looked to the sky, stomping his front claws. I can’t believe it, his soft voice filtered through my mind. 
I followed his gaze and scanned the ghostly morning sky. Nothing stretched across the pale blue canvas apart from a few wispy clouds. 
A shadow cast along the ground, stretching and growing as ebony wings blocked the sunlight. I backed away when the two pitch dragons drifted to the ground with skill and a landing that was softer than the snow falling. The two wyverns were dark like Eisha and Dash, but the edges of each scale gleamed in silver. As though armored with steel. They both stood regal and important. I could hardly breathe when both lowered their enormous heads, widening their jaws and spraying the snow in a wave of brilliant purple fire. 
It was a common greeting, respect for the higher royals. 
Sapphire stomped toward the larger of the two and stared. I heard his thoughts, embraced his excitement. 
Onyx! Konrad exclaimed. 
Of course. Now that the name was in the open, I recognized the energy from the third royal line. Onyx shook his head in response, but his gleaming eyes found me. We received the warning. Last I saw you, Queen Ariana, you were such a small thing. My parents always spoke fondly of yours. 
I hope your family is well, I said quickly, a pang in my chest. A sharp bitterness at the time we’d spent apart. The dragons I didn’t know. They remembered so much and I shrunk beneath their loyalty to a queen who hardly remembered their faces. My parents left a legacy, and I yearned to rise and lead as they once did.  
Onyx let out a soft growl. It is only my two brothers and myself left. I’ve brought Peran with me today. Our other brother remains at our protected home. Our parents chose to leave this life, heartbroken after the war and the divide, but my brothers and I have never given up hope. 
Nor have we. Please just call me Jade. We all use the bloodline names, I replied firmly stepping closer to the two brothers 
Onyx faced me, eyes bright from flight. Perhaps these royals had been just as trapped as us for so long that soaring through the sky brought back a life long ago forgotten. If I may say, my queen, you have grown into a remarkable ruler. I look forward to what the future brings when you officially ascend. 
Thank you, but I will not succeed without help. I must ask, Onyx, how have you broken free of your human form? Do you bring a mage with you? 
Onyx glanced to Peran, who snorted a puff of steam before stepping forward. Peran’s voice, though he was the younger of the two brothers, was deep and shook inside my mind. We hid our mage from the beginning. He has always been with us, even after the divide. We know it was against the direction of both the council and the mage Priesthood, but with so many of us to keep watch over, he eventually made himself known and has protected us ever since. 
Onyx chuckled and glanced to Sapphire before speaking, Yes, Donovan wasn’t too happy with the decision for Peran and I to come here, but we heard a rumor you had mages at your disposal. It was the only way we could get him to agree to release us from his watch. I suppose we could ask you the same, Queen Jade.
We have mage protection, Konrad said quickly, starting to pace again in the melting snow. The longer our warm bodies stood in the snow, the more wet and muddy the ground became. But we have some explaining to do on some of our mages. 
Donavan remains with our youngest brother, Peran said, lowering his voice as though anyone in the forest could hear our thoughts. We heard . . . we were told he has come back and is seeking the elemental stones?
The dark High Priest along with King Nag have returned. They are in possession of the fire stone, Konrad said. 
Onyx dug his claws angrily into the soil, and Peran seemed ready to breathe molten breath.
What of Ruby? Onyx asked, his voice so pained my heart ached as I absorbed his anguish. 
Sapphire chuckled, though I didn’t see the humor. Don’t fret, Onyx. Ruby is safe. She is here, with us.
Onyx breathed a sigh of relief. Then I understood. That sort of relief only occurred when someone shared deeper feelings than one might for a friend. 
Come with us, we’ll bring you back to our home, I said. Everyone will be so relieved to know you’re safe.
Onyx and Peran took flight with us. Relief flooded my soul and it was difficult to keep my eyes off the two brothers. Four of the five royals were found, alive, and ready to rise against Nag and Bron. Now, all that was left—we had to find Amber. 
By the time we returned to the mansion, Raffi and Dash were setting up the exercises for the day. I wasn’t blind to how fiercely Teagan had been training with the warriors ever since the word the lindworm prince was known to be looking for a mate. The two warriors had returned early in the evening after Athika demanded there was too much energy. It only added to Konrad’s anxiety for Mitch.
At our arrival, Raffi’s eyes widened, steam billowing from his skin when his emotions took hold. 
I found my footing and shifted easily. I loved the way the shimmering gown floated over my skin—always warm and filled with energy from the shift. Konrad was next, then Peran, and finally Onyx. Both brothers were draped in dark robes that reminded me of night with a hint of moonlight tucked behind clouds. Onyx had shoulder length hair that was the color of chestnuts, while Peran's was lighter, cropped short to his skull. Both brothers were hard with muscle like most wyvern men. Onyx had a strong, square jaw, and his pale eyes were playful when he enjoyed Dash and Raffi’s reaction to the newcomers. 
“Warriors,” Onyx said with an approving nod. “Excellent.”
“Highnesses,” Raffi and Dash said in unison, lowering their heads in a bow to the Onyx brothers. 
Onyx waved his hand. “No need for that. We’re pleased to be here and for your service in keeping the queen safe all these years.”
“Oh good. Jade, you’re back.” 
I swallowed hard at the sound of Teagan’s voice from the porch. My heart shot to the sides of my head. On the porch, he stood with his back toward us—shirtless as usual and the bright green seal beamed in the sunlight as he secured the sheath along his shoulders. 
Peran gasped first, but Onyx inched closer to the porch steps where Teagan stood, unaware a new royal had even arrived. 
“A jade mage,” Onyx said, drawing Teagan’s attention. 
“Whoa.” Teagan jumped back and spun around, gripping one of the blades tighter. “Who are you?”
Onyx looked at me, his mouth open in surprise. “I never . . . my queen . . . how is this possible?”
I smiled up at Teagan, touching Onyx’s arm gently. “Teagan, this is Onyx and his brother Peran. They are from the Onyx bloodline.”
Teagan released a heavy breath, and his white-knuckled grip on the hilt of his sword loosened. He shifted on his feet, eyeing the two brothers. I clapped a hand over my mouth, grinning, when Teagan stiffened as the royals gawked and muttered over the mage armor marks on his skin. Doubtless he wanted to run inside and cover up, never one to enjoy the spotlight, but he heated almost as much as dragons. By the end of sparring matches, the warriors and Teagan were always drenched in sweat. T-shirts were rather pointless. I didn’t mind. 
Peran poked Teagan’s bicep, as if the armor might engage. 
Teagan cleared his throat and took a step away. “Uh, what a surprise. I’m glad there are more royals who are safe.” Onyx readied to poke him now, but Teagan barred him out with his hand outstretched. “I’m Teagan.”
Onyx shook Teagan’s hand, but the royal still hadn’t blinked. “How, mage? How has the jade bloodline been restored? When I heard you had mage power, I expected the ruby bloodline, or yours, Sapphire—and these weapons,” Onyx said, with a bitter whisper. 
Teagan sighed. I had a bit of sympathy for him. He grew weary of the story and trying to stop accusations before they even came. “Yes, these were the High Priest’s blades. No, I’m not loyal to him. Yes, I am the jade mage. We don’t know the answer to how it happened.”
Onyx glanced to me, and I took my place beside Teagan. “Onyx, come inside. This is part of what we wanted to explain.” Looking to Teagan, I curled my hand around his bicep and leaned closer. It was impossible to keep too far a distance for too long. “Have you heard from Mitch?”
Teagan nodded. “They are on their way back. Athika wouldn’t expound on what happened. They should be here soon.”
I was relieved, but cautious. When the warriors returned, I’d grown suspicious of possible motives, though I kept it to myself. I hadn’t felt any malice from the ruby mage, and she had kept Ruby safe. Bias was clouding my feelings toward the woman. Teagan might not have sensed Athika’s connection, her interest, but I did. 
I wouldn’t doubt him, but after sensing the ruby mage’s attraction and pull to Teagan’s power, I knew she wouldn’t give up the fight to win him easily. 
“Onyx?” 
We all looked to the doorway. Ruby leaned against the frame, her dark hair falling over her shoulders, and her smoldering eyes brightened. 
“Ruby,” Onyx said rushing to her side. Peran sighed, but didn’t look disappointed. More annoyed. A typical younger brother. 
“What’s going on there?” Teagan whispered. 
I shrugged. “It seems there are tighter connections between the royals than I knew.”
“I heard you’d been attacked,” Onyx said, his fingers gently tracing Ruby’s cheek. 
She smiled and stepped closer. “I’m fine. I’m so relieved you and your brothers are safe. Come inside, my mage has found some information that might help us gain more mage support.”
Onyx took Ruby’s hand and together they rushed inside. Peran followed with Raffi and Dash. Morning exercises would have to wait until we heard what had been found out about the High Priestess.




Chapter 11








I wasn’t doing well at keeping my promise to Teagan not to fret over Athika’s behavior toward him. She arrived within the hour and immediately went to his side, filled with a thrill about the night. 
“We have so much to tell you,” she said. Her hand on his forearm. His forearm. I wanted to slap it away.
Mitch nodded, his hair messy and standing on end when he plopped onto one of the Victorian style sofas in the front room. “It was amazing. Like, how is any of this possible? I love my life.” He sighed, closed his eyes, and rested his head against the couch. 
Gently, Teagan eased out of Athika’s hold. I smirked when he scanned the room to find me. I was thankful he hadn’t put his shirt on, and when he turned to slide the sweatshirt over his head, I might have enjoyed Athika’s scowl at my seal on his back a little too much. 
“Hey, do you have armor too, Jade?” Mitch asked, pointing to my arms. It drew Athika’s attention as well. Teagan smiled and settled next to me.
“No.” I drew my thumb over my seal. “We believe I’ve also been sealed. This is the symbol of the mage—so, like Teagan has mine, it seems I have his, too.”
Athika slid down on the cushion next to me and touched my arm. I didn’t shrink back because I only sensed her curiosity. 
“It is the ancient symbol of the mage,” she said, meeting my eye. “What exactly do wyvern seals mean? I ask because I don’t understand the bond with Teagan. Is it because you are the queen that he has a royal seal, perhaps?”
I shook my head. “It’s because we love each other.”
Teagan’s lip rolled over his bottom teeth, his cheeks reddened as he tried to stifle his smile. Okay, maybe I was being a little petty. I vowed to stop. Athika’s brow furrowed, but she didn’t respond. She only shook her head and drifted to the window seat. 
Frenrir stood against the wall, fading into the background as Onyx and Peran entered the room with Eisha, smiling and chatting. Ruby and Sapphire next, then Raffi and Dash entered, holding bowls of dried meats, already shoveling food into their mouths before they found their place along the wall. 
“So, Athika, we’re anxious to hear what happened,” Ruby said. 
“Onyx, good to see you again,” Athika said politely, nodding toward the royal.
“It has been much too long, Athika.”
“How is Donovan?” 
“Sour as ever. He remains with our youngest brother,” Onyx said. 
“Probably wise. But I’m surprised he let you both out of his sight,” she said with a smile. 
“It wasn’t easy,” Onyx said. 
“I hate to interrupt the reunion,” Peran sighed, nudging his brother’s arm. “But weren’t you about to tell us where you and this fae have been all night?”
“My name is Mitch. I’m not a servant or whatever.”
Peran didn’t say anything, only nodded in Mitch’s direction. 
“No, Mitch is certainly not a servant, especially after last night. We found the courier,” Athika said, pausing dramatically to let her words sink in. “I warned Mitch she could sense his intentions, he had to block his emotions while he tried to take the correspondence.”
“So, when we found her—” Mitch took over, his eyes wide when he scooted to the edge of the sofa. “Athika stepped out. The other mage was surprised, but Athika played it cool. Don’t think I didn’t hear the subtle way you tried to sneak information about the High Priestess.”
“Well, a lot of good it did.” 
Mitch’s smile never faded. “The mage was a vault. Sealed tight, she didn’t give up anything—except, like she told Athika before, she said she sensed the High Priest had returned. Whether she was talking about your deadbeat dad, Teagan, or you, who knows—”
“Wait!” Onyx interrupted. “What about your father?”
“Later, Onyx,” Athika insisted. “Just wait.”
“Anyway, while Athika had the mage distracted, I made my move. I took a deep breath . . . do you know how hard it is to keep your mind blank when you’re supposed to?” Mitch asked the room. “I mean, when I need to think, all I have is an empty hole, but when I need to not think of anything and steal something—take my word for it, it’s practically impossible to clear your head.”
“Did you get the correspondence?” Eisha asked, drawing Mitch’s rambling to a halt. 
He nodded his head so his dark curls bounced about. “Yes! She didn’t feel me snag it at all. I didn’t even brush the sack she kept it in.”
No one said anything, notably waiting for Mitch to continue, but after several tense moments it was clear that wasn’t going to happen.
“Dude,” Teagan said with a groan. “What did it say?”
“Oh, sorry, I just wanted you all to marvel at my skills for a second,” Mitch said. 
Onyx chuckled. “I like this faerie.” 
“It was addressed to someone important,” Mitch continued, eyeing Athika playfully. 
She grinned. “But not the High Priestess.”
I drew in a breath, feeling a wave of disappointment for Teagan. I knew he was afraid to meet the High Priestess if we ever found her, but I also knew he desperately wanted answers. 
He deserved answers. 
“I’m going to crush your skulls if you don’t just tell us now,” Raffi snarled, earning him a fierce glare from Eisha. 
“Well, dear Raffi, you and Dash may be most interested to know to whom this letter was addressed. I’m almost angry at myself for sending you both away, it would have been such fun to see your faces in the moment. I think you will recognize the name,” Athika said. 
“Really?” Dash muttered, mouth full of jerky. “Who was it for?”
Athika sauntered into the center of the room, staring straight at the two warriors. “The correspondence was addressed to Thane of Krigare.”
Dash’s eyes widened, but Raffi dropped his bowl, the glass shattered, meat slopped along the wood floor. 
“I told you they would be beside themselves, Mitch,” Athika said with a glance over their shoulders. 
“Thane,” Sapphire said, rising to his feet slowly, with a tepid glance toward Eisha.
I released Teagan’s hand and rushed to Eisha’s side when my fellow wyvern crumbled forward, her thin fingers covering her face. “Eisha, what is it? Why does this name upset you?”
“It doesn’t upset me in the way you think,” Eisha whispered, wiping her eyes from her hot tears. “I know Thane well. My Gregor—Thane and Gregor were the royal guards. Gregor protected the king and Thane . . . your parents, until . . . well, after the battle Thane became the lead warrior. I have not thought about him for years. Truly, I believed he might be dead.”
“Thane would not die without a fierce battle being made known,” Raffi snapped, his chest puffing up in pride. 
“That’s the warrior,” Teagan said softly, glancing at Raffi. “The one who gave you his sword.” 
Raffi offered a curt nod, his body at attention as though the commanding warrior had entered the room. 
“We all remember Thane,” Onyx said. “But it doesn’t answer why a mage would correspond with wyvern warriors instead of her High Priestess.”
“That is a good question,” Athika agreed. 
“Well, did you find where he is?” Dash asked, a dripping desperation in his voice. 
Now Athika’s smug smile faded and she shook her head. “The correspondence was well protected—coded almost. It was clear the courier had delivered messages to the warrior many times. She knew how to protect her letters. I had to get Mitch to safety when she realized he’d taken the letter. We left soon after she . . . escaped.”
“What happened?” Frenrir asked. 
I frowned, nearly forgetting he was there. This was a conversation I’d rather have without the elders’ spy.
Mitch sighed, his eyes averting from Sapphire. “Well, she got a little angry. She wasn’t unarmed, I’ll say that.” Mitch lifted his shirt and showed a hastily bandaged wound on his stomach. “She had knives.”
“Mitch,” I gasped, rushing to inspect his wound. 
“I tried to heal him, but we had to leave quickly when she started tearing up the earth. She tried to swallow me up in the ground. A fellow mage,” Athika pouted. 
I rolled my eyes and peeled back the soaked bandages made mostly of leaves and bits of Athika’s robe. The wound was deep and still bleeding. I dipped my hands along Mitch’s stomach and heard him gasp when my energy burst from my palms into his festering skin. 
“Well, in the mage’s defense,” Ruby said softly, “you did rob her.”
Athika nodded in agreement and bent low to watch me work on Mitch. He shuddered under my touch and winced when the skin pulled and healed. 
“What exactly are you doing?” he asked through a tight jaw. 
“Using energy to heal you,” I said, my tongue out one side of my mouth, focusing on the wound. 
“It’s so warm. But also like I’m being shocked.”
“Almost done,” I whispered. “There. It might leave a scar, but it should feel better tomorrow.”
Mitch and Athika inspected the wound. Athika smiled at me, and I sensed her admiration for the job. 
“You could pass for a mage,” she chuckled. “That wound was made with a mage blade, not easy to heal.”
“I’m sure you could do as well if you had not been fleeing for your life.” I offered a nod. There, I could be civil—un-jealous. The uncomfortable emotion Teagan described was quickly becoming an annoyance.
“Why would a courier be armed?” Onyx asked.
“They are important,” Athika said, “But you’re right, it is strange that she was able to fight with a weapon—even more than her powers.”
“She fought like a warrior,” Teagan said with sarcasm. 
Raffi sparked to attention, nodding slowly. “Makes sense. She’s been with Thane. She is a courier for Thane! It explains why she would first use weapons to fight if she’s lived among warriors. But again, why would a mage stay with warriors over the High Priestess?”
“Maybe a mage would choose warriors if her leader joined with Bron, that’s why,” Teagan snapped, and shot to his feet. 
“Teagan don’t say that before we know,” Sapphire offered, but Teagan only shook his head. 
“No,” he said. “It seems to me the mage haven’t seen the High Priestess for so long because she’s not who they once believed in. That or she’s dead. Either way, I think I’d rather not know.”
“Teagan,” Eisha interjected loud enough to bring him to a pause before he stormed from the room. “It’s possible the High Priestess is with Thane.”
The room grew still. My hands were bloodied from healing Mitch, but I didn’t care if I ruined my clothes when I hugged my middle. 
Eisha stared at the carpet, hesitating. Whenever she spoke of the High Priestess, she radiated deep, cutting pain left unhealed for centuries. 
“What are you talking about?” Teagan asked, his voice dark and troubled. Athika took a few steps toward him, but I soon outpaced her and stood at his side. 
“After the High Priestess warded this town—” Eisha took a deep breath. “She left with Thane and the warriors.”
“She left with them but they planned to go separate ways,” Raffi insisted. 
“But what if they didn’t,” Eisha said. “I’m only saying this because we all believe the High Priestess is Teagan’s mother. I don’t . . . I don’t want you to lose hope yet. Let’s find out for sure before you believe the people who gave you life are evil enough to take it away.”
I could have crushed Eisha in an embrace. Her words were sincere, and for the first time since Teagan Ward came to Wyvern Willows, her affection, her concern for the man I’d grown to love was clear and unyielding.
“She’s right, Teagan,” Sapphire said. 
“Okay, but what do we do with all this?” Teagan asked. “It’s obvious this Thane doesn’t want to be found.”
“I don’t know about that,” Athika said. “From the energy I absorbed off the courier, she was searching for something to report back. We didn’t see what was in the message, only to whom it was addressed. But before she fought us away, it was clear she was seeking out certain information. Is it possible the entire fleet of wyvern warriors have always been nearby?”
“We would have felt them,” Dash whispered. “Long ago, I would sense my fellow warriors sometimes. Just faintly, but I knew they were still out there preparing for the war to begin again. It’s been silent for so many years.”
“Perhaps this is the sign that the war is beginning. This could mean . . .” Raffi swallowed hard before his lips widened into a dark smile. “It could mean Thane and our warriors are preparing to end Nag once and for all.”




Chapter 12








I sat on the damp grass, watching Raffi, Dash, and Teagan spar with Sapphire and Onyx. I was relieved that most of the royals were able to defend themselves alongside the warriors. Of course, no one was quite as skilled as warrior wyverns. 
The morning was warmer than it had been in months, and the kiss of the sun invigorated my energy. 
Raffi lunged at Teagan, the clash of their swords drew my gaze down the slope. Normally, I would join them, but today I wanted to watch. Teagan was distant since the report from Mitch. I thought, despite reassurances from the others, Teagan might still believe the High Priestess had abandoned her people and joined the lindworms. I tried to imagine how it might feel to think my mother would turn to darkness, abandoning me, and even being willing to kill me. I couldn’t fathom it. 
So today, I wanted to watch. I wanted to see what he did, how he reacted. It seemed the only way I might understand how best to help him.
“May I sit with you?” 
Athika stood behind me. She wore a thick sweater wrapped around her thin body, but still shivered against the wind. 
Strange to see her struggle outside. Since I’d known Teagan, he behaved more like me, oblivious to the cold. Even now he wore a gray tank top as he slashed his blade hard against Raffi’s heavy sword.
“Yes,” I said, trying my hardest to give Athika a chance I had yet to offer. “Of course.” 
I waited as Athika tucked the sweater beneath her legs, a barrier between the sopping grass, and hugged her knees against her body. 
“So, I’m curious,” I began. “How long has Ruby enjoyed Onyx’s company?” 
Starting with something pleasant, perhaps that might help the tension between us.
Athika snickered. “It began back at your grandfather’s castle. I was rumored to become the mage for the ruby line. My mother was the mage, but I knew my armor would come soon. Ruby and I were friends even before I was her mage, and I saw the two royals spend more time than normal with each other. 
“After the slaughter of the castle, when Ruby and I went to Egypt, Onyx found us. He visited once or twice, but being the protector of the onyx stone gives him power of water. Such energy in a desert brought too much unwanted attention. It’s been many decades since they’ve seen each other.” Athika grinned and turned her eyes to the sparring match below. “They refuse to admit they feel anything more, but it’s plain to see.”
“Well, it isn’t common for royal bloodlines to unite in a mate arrangement,” I offered. 
“Yes, there seem to be many strange bonds as of late.” I caught her meaning, and my skin bubbled along my arms as the tension returned. Athika shook her head, watching Raffi and Dash strike at Teagan from each side. “Sometimes when I watch him with the warriors, he looks more like one of them than a mage.” 
Truth be told, the tight jealousy, as Teagan called it, riled again knowing she watched him at all. I cleared my throat and pushed it aside. “He’s learned a great deal and is really talented with those blades now.”
“I can’t imagine how powerful he might be if he had more influences from the mage side,” she said. 
My eyes narrowed when I glanced across at her. “Mini was with him and taught him how to channel his energy. She was a great mage influence.”
“Yes,” Athika continued. “She was a wonderful mage, and Agatha is missed. But she died so soon after Teagan learned of his powers. He’s had more influence from Raffi, Sapphire, Dash. From you. His energy needs to be able to face Bron and do more than banish him. Sometimes, Teagan seems more like a wyvern. Doesn’t that worry you, when the time comes to battle one of the most powerful mages in history? If all he can do is wield a blade, he will not survive.”
“Why are you saying these things to me?” I asked, heat rushing to my cheeks. It took all my restraint to keep my promise to give Athika a fair chance.
She smiled sweetly. “I just know you have a way of talking to Teagan. You should suggest he train with me. I can show him how to handle his power easier.”
“Athika, you’ve seen how strong he is with energy,” I insisted. “You’ve even expressed you were drawn to his strength. Don’t deny that; I can see it.”
Athika clicked her tongue. “I suppose you’re right. I am drawn to his unique talents. He must be bound for greatness if he could restore the jade bloodline without even knowing his true nature. It’s rather remarkable. I only hope he meets his potential, without letting wild ideas of impossible connections cloud his mind.”
I chuckled, but nothing was funny. “Athika, are you trying to say something? I would rather you speak plainly if you are. There’s something bothering you, and it really is pointless to try to hide it.”
“I know I can’t hide my emotions from you, Your Highness,” she said. “Look, I know you care about Teagan, as your mage. But you are the queen of wyvern. You care more about your own people, as you should. Their safety is what’s most important. But Teagan doesn’t understand that. 
“When you speak of your unique bond, and love, and anything else about destiny, I think it’s creating something in his mind that is simply impossible. He will be the one to be wounded in the end. It’s never been done, Jade. A wyvern and mage together. 
“I know everyone here has given you both a wide berth, but I am the only other mage here and feel I need to defend my fellow mage. This relationship between you two only exists here.” She gestured to the lawns of the house. “Out there, when we’re in the open, it cannot be. It’s not accepted, nor is it possible. Mage bond with other mage, and wyvern mates are arranged with the benefit of your people in the forefront. It’s the way our races are designed—it’s what makes our people different, and also what makes our people able to live in peace.”
My voice caught in my throat. I turned my focus back toward the lawn as Sapphire wrapped his strong arm around Teagan’s neck and dragged him to the ground, then Raffi tried to pin him with his blade, but Teagan rolled away before he was trapped. 
“I’ve upset you,” Athika said when I stayed quiet. “I apologize. I say this because I want what’s best for everyone, what will bring everyone safely away from any fight against the lindworms and any dark mages.”
Clearing my throat, I tucked my hair behind my ears, feeling the burn of my shift desperate to take place. I wanted to fly away from this situation, but no. I was a queen after all, I had to learn to face the difficult. “The only reason I’m upset is because you are misinformed with what you say.”
“In what way?” 
I folded my legs beneath me. “Athika, you speak as though I don’t feel as deeply as Teagan, or as though I use his lack of experience as a mage to convince him he has deeper feelings for me. For what? Why would I do that? Do you think it’s so I can demand his loyalty for the benefit of my people over his life?”
“No, I know you care, it’s just—”
“That we wyverns have too much influence?” I interrupted. “Or that you think Teagan doesn’t behave like a typical mage and does not use energy from the earth as he should? Well, you’re wrong on both accounts. I’ve seen Teagan command rivers. I’ve seen him split the bedrock. And I’ve also seen him defeat one of the fiercest wyvern warriors I know with his blade. Raffi could not stop him.” 
I rose to my feet. “Teagan is different, but that shouldn’t cause anyone concern. Before I even saw his face, Athika, I knew a greater power had come to Wyvern Willows. I knew it here.” I pounded my fist over my heart. “The moment I saw him, I was bonded with Teagan Ward, even if I didn’t realize it.”
“Jade, I don’t mean to—”
“No, I have one thing more to say,” I said, my voice cool and direct. “I love Teagan. Not from a bond, but because I fell in love with his heart. Now, from that love, my own body sealed to him.” I slid my sleeve up to reveal the seal in my skin for her to see again. “You cannot come here and pretend you understand what has happened to us when you have no idea. And let’s be honest with each other, you wouldn’t mind if Teagan spoke the words he says to me, to you. That’s what this is about.”
Athika scoffed, her mouth open as she looked away, but she didn’t deny my accusation. We fell into an uncomfortable silence for a long time before she stood, brushing off bits of dirty snow from her sweater. 
“You’re right, Your Highness,” Athika said slowly. “I don’t know what has happened here. What I do know is Teagan is your first encounter with a mage—he’s your mage. That bond is powerful. And you are his first encounter with a wyvern. Feelings are bound to get a little muddled when a bond is so fresh. 
“You’re not wrong. I do think Teagan is an incredible mage—that’s what he is—a mage. I’m not afraid to admit we’d do well together, and don’t forget, my bond with someone like Teagan isn’t forbidden.”
Athika bowed her head before returning to the house. Again, I found my voice had abandoned me. Resistance had faced Teagan and me since we’d confessed our deeper feelings for each other, but I’d never used the word forbidden. 
Wasn’t that what Aldwin insinuated? Glancing once more down the slope, I caught Teagan’s eye. He rolled one of the jade blades in his grip and smiled at me. My heart soared, but also plummeted in weary sadness. What more would try to tear us apart?
With a soft smile in return, I turned away, urging my skin to peel back into scales. Before anyone could stop me, my wings burst from my shoulders, and I took to the skies.
[image: image-placeholder]The ledge where Teagan had released my ability to shift had become one of my most peaceful refuges. I enjoyed watching the town from above. So many humans and magis lived amongst us—they were our neighbors, but did they know what risk my family, my people were bringing to their lives? I was fooling myself if I believed Nag would spare their lives should he attack. In the silence of the afternoon, I vowed we would find a way to rid the town of the families, the people, the shop owners. Everyone must leave, and if the tremble of urgency in my heart meant anything, it would have to be soon. 
I shifted to my human form, wishing to feel the breeze along my burning skin. The gown was sheer in places and revealed a lot of my body. It was perfect for the moment. Breathing deeply, the frigid winter air soothed the last of my fiery lungs, bringing me to a calm. 
Until I wasn’t alone. 
In a rush of wind and wings, I whipped around. My heart plummeted to my feet when I saw the ancient dragon fold his wide, clawed, white wings. Elder Aldwin’s body was gray like ash, with milky eyes and long, curled fangs that bent over his lips. His shift wasn’t as swift as my own, but when his human skin molded over his sharp scales, the elder stood with arrogance and satisfaction. 
“Elder Aldwin,” I gasped. “It’s been some time since I’ve had the honor.”
“Yes, my queen. Some time. And it would seem much has happened in my absence,” he wheezed. His white hair billowed in wild tufts about his face, and I thought his beard had lengthened in our time a part. 
“Is Frenrir with you?” I asked, scanning the skies for the smaller, yellow dragon. 
Aldwin shook his head, folding the dark robe around his bare chest. “No, I am making this visit alone. I sensed your troubled heart.”
Rising to my feet, I took a few cautious steps closer to the elder, my heart wild in my chest. Something on the breeze whispered to proceed cautiously. “I am all right, thank you for your concern. It is just the unknown that causes me worries, but aren’t we all unnerved at the unknown?”
“That we are, my queen,” Aldwin sighed, staring at the distant horizon. 
The sooner he said what he’d really come to say, the sooner he would leave. I straightened my shoulders and forced a grin. “What else brings you, Aldwin? I know my wellbeing is not the only thing on your mind.”
“Very perceptive.” The smile he wore wasn’t kind. “Your senses are sharp, just as your mother’s once were. I come with a determination from the council. We’ve made a final decision regarding the jade mage.”
My breath pitted in the space between my ribs. Pressure pulsed down on my shoulders, and my throat tightened and scorched with fire in my lungs. 
“Regarding Teagan?” I whispered. “What sort of decision?”
Aldwin faced me, his expression like ancient stone—for he was ancient. “The council only puts the benefit of the wyvern race in the forefront of every decision. After our observations, and from Frenrir’s reports, we have determined it is for the benefit of our queen and all royals if the mage be removed.”
“You cannot do such things.” The hair on my neck standing on end. My fists curled, and my fingernails dugs so deep into my palms they drew blood. 
“We can, Highness,” Aldwin said sharply. “I understand you have a mage bond with the boy, but such things fade given time. This bond has confused you, my queen, and you do not see reason. You do not remember the bloodshed of the first battle. It is unwise to keep an unknown mage in the presence of our most powerful royals.”
“He will not leave,” I snapped. “Teagan will refuse.”
“Oh, we will not leave him with a choice,” Aldwin said through a chuckle. “He is of the jade bloodline—the lineage coming from our greatest enemies. If we cannot find the dark High Priest to charge for his crimes against our people, then his son shall pay the price.”
I stepped directly next to the elder, my nose pressed into his wrinkled, haggard face. “What are you saying, Elder Aldwin?”
“The mage is to be executed. It is the only safe decision for our people, Highness. Or have you misunderstood what your role will be once you ascend the throne?”
Words turned to ash. Every limp, every nerve ending trembled, seething in anger. No. In blinding fury. Never had I experienced such debilitating hatred for a living being.
“I will never allow it,” I said through clenched teeth. 
“I’m afraid as it stands, the elder council is the final word on such matters. I’m sorry to cause more distress to your day, my queen. I’m certain, within time, you will see this was for the benefit of our people. No doubt, his true intentions will be made known, especially if the dark High Priest attempts to save him from execution.”
“You are using him as bait to ensnare Bron!” 
Aldwin chuckled and tracked two falcons sailing through the clouds. “In a way, I suppose you’re right. But if the dark High Priest doesn’t show, well, then at least we will have one less threat of the mage against our people. I bid you a pleasant day, Highness.”
Aldwin bowed his head briefly, a disgusting, arrogant smile on his thin lips. I wanted to tear out his throat, but in a matter of moments the old one transformed to his expansive, ashen form and took to the skies. I was left in a stunned state, my heart ringing in my ears and my blood flushing through every inch of my body. 
With a deep breath, my human flesh folded into hard scales, and the wind soon brushed rapidly over my wings. 
I hardly had time to shift before I burst through the doors of the mansion. Onyx and Ruby were in the front room, and both jumped from their seat on the sofa. Peran was speaking with Frenrir. I snarled at the elder’s spy, but I wanted him to witness what came next. 
“Konrad!” I shrieked. “Eisha, where are you!”
“Jade,” Raffi’s voice drew my attention to the dining room where Teagan sat, an ice pack pressed to his lip. He studied me with a worried brow. Athika sat across from him at the table, between the two warriors who were once again eating. I was so angry, I didn’t even care that she was there. “What’s wrong?” 
Eisha and Konrad rushed into the room. 
“Jade, you’re so flustered,” Eisha said, clutching one cheek as she studied my face. “What has happened?”
“I claim the throne,” I snarled. The room silenced so that a pin could be heard dropping from the upper floor. “I claim the throne. What must I do to rise as queen?”
Sapphire stepped forward, his dark eyes determined and, I thought, slightly proud. “We hold the ceremony. You will be our protector, Jade. It could disintegrate the protection of the willow. Remember what I said. Everyone will know our location.”
“Fine,” I snapped. “We evacuate the humans.”
“Magis?”
I nodded. “We relocate everyone. Tonight. Tomorrow we make it known the Queen of Jade is on the throne and all decisions are once more given to the royal wyverns.”
Eisha clutched her chest, and I saw glistening tears brim along her eyes. “You are your mother’s daughter.”
I was. I was queen, and as my eyes landed on Teagan, only he could see something truly had happened to bring such a rabid decision. It was for him—I would risk it all for him. Something in the back of my mind told me I was about to risk everything. I also knew I might possibly lose everything. 
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Manipulation on the scale of evacuating an entire town was agonizing. My body trembled every time I touched one of the doors of each home along the roads. Teagan clutched my hand when I felt as though I might not be able to go on. Our connection added strength to the task. Five homes remained on the final street on the human side of the district, but there were a few straggling magis, on the other side, too. 
My chest burned, as though the mountain had been placed on top, and I gasped for each breath. 
Teagan’s arm around my shoulders offered comfort, but even as I clutched his waist and rested my head on his chest, it seemed as though I would die from lack of energy if I touched another foundation. 
“Jade,” Mitch said from behind me. “Maybe I can help.”
I lifted a brow. “You?”
One corner of his lips twisted into a grin. “I’m pretty good and have manipulation magic.”
Why hadn’t I thought of Mitch before? I could’ve kissed him. Hot tears blurred my eyes as I nodded. I held firmly to Teagan, refocused. Mitch faced the magis barrier. He raised his hands and a ghostly pale light coiled around his fingers. 
I faced the last human houses. With the burden of the final magis folk off my shoulders, the energy trickled down the hillside with ease. In the distance taillights disappeared down the roads. Fading fireflies, as humans and magis had the sudden urge to abandon their homes, to visit family, to flee to other districts. Whatever thought would motivate them most, I forced them to have it. 
“Here comes those stubborn pissants,” Mitch said with a laugh. A rumble of rusty, bumbling pickup trucks came into sight. The shudder of the magis barrier glowed as the last pack of wolvyn sped away from the willow, some howling, some whimpering outside their windows. Hard as it was to leave, at least they would be safe. 
Mitch clutched his middle, a little unsteady on his feet. “Take that forest fae. Tell me again, changelings can’t mesmerize!” 
I grinned, empowered. Five more homes to go. My hand trembled as I reached out. 
“No more, Jade,” Teagan whispered, pressing a kiss to my head.
“I can’t leave them.”
“Let me do it,” he replied.
Teagan released my body and my knees buckled a bit. Sapphire took hold of me, helping me stand straighter. Teagan stepped forward, his gaze finding Athika. My heart sank. I was going to become queen, I should be able to finish this task without pushing Teagan to Athika. I squirmed, but Sapphire wouldn’t release me. 
“Jade, let it be,” he whispered. “It doesn’t show weakness knowing when to ask for help. I would think you weak if you insisted on doing this all on your own.”
“I won’t be able to do it as pleasant as Jade,” Teagan shouted to the group. “Does anyone have any issues with how we have to get these people out of town?”
No one protested. 
With a final glance in my direction, Teagan lowered to his haunches and placed his hand along the earth. Athika followed suit, though at a greater distance down the road. When Teagan closed his eyes and focused, the ground slid. The soil rumbled, and the entire mountainside burst to life. Thundering rocks tumbled down the hillside landing precariously close to the homes. The road split in two. Teagan shouted to Athika to push harder. The wood siding along the cabins split, some logs ripping from the walls. All the porches shifted and sagged from the pulse of energy ripping apart the neighborhood. 
Next came the screams. 
Teagan held up one hand, and a hydrant near the end of the road burst with frigid water spraying like a geyser into the sky. An odor of gas perfumed the air. The scent so strong the back of my throat ached. 
In the corner of my eye, Onyx went to the hydrant. He bowed his head but touched nothing. The geyser ceased, but the ground rose in standing water. He sent it to the homes below us, flooding their lower windows and basements. 
Ruby followed the example. She rolled her palms, and when her fingers were once more aimed at the sky, each palm cupped a flaming ball of white fire. Ruby sniffed the air and moved to where the scent of gas was greatest. In an explosive blast, the fireballs erupted into wild flames. Ruby drifted to the shadows where she could contain the fire so it wouldn’t approach the innocent people, but it would be enough to frighten them. 
The first house lost its door when a shouting father tore outside, a young child against his chest, followed by a large, barking dog and a mother with two older children. They darted for their cars, not noticing Teagan and Athika slipping down the street to take cover in the dark forest. All the people noted was the fire, the water, and the broken earth. 
While others escaped their crumbling homes, I knelt against the cold grass, and with what final strength I had, manipulated their ideas so the people might never return. It seemed so drastic, but in the deepest parts of my heart I didn’t know how a battle with Nag would end. 
Wyvern Willows was ghostly quiet. Darkness engulfed the town, but it was empty. Only those who understood what was coming remained. 
“Well done, my queen,” Onyx said lightly.
“I’ve never seen you control your elements,” I whispered to Ruby and Onyx. 
“I don’t often,” Ruby admitted. “But I enjoyed it.” With a wave of her hand, the fires eased. “I thought Konrad might blow the fires about too much if he joined in.”
Sapphire scoffed. “I once enjoyed showing off my talents with wind, but I’m not a fool.”
Teagan came to me and brushed a lock of hair off my face. “It’s all done. You did it, now Nag can’t hurt anyone.”
“My queen,” Frenrir’s nasally voice broke through the tender moment. “I really wish you might allow me to announce to the council.”
“No, Frenrir. I forbid it—trust me, they will know soon enough, and frankly, I want nothing more to do with those relics.” Frenrir eyed me as though I’d stabbed him through the heart. Even Teagan met my eye with surprise at my bitter tone. “You have a choice, Frenrir. Scurry away and tell the council I will ascend. Or stay and serve your queen.”
“Be wise for the first time in your life, Frenrir,” Dash grumbled. “The council would rather bury their heads in the sand than face King Nag. Admit it. They want us to rid the world of mages all because of the High Priest. You’ve seen how desperately we need all the help we can get to fight against the lindworms. What’s your choice?”
“If you choose the council, I’ll personally volunteer to be your escort back to their cave,” Raffi muttered with a mischievous glint in his eye.
Frenrir swallowed hard and took in every peering eye surrounding him in the night. “I am not your enemy,” he snapped. “Of course I support the royal lines. I was merely suggesting the council be made aware. I’m certain they will be thrilled the throne will be once again intact.”
“Sure, Frenrir.” I linked my arm with Teagan and turned away. “I’m certain they will be overjoyed.”
[image: image-placeholder]As soon as dawn dusted over the mountaintops, I stood in Eisha’s room as she wrapped a gilded robe around my shoulders. 
“You look beautiful,” she crooned. “Are you certain you want to do this in human form?”
I nodded. “I don’t mind if everyone else is in true form, but I want Teagan and Athika to understand what is going on.”
“As you say,” Eisha whispered. “I will remain in human form to explain the proceedings. Are you ready?”
“I don’t wish to waste another moment.”
Outside on the lawn there was a beautiful archway lined in jade drapes. Onyx and Ruby stood with their focus straight ahead, Sapphire on the other side of the arch. Each royal was in wyvern form, and their unique, colorful scales gleamed beautifully beneath the rising sun. Raffi and Dash were on either side of a satin runner that began at the steps and spanned the lawn toward the archway. Both warriors were strapped in warrior chains around their thick necks. The warrior symbol of an open-mouthed wyvern breathing torrential fire had always been one of my favorite markings of our people. 
Raffi lowered his head, his eyes closing and his massive russet wings folding in submission when I stepped onto the front porch. Dash followed suit, his black wings resting along his back scales until I took the ceremonial steps ahead of my warriors. 
How it was explained to me, in days long gone, the ascent to the throne would have the entire wyvern army on each flank of the rising royal. I wouldn’t want any other warriors walking one step behind me other than Raffi and Dash. Their heavy wyvern forms shook the earth as they tromped behind me. 
Eisha stayed true and remained in her human form following the warriors. She was draped in a fine silver gown, her eyes a constant glisten of pride and tears. Teagan and Athika stood with Mitch by Sapphire’s back haunches. Teagan had both blades sheathed on his back, and his hair was combed neatly. He beamed as we locked eyes. Athika nodded her head with respect, but I sensed her frustration that Teagan was completely focused on me. 
Frenrir lowered his head so his nose was nearly buried beneath the grass line. He was a nuisance, but as I walked past his pasty yellow body, I was overwhelmed with loyalty. Frenrir was not sinister, not like the elder council. He wanted to serve his people. His queen. 
When I finally reached the archway, I swung the long gown so it gathered around my feet, and the robes of jade hung loose over my shoulders. Eisha stepped toward the archway, beaming. As was custom, she greeted each royal with a kiss to their head before facing me and lowering to her knees. 
“As one ruler descends, another rises,” Eisha shouted the traditional words that typically were stated in the minds of wyverns. “May you be blessed with wisdom.” Ruby stepped forward at the foot of the archway. With expert precision, she billowed a long stream of white flames in the grass, scorching the symbol of wisdom in the damp blades. 
With a violent roar to the sky, the ruby bloodline swore loyalty. Eisha nodded as Ruby returned to stand next to Onyx. “May you be blessed with strength and power,” Eisha continued. Raffi and Dash stepped forward, both warriors searing the symbol of war along the grass with their crimson breath. The earth shuddered with their call to the sky. 
Eisha glanced at Sapphire before she continued. “And may you be blessed with loyalty and honor all your days.”
Onyx and Peran joined with Sapphire, burning the final symbol in the chain of the royal throne, and the last of the royals offered their loyalty to me. There was a small moment when I desperately wished to know if Amber was well. I had heard nothing of the lost royal or her stone. Perhaps after today, she would know exactly where to find me, or I, her.
Eisha took a knee once more, bowing her head and speaking out loud the words she would say privately if we had shifted. “My queen, I offer you my life, my friendship, my council. I serve the jade bloodline with my blood and with my heart. May your life be long and honorable. May you want for nothing.”
Eisha kissed my forehead, and I blinked back the tears as she found a place near Teagan and Frenrir stalked forward. The smallest dragon among us bellowed to the sky and bowed his head. Mitch stepped forward, a wide smile along his face. 
“Mitch, you don’t have to . . .” I started, but stopped when he waved me away. 
“I want to,” he muttered. “Jade, I think it’s crazy awesome you’re a queen. I’m honored you keep me around. I want you to know I’ll do anything to help you win against this King Nag. I’m there for you.”
I wiped away a quick tear and smiled when Mitch returned to where Teagan stood. Sapphire grunted and blew a stream of smoke from his nose in pleasure at Mitch’s speech. Athika stepped out next. 
“It is customary for the mage to proclaim loyalty,” she said professionally. “I give my loyalty, my honor, my power to help keep your people safe.”
She offered me a curt nod and stiff bow before standing next to Ruby. There was a heavy silence when Teagan stepped out. Slowly, he removed the two jade blades and laid them on the grass. I met his perfect blue eyes and found my heart leapt to the back of my throat when he lowered to both knees. 
“Jade, you’ve always been a queen to me,” he whispered. “You are powerful, strong, wise, and you’ve changed my life. I promise these swords will never be raised against you, or any elemental, as long as I live. I promise to defend you as your mage. And I promise to love you, as me—always.”
At his final word, I drew in a long breath. A shocking ripple of energy rolled through the hills. Everyone glanced about the yard before locking their eyes on me. Eisha stepped next to where Teagan still knelt and smiled. 
“It is done,” she breathed. “All will know the jade bloodline has officially ascended the throne. 
I knew it without a shadow of a doubt. Energy from the earth, the trees, the wind, everywhere filled my body. But something else was missing. With a nervous glance, I met Teagan’s eye. He sensed it too—for it was his same power—the willow left as a sentinel for Wyvern Willows was no longer protecting our home.
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There was a beautiful celebration. I enjoyed the intimate feast with the people who meant the most to me. For once, I was glad the old courts weren’t filling the house to the brim with mage, with wyvern, with servants. 
Already the barriers lifting over my people were overwhelming. I was surprised how cut off the wyvern race remained. Amber was still lost to me. As though her earth energy never even existed. 
And it had me more worried than I let on. 
“Do you sense Thane?” Raffi whispered. “Can you see our warriors?”
I shook my head. “No. Like Amber, I don’t feel any warriors except those who were placed to protect all the royals, and Haitian, who protects Teagan’s aunt. I urged them to join us here. If there is a fleet with Thane, they are still hidden from me. I don’t understand it.”
“There could be many things that would keep them hidden,” Sapphire said. “It could be warding from the mages, or it could be the barriers only just broke and the warriors are simply too far away. It might take some time. Energy travels at different rates.”
“I hope you’re right. I think we need to focus our energy on finding Amber first.”
I was surprised when Raffi nodded. “I agree. We need to ensure all the royal lines are safe before we stand against Nag.”
Raffi and Sapphire started talking strategy, but I wasn’t listening. My attention had moved to the upper floor where an energy I never wanted to sense again had overwhelmed every sensation. Teagan was speaking with Onyx and Peran, so I turned out of the room before he noticed. 
I didn’t want Teagan around when I had my first confrontation as queen. 
I checked the numerous doors, feeling nauseous the closer I came until finally, in the last door of the hallway, I saw him. “Elder Aldwin, I’m surprised to see you here.”
“Are you, my queen?” he said with the same gruesome smile I’d come to hate. “It is always tradition a member of the elder council come to offer loyalty to the new sovereign.”
Frenrir was in the room as well. Though I didn’t care for the man, having him near this time eased my discomfort slightly. “Well, I graciously accept your loyalty. I know you will inform the council of elders that there will be no execution of my mage.”
Aldwin chuckled, and I saw Frenrir’s eyes widen. He was confused. Frenrir never knew anything of Teagan being a target of the council. Aldwin wiped spittle from his lip and came closer. “I knew that singular idea would get you to act, Your Highness.”
The back of my throat dried as though I’d swallowed a bag of ash. “What are you saying?”
Aldwin chuckled a little darker and paced around the large guest room. “Using the jade mage against you would bring you to act. It would bring you to ascend to the throne.”
“Elder Aldwin, this is most inappropriate,” Frenrir snipped. “Threatening our queen with her mage?”
“Stay silent, Frenrir,” Aldwin hissed before looking back to me. 
“You wanted me to ascend the throne? I don’t understand, that takes away your power. It takes away the elder council’s power.”
Aldwin was an arm’s length away. I could see every pock mark, every fold of gray-tinted skin. “What council, my queen?” 
Frenrir’s face paled more than it already was, though I never thought such a thing possible, and my heart throbbed against my ribs. 
“Elder Aldwin, what are you saying?” I asked, voice shrill. 
“Your Highness, there is no longer an elder council,” he growled. Aldwin’s eyes shaded dark, not in color, but as though his true soul shone through for the first time. “I killed them soon after leaving Frenrir at your side. It wasn’t difficult; they’d been so stationary for so long they were practically part of the stone.”
Frenrir gasped, clutching his chest and raising his panicked eyes to mine. The younger, thinner wyvern tried to lunge toward the door, but Aldwin stopped him. Frenrir cried out. In a blur, before I could even grasp what was happening, Aldwin ripped a small black knife along Frenrir’s throat. Steam, smoke, and molten breath drippled out of the gash. Frenrir grappled at the old man’s robes before crumbling into a heap at his feet. 
I rushed toward the door, desperate to leave the horrifying sight, but with a strength I hadn’t seen before, Aldwin tossed me back on the ground. I opened my mouth to scream, but Aldwin pressed his palm over my mouth. His nails were yellowed and chipped from age, but his hold was powerful and determined. 
“Now don’t bring any attention to us just yet. I think you’ll be interested to know what I have to say. Your friends, your warriors, your mage depend on it.”
With a blow of our energies, the crushing truth of his words sank into me. I shook his hand away from my face. “Speak quickly, before I personally kill you.”
Aldwin backed away, clicking his tongue in disgust. “Such a harsh mouth on a queen. Disappointing.” Straightening his robe, Aldwin looked out the large window to the shadowed forest. “At this very moment, this house is surrounded by lindworms awaiting my command. If this discussion does not go how I want, they will attack. There are too many to stop. And don’t speak of the two mages you have down there. You think Bron was the only mage to join with Nag—you’d be fatally mistaken to think such a thing.”
“You’re a traitor. You’ve joined with the lindworms!” I shrieked. 
Aldwin only nodded. “Oh, yes. Long ago. I found it so dreary waiting in that cave. No one daring to act. And then, by chance, I had a meeting with the dark High Priest. I was intrigued by his power. I even spoke with the lindworm king himself. It struck me then what a waste it would be shunning the lindworms from our people. The energy of the night coupled with the elements of the earth,” Aldwin sighed, a dreamy expression in his eyes. “I yearn for the day when it is so.”
“You’re the reason the king wants me as his son’s mate,” I growled. 
“Partly, yes. But most credit ought to go to the dark High Priest. He spoke of your strength, even for a queen so young. Of course, Nag wanted you officially on the throne before he would consider such a thing.”
“I refuse. I will never join with King Nag. You’ve failed, Aldwin.”
“No, I have not because I have leverage. As I said, dark mages, lindworms, possibly the dark High Priest are out in the folds of those trees waiting for my command. Everyone you love will be killed. Not to mention three royals and soon their stones would be lost to the elementals. 
“We already have the firestone. Oh, and haven’t I told you, we have Genevieve—though she prefers to use the bloodline nickname, Amber. I’ll never understand why you royals insist on forgoing your given names. She’s put up a good fight for now. You’ll see reason with my proposition if you want her to live, Your Highness.”
My voice was lost. Such a crushing foreboding thickened in my chest, I hardly had the strength to gather my thoughts. 
“We will fight,” I snarled. “We’ve defeated lindworms and the High Priest before.”
“True,” he said. “But I would also tell you a little more than you currently know. You’ve been searching for the true lineage of your mage, yes?” My heart stopped. I could hear the last of my pumping blood in my ears as I waited for Aldwin to continue. “I was surprised when I first came that no one in your life questioned my lack of knowledge. Did you think it would escape the council’s eye that a jade mage was alive?”
“You knew Teagan would come?”
Aldwin shrugged. “I knew it was a real possibility. I admit, I wished he had been killed as a young child. It was supposed to be so, but his mother did a fine job concealing him until the night Bron found him again.”
I swallowed, remembering how Bron tried to get Teagan to join him, then tried to kill him. “His mother had good reason to hide him from that man. A father that would kill his own son—”
Aldwin laughed wildly, leaning on his palms and watching the first stars appear in the sky. “This is where you are fools. Let me tell you a little secret, Your Highness. Teagan Ward is not the son of the dark High Priest, Bron.” Aldwin laughed harder at my stunned expression. I felt weak and elated in the same breath. “Yes, I thought that might surprise you.” 
“But Bron wanted . . . wanted Teagan to join him.” 
“Oh, yes. Why wouldn’t he? The son of his former wife—yes, Teagan is the son of the High Priestess. Bron is no fool, he recognized Teagan’s unique strength. But I also think Bron wouldn’t mind showing the High Priestess how he’d single handedly turned her son to the lindworms. Bad blood between the two, you see.”
“You know where the High Priestess is?”
Aldwin glared at me. “Of course. Bron already destroyed Teagan’s father—he’s biting at the bit to ensure the High Priestess remains concealed from the world. If you ask me, he should have done away with her as well.
“If you resist our offer, Queen Jade, I will see to it that Teagan witnesses his mother being torn apart. Then, he will suffer the same fate, along with your warriors, your royals, your mother’s advisor—everyone. One by one.”
Aldwin inched closer with each word. 
I closed my eyes, reeling at his hot breath along my neck. Taking a small bit of comfort from the shining stars, I stared out the window as I spoke. “What do I get in return if I agree?”
“Now, we are beginning to understand each other.” He sniffed and clasped his hands behind his back. “No wyverns will be harmed. All the royals, your people, they’ll be safe. King Nag wants the elementals and lindworms to live in peace, after all. As our race should live. What a foolish thing, dividing our people so many centuries ago.”
I swallowed once more and lowered my head. “No one will be harmed,” I grumbled. “Even if they attempt to fight, no one will be harmed. And you will not touch Teagan’s mother. You will not touch Teagan, or Athika. No mages will be harmed.”
“Your Majesty, I cannot—”
“You will leave Teagan and Athika, and the fae Mitch, without a scratch, or I will destroy the elemental stones myself, and will my life away. I will die, Aldwin, before Nag even has a chance to get his disgusting claws on any elemental power. Do you understand me?”
I pulsed every ounce of my statement toward Aldwin, complete with imagery of how I would end my own life and take the stones with me. Aldwin growled in the back of his throat, but nodded. “I understand. We will honor the terms, but you will join with the prince without resisting.”
My heart had shattered the moment Aldwin killed Frenrir. So the remaining crushing agony spread through my mind as I thought of Teagan, how this decision would drive him to violent revenge. But I knew every word Aldwin spoke was dripping in truth; I couldn’t face the alternative if I refused. Every life celebrating beneath my feet would be lost should I turn away from the lindworm prince. 
“I agree,” I whispered.
“Excellent choice, Your Highness. Tomorrow morning it will be known that the Queen of Jade willingly aligns with the lindworm wyverns. We are so close to peace among our people, can’t you taste it?”
I turned my back to Aldwin and shuddered in my disdain. “Leave, Aldwin. Leave now.”
“As you say, Highness. We shall return in the morning.”
The room was left in silence. I glanced at Frenrir’s body still warm on the ground. I gently released his energy until there was nothing left of the violence that had taken his life, and then I cried. 
I sobbed until my stomach ached. I was lost, and my first act as queen would be destroying any trust my people had in my leadership. No one would join with the lindworms, they would view me as a traitor. Wiping my eyes, I rose from the ground and straightened my shoulders. I would be viewed as a traitor, and willingly. It was a small price to pay to keep those in my world safe. 
[image: image-placeholder]The party had dissolved before I returned. Since no one had come to find me, I suspected Aldwin had something to do with protecting our conversation. I hadn’t even noticed the elder release energy. Already I felt more like a failure as a ruler. My parents would be ashamed. 
Wiping away a stray tear, I searched for Teagan, but he wasn’t anywhere in the house. Mitch lifted his head from the sofa sleepily when I nudged his shoulder. 
“He, uh, he went back to the reform house. Said he had to get something or whatever,” Mitch grumbled before resting his head back on the plush pillow. 
I wasted no time and took to the sky. 
It was only a matter of moments before I arrived at the white house. The lights were off, and it was quiet since everyone was still gone for winter holidays. Pressing my palms against the wooden beams on the wraparound porch, I blocked the house. No one would want to enter until morning. Stepping inside, his energy enrobed me. Warm and steady. 
Teagan leaned over the small desk scribbling something on a lined piece of paper when I peered into his room. 
“What are you doing?” I asked, desperately trying to keep my voice steady. 
Teagan startled, but chuckled when he saw me. “You scared me. I didn’t even hear you. I’m, uh, writing to Aunt Liz to wish her a Merry Christmas.”
“Oh, I see. You could still go home, you know,” I offered. 
Teagan scoffed. “No, I don’t think that’s the safest decision. Besides, Aunt Liz loves letters. She’ll think it’s awesome I handwrote something. Hey, what’s wrong?” he asked when I wrapped my arms around his waist from behind and kissed the seal hidden beneath his shirt.
“Nothing,” I whispered, allowing him to take me tight in his arms. “I just wanted to be with you tonight.”
He watched me with a furrowed brow, peering into my troubled energy. I focused more on calming my soul. “I feel like you’re not telling me something.”
I closed my eyes and tightened my hold around his waist. “Nothing,” I said. “I just want . . . I need to be with you tonight.”
Teagan placed a gentle hand on the side of my face, studying my eyes, and nodded as though a piece of him understood my hidden desperation. 
I didn’t wait for an invitation, I simply pressed my lips against his. There was a feral passion filtering between the two of us. Teagan tugged on my hair and kissed me harder. I traced my fingers along the seal beneath his shirt. In one graceful motion he pulled it over his head.
His mouth took the curve of my neck. My fingers curled around his hair. I bared my throat, breathless as his hands lifted me under my thighs. 
My touch unlocked a surge of energy between us. As Teagan scooped walked us across the room to his bed, I felt that it might be possible to forget what the morning would bring. For one final night, I planned to stay close to Teagan Ward. I planned to give him my whole heart.
[image: image-placeholder]When morning was still cold and gray, I placed the note alongside the pillow. Teagan smiled in his sleep a lot, and the way his lips dimpled at the corners left an open wound in my heart
Careful not to wake him, I kissed his cheek, brushing my fingers against his profile as if stamping it to memory. He sighed, but didn’t wake. 
I unlatched the window, sliding the glides with enough care they wouldn’t make a sound. With a final glance at him sleeping peacefully I bid my farewell through steaming tears dripping down my cheeks. “You will always be the master of my heart. Nothing will ever change that. Please, forgive me.”
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My stomach turned, like falling and knowing destruction lay ahead. I jolted awake, a heavy weight on my chest.
I blinked through the harsh morning light, breathing heavily. It took a moment to realize I was in my room, tangled in my sheets, and cold. I hadn’t been cold in months, but the hairs raised on my arms and goosebumps pebbled my skin. 
I shook my head, smiling as I recalled the night spent with Jade in my arms, with me in hers. But as I rolled over to kiss her, the space was empty. The sensation of plummeting took hold of my gut again, but this time I hit the ground. Jade was gone. 
In her place was a piece of paper. Her delicate writing scrawled on the front. My palms grew clammy even before I read the note. As though the senses between us whispered something was horridly off about the morning, about this scene. For half a breath I convinced myself I was overly cautious, borderline paranoid, and there wasn’t a reason to be this way. 
Then, I read the three, short, wicked sentences. 
This is the right thing. Don’t come after me. Keep them safe. 
You're my heart,
Jade
I kicked the sheets off my legs, fumbled into clothes on auto, and snatched the High Priest blades without a pause. No need for a coat, hell, I didn’t even put shoes on before I was outside. Pulse racing, I took the stairs of the reform house three at time, and slammed through the door. 
I didn’t get far before I smashed into another, solid, too-hot body. 
“Teagan,” Sapphire snapped. His desperate eyes only fueled my need to rush to find Jade. 
“I have to go. Jade’s in trouble.” I shoved past him.
“I know,” he growled. “I can feel something happening, but I don’t know where she is.”
I’d gotten fast at wrapping the sheath around my shoulders, and soon both blades were tucked along my back, crossed, and ready to use. Closing my eyes for half a breath, I clenched my fist tight. 
I stretched every ounce of my magic, scanning the hills, the sky, the forest. She was so distant, and it was like a hot blade to my chest. This had never happened before. Even when she’d been injured fighting Bron, I still had her, like her emotions and power coiled around my hands, so I could cling to it. This time, what little was left of Jade, was leaving me. And fast. 
“Take me to the mountains—tell the others,” I said when I caught a thread of her.
“What are you feeling?” Sapphire asked. 
“That we don’t have a lot of time, and there’s a fight waiting.”
Sapphire nodded once, his strong body shifting before I had time to turn around. His blue scales drifted between rich cerulean and dark indigo in the sunlight. I didn’t even take the steps off the porch, I just leapt onto his ridged back and took to the bright sky. The markings along my arms burned across the surface of my skin. Sapphire released a long stream of hot fire, and from where I sat on his back, I could feel his anger the closer to the ledge we came. 
Raffi and Dash swooped from the clouds, followed by Eisha’s magnificent form. In the same moment, we were joined by three more. Ruby gleamed like crimson fire, and Athika rode along her back. The two dark dragons, I knew were Onyx and Peran. Each wyvern breathed a long, colorful tirade of fire in response to Sapphire’s frustration. Everyone knew something had happened to their queen. 
I didn’t wait for Sapphire to land before leaping off his back and landing in a puff of snow and dirt along the ledge where Jade and I had spent many hours alone. I ripped one blade from my sheath and glanced about. The ledge was empty. 
The others landed behind me, and Athika rushed to my side, jeweled knives in each hand. I was grateful Mitch wasn’t there, though I was positive he probably had some protests at being left behind. 
“What do you feel?” Athika whispered, her eyes taking in the ledge with me.
My eyes drifted toward a cluster of trees. Angry hisses echoed in my ears. The entire forest was in an uproar to something just beyond the trees. I pointed my blade, my jaw tight. “In there.”
The smooth delicate comfort of Jade’s magic surrounded me, though she wasn’t calling to me. Quite the opposite; she was trying to hide from me. 
I slipped into the thick of the maple and spruce trees. Snow brushed along my forearms only to melt on impact at my boiling blood. Athika remained at my side, and from behind, the dragons stomped in search of their queen. I held a large branch out of the way, but soon crumbled to the ground when a blast of power assaulted my body. 
The trees bent from the surge. I was struck as though a pile of bricks had crashed over my body. As I fell to the ground, Athika moved in with a counterattack. Her hands dug into the soil, and the side of the cliff rolled. Sapphire and Eisha shrieked angrily, their fiery breath scorching along the needles of the boughs, and still I hadn’t seen who’d attacked me. 
Forcing myself to my feet, I rushed toward Athika. She held her palms up, blocking a new surge of dark shadows. 
Bron.
I raised my gaze, but when I looked across a ravine, I nearly crumbled again. My insides were being carved through a hole in my chest when Jade’s eyes locked with mine. She wasn’t alone; she wasn’t resisting. 
“Stop!” I recognized Aldwin, his wild tufts of snowy hair wild about his ancient face. I removed the second blade and gripped them firmly in my hands, taking the lead of the attack. “We will leave peacefully, as it is the desire of the queen.”
“Let her go,” I bellowed, pointing one of the swords at Aldwin. “Now!”
The old man only chuckled. “Do you see me forcing her to come? She comes freely. Now step down, mage, or I will not be gracious with sparing your life.”
I glanced at Jade, my shoulders rising and falling rapidly. She met my eye, agony in her gaze. Such a contrast from our time only hours ago. “Jade, what are you doing?” 
Before she could answer, from the folds of shadows in the trees, massive, thick, black lindworms stood like dark angels in the forest. The elemental dragons at my back roared angrily, and Raffi shot a stream of fire toward the serpents, but the flames dissolved as though the dark creatures were protected by an invisible shield. 
One lindworm stepped forward. 
I had the blinding urge to slice one of my blades through the center of his head. With easy movements the beast shifted, his black scales morphing into pale skin. His yellow eyes brightened until they were dark with bits of gold. His black hair was neat about his shoulders. He was young, maybe my age, though I was certain he was at least two centuries. 
With a swift glance at Jade, he moved to the forefront. I imagined lindworms in human form would always be as intimidating—and ugly—as the ones I’d seen before, but this one—he almost had a kind face. It was sickening and unnerving. 
“I am Prince Ced.” He spoke in a voice that shook me to my core and stabbed a flaming blade through my heart at the same time. 
I pointed one of the blades at him. “Get the hell away from her.”
He tightened his mouth. “She came to me.”
Each word was a sucker punch to the gut. I was spinning, and I couldn’t stop. I whipped my head to Jade, pleading. “Don’t do this.” 
My voice came out pathetic and desperate when it struck me: she was doing this voluntarily. She averted my gaze and drifted further away. 
“We were promised a peaceful departure,” the prince said, his gaze on me. I wanted to slaughter him, there was no other way to say it. “The queen will remain unharmed. You have my assurance.”
He must have said the wrong thing because Raffi and Dash shot forward. I followed right behind, the burn from the two blades roaring along my arms when the markings hardened and shifted to the armor. I heard Jade scream for us to stop, but every elemental lunged forward.
Athika was at my side. Raffi lunged for Aldwin. The old traitor shifted and sliced his jagged wing against the warrior, drawing Raffi’s attack away for a moment. The lindworms from the shadows stomped forward, blocking Jade and Prince Ced from our view. I crossed the two blades and stabbed them into the ground, sending a powerful shield around Sapphire and Eisha as they moved into a pit of slashing serpents. 
Then my body trembled. As though a scorching bolt of lightning burst along the surface of my skin. I crumbled away from my swords, the shield ceasing as all my attention focused on staying alive against the burning fury that rolled through my veins. Athika screamed at my side. 
Clutching my middle, I curled forward over my knees. His dark boots before his face. 
He grabbed the top of my hair, wrenching my eyes up so I was forced to meet his eye. I felt my face wince, as though the sight of Bron brought me physical pain. 
“You’re stronger than before, Teagan, but I will always be more powerful. I have centuries on you and the power of the night on my side.” Bron glanced at Athika, who convulsed in the snow. The elemental dragons froze in place. If Bron wasn’t trying to kill me, I might marvel at his ability to hold all of us at bay. Athika stopped shrieking when Bron closed his fists. I shoved at him, trying to reach the blades, when silence enveloped around the two of us. 
“She isn’t dead,” he chuckled. “I could kill her though. With a single thought, I could tear the air from her lungs.”
“You better kill me,” I said, low and dark. “I’ll never stop.”
Bron sneered, his silver eyes inching closer so I could practically see the power radiating in his skin. “I would, but what a waste that would be. You know what I am to you, so you know I would much rather you join with us.”
“You are not my father,” I hissed, though I believed otherwise. 
“Are you so sure?” He chuckled. “We have the same drive, the same power, Teagan. Think on that for a moment. Stand down, or I’ll kill your mage friend, and I’ll make the queen’s life torture.”
“You touch her and I’ll kill you.” I tried to shove him off, but he only tightened his grip. 
“A piece of advice,” Bron whispered and crouched at my side. “Keep your emotions in check. I know with a sickening amount of surety how much the Queen of Jade means to you. You’ve given me complete power. I can hurt her—she may be a powerful royal, but I am stronger. 
“I can kill her. I’ve killed the jade bloodline before. How you choose to act from this moment will determine her fate. Not even the lindworm prince could stop me.” Bron lowered to one knee, dipping his head right next to my face. His hand gripped my hair tighter; the dizzying wrench of his power wrapped tighter around my gut. “And to think if you would have just joined me at our first meeting, you wouldn’t be separated from the queen today.”
Bron shoved me back, and all the chaos around me bombarded my ears. 
“You promised you wouldn’t harm him!” Jade screamed at Aldwin when Bron stepped back.
I rushed toward Athika. She was breathing, but her body was limp and cold. 
“And he is unharmed,” Bron retorted with bitter resentment as he stomped back toward the dark wyverns. 
“Jade,” I roared, my anger clashing with love for her. “What have you done? What did you do?”
I accused her, was furious with her, maybe hated her a little, but was fiercely broken by her. 
She looked pained. Tears stained her cheeks. 
Prince Ced touched her arm, but she shirked him away and stepped to the edge of the trees speaking more to the dragons who watched helplessly as their queen joined with their enemies.
“Have it be known, I make this decision willingly. Our people should be united, the entire wyvern race.” I kept my narrowed gaze as I lifted Athika into my arms, trying to warm her frigid body against my raging heat. Jade’s eyes drifted to me. “I told you I would protect my people. I promised you I would do anything to keep those I love most, those who have sealed upon my heart, safe. Anything. Now let us go in peace.”
I coughed when the physical reaction of her words rammed through my body like Bron’s electrifying power. I shook my head, gently placing Athika on the ground once more. Prince Ced shifted back into his dark shape. Bron glanced at me, a twisted smile on his face, and soon the lindworms took flight (Bron simply disappeared in shadows). Jade met my eye as I darted through the trees. 
“Don’t do it,” I shouted. “Please. Jade, listen to me, you know this isn’t the right choice. Together. We said we’d face this together. Dammit, Jade. Look at me! This isn’t the right choice.”
She offered me one final glance, voice soft. “We can do nothing together if you are dead.”
Without another word, she peeled back her skin, spread her wings, and took to the morning sky, Aldwin at her back. 
She left me alone on the cold ledge. Heart out, bleeding. Dying. I’d never actually wondered what it might feel like to have my entire soul carved out of my chest, but in that moment, I didn’t have to wonder.
[image: image-placeholder]I sat in front of the hearth back at Eisha’s mansion. No one said anything. Most of us sipped mugs of Sapphire’s spicy drink, startling when Dash burst into the room and growled as he kicked a small chair out of his way. 
“Frenrir is dead. I found his scent in a room above—I saw blood. It seems Aldwin has been planning this for some time.”
I shook my head and leaned forward on my knees, my body plagued by whatever power Bron had used against me. That and it seemed my heart had shriveled into a scabrous thing. Jade left willingly. She’d gone with the lindworms. Every promise, every vow meant nothing. 
“Why would she betray us? It seems that was why she wanted to rise to the throne, to unite in this . . . disgusting treaty,” Athika muttered from beneath the heavy wool blanket around her shoulders. 
She needed to tread carefully. The peace I’d often felt in my magic had shifted into something wretched and dark and dangerous. 
“Are you thick in your head?” Raffi snarled. “She was forced.”
“I didn’t see any force,” Peran said. 
“You don’t honestly think our queen would join with the lindworms?” Sapphire insisted. “She saw no choice.”
Peran and Onyx shrugged together, but it was Onyx who spoke. “Konrad, Jade went willingly. It seems strange that the day after she ascends, she makes it known the elementals are to join with the lindworms. It was an order. She must know there will be a civil war. No one will join with King Nag.”
“Exactly. There has to be another explanation,” Sapphire said. “Like she had no choice.”
“I mean, it is possible, Onyx. We don’t know what was used against Jade,” Ruby offered. 
Onyx scoffed and shook his head, but didn’t disagree. 
“Well, I for one would fight to my last breath before joining with an enemy. No matter the cost,” Athika muttered. The words stabbed along my spine. 
A burst of energy shattered a mug, the one Peran used. I hadn’t aimed at him specifically, more my temper shot off and he was hit first. It worked. For a few moments the room silenced and hesitant gazes fell to me. 
A gentle hand touched my shoulder. Eisha’s dark eyes were glassy, soft, broken as me. “Teagan,” she began in hardly a whisper. “What do you feel?”
The small muscles in my neck corded. Heat flooded my face. I knew the truth, but I wasn’t perfect, either. I was heartbroken and bitter. I was in love with the queen of jade and I would do anything to save her. She made a choice without me, one we should’ve faced together. If only as mage and dragon, but we were more than that. I hated that I’d missed it, hated that I hadn’t been there, that she didn’t feel she could come to me. 
I stood and snatched the High Priest blades, all eyes on my every move. Only when the blades were strapped to my shoulders did I speak. “Jade sacrificed herself because of us. They must have threatened us. I know they used me against her.”
“How are you so sure?” Mitch asked. He’d stayed silent most of the discussion. He’d been just as upset as any of the dragons to learn Jade was gone. 
“Because of what she said at the end.”
“She just made it clear she would join her people together,” Athika said snidely. 
I clenched my fists. “No. It wasn’t that. A few weeks ago, Jade told me she would do anything to keep me safe. She said the same thing today. She reminded me that she would do anything to keep those sealed on her heart safe. Look, be angry, think she betrayed you. I assure you I am there with you, but I also know her heart and her desires. She would die for anyone in this room, and she has done just that.” 
I shook my head and dragged my fingers through my hair. I’d shout and rage when I saw her again, then kiss her until she grew sick of it. 
“Maybe it seemed like she was willing but I know any willingness was because the option would be something happening to us,” I said. “You all saw Bron. He could’ve killed me, he would’ve. But he didn’t. Gripe and let your tempers cloud your heads. Start a civil war for all I care. As for me, I’m going to get her back.” 
“I’m going with you,” Raffi declared without a moment’s hesitation. “And I know where we must go to get the help we need.” 
I drew in a rapid breath when he held up the warrior sword. The dragon head on the pommel gleamed as though the idea was destined. 
Sapphire’s strong voice broke through the pregnant pause. “You want to find the warriors?”
Raffi nodded, a wild expression on his face. “I want to find Thane.”
“I’m coming with you, Teagan,” Mitch said. 
“Mitch, I don’t know if—”
“Just shut up. Look, if I’m going to die, then I’ll die. But you bet I’d rather die trying to free Jade from some snake-prince than just sitting around waiting for those things to find me and eat me. I’m coming. Plus, I’m of the forest, right? I can help track, and I’m clever and—”
“Okay,” I said, nearly smiling. “I’ll take any help.”
“I will go,” Athika said with a sharp glance at me. “I can help win over any mage support that remains with the warriors. They will know me. They don’t know you.”
I stared at Raffi, who clutched the sword of the lead warrior with a sense of pride. Though the situation should have brought me pain and anguish, in this moment I smiled, embracing the warm feeling surging through my body. This was the next move. 
I shouldered my blades. We had lost warriors to find.




Chapter 16








Mitch carried the backpack filled to the brim with food, knives, rope, more weapons, anything we thought we might need on the search for Thane and the wyvern warriors. One full day had come and gone without Jade. My heart ached, and there were moments when I was physically ill at her absence. 
“You really are desperate to get her back?” Athika asked on the front porch of the mansion where we checked our provisions one final time. 
“Did you expect less?” I zipped the main pocket of the backpack. “Why do you sound so surprised? Wouldn’t you do the same for Ruby?”
“Ruby wouldn’t join the lindworms.” Athika paused. “I’m just worried when you find her it might not be the same. If the prince wanted her as his mate, odds are they are already united.”
I swallowed the knot in my throat and fought to keep my voice steady. “You know what Athika, I don’t know where your issue regarding my bond with Jade comes from, but I really don’t care what sort of union or mate set-up that prince has. I’m not going to let Jade sacrifice her life to protect mine. She wouldn’t stop trying to find me if the roles were reversed, so if you have any issue with what I’m doing, then maybe you should stay with Ruby.”
Athika bit her bottom lip and stepped to my side. Her hand rested on my forearm, the crimson color of her armor clashing with my gilded green. “I’m sorry. I am just trying to look out for you. I won’t say anything else about the prince.”
“All right then.” I turned away and sheathed my blades as Mitch took the backpack from my hands.
“We have everything?” he asked. 
I offered a quick nod, looking to Raffi where he was waiting on the lawn. “Are you sure you can carry all of us?”
Raffi scoffed, tying his hair back off his neck. “You three are puny, hardly making up a full-grown wyvern man.”
I chuckled, though it didn’t have much life. In fact, the more time that passed, the more dead inside I became. 
Eisha wrapped her arms around my neck, tight like Aunt Liz had done numerous times in my life. “Teagan, you will be safe. Find the warriors, and the moment you do, you promise you will send for us?”
“We will,” I said. “Look after the royals for us?”
Eisha’s gaze drifted to the lawn where Ruby, Onyx, Sapphire, and Peran waited to bid us farewell. Each one was already in their true form, with their brilliant wings folded over their backs. Dash remained in his human form, muttering different strategies and plans with Raffi.
“Konrad isn’t pleased with the arrangement,” Eisha said. 
“Onyx is right,” I began. “They will be safer with Onyx’s mage and with Dash than staying here. With Athika and me both leaving, I think having a bloodline mage around is the wisest choice. With you and Dash there, too, I feel the rest of the royals will be safe.”
“I just hope it remains true that Bron hasn’t found Onyx’s home. Nowhere else seems safe from his eye,” Eisha said. 
“Eisha, I believe Jade will do all she can from where she is to ensure your safety. But in case Bron or King Nag decides to act, I know you all are capable. I hope we won’t be away long.”
“I keep praying if, or I suppose when, you find Thane, he will not oppose fighting with Jade,” Eisha said. I didn’t see the fierce dragon crumble often. Eisha was impressive with her resolve, but since Jade was taken she had trouble keeping her emotions hidden. 
“You think he won’t agree to fight?” I asked. It was an option I’d never considered. 
“I don’t know,” she admitted. “It has been many years since I’ve seen him. He was always loyal, but joining with the lindworms might be enough to turn him and his armies away. Convince him, Teagan. Tell him Jade would never betray us.”
I scooped Eisha into a tight embrace and spoke low and confident. “I will. We’ll get her back, but remember, Jade isn’t a damsel. I’m positive she has quite the cunning plan and will give that prince some hell.”
Eisha chuckled and quickly wiped her eye when she pulled away. “I’m sure you’re very right.”
“Teagan, let’s go,” Raffi groaned from the lawn. 
Eisha stepped out onto the snow-frosted grass and shifted at my side. Sapphire shook his head and growled next to my face. I took that as a warning to be careful—it probably was a complaint that he wasn’t invited, but I liked the idea of him worrying about us.
“Keep them safe, Dash,” I said. 
“I will, by my honor,” Dash said with a fist over his heart in a salute before his dark skin peeled back into ebony scales. 
Raffi huffed and split into his fiery form. With a snort of steam, he shook his enormous skull at the three of us who would join him. I took the front, Athika slid behind me, with Mitch clamoring up the back of Raffi’s curved spine. I glanced once over my shoulder. Onyx bowed his dark head before shooting toward the gray sky. The others followed, and all I could do was pray the final three royals would make it to safety before anyone else I cared about was harmed. 
[image: image-placeholder]Raffi tromped around the edge of the forest an hour outside of Wyvern Willows. His chest was bare, but the cold of the fading day didn’t seem to faze him. He slashed the warrior blade in the air across his chest, inspecting the cutting edge, the hilt, anything that might signal how to use the blade to find the elusive Thane. 
“What exactly did Thane tell you?” Athika sighed. 
Raffi looked at her with a narrowed glare. “As I said, he told me should I ever need him, the blade would help me find him.”
Mitch sighed, flopping back on the frozen ground. “Why can’t people just say things straight? That’s what I want to know. What’s with the hidden meanings? Just say, ‘Raffi, this is how you use the sword to find me.’ That’s all it would have taken.”
“That isn’t the way of the warrior,” Raffi said, though I could sense part of him wished he knew more about the power in the sword. “We are to use our intellect, our wits, as well as our strength. Telling me straight would take away half the lesson.”
A screech in the trees drew our attention. I reached for a blade, but Mitch held out his hand. “No, it’s fae. Hang on.”
“Mitch,” I warned. 
“I signaled them,” he returned. “I wanted to see what they knew. They’ll know the forest best.”
I crossed my arms over my chest and held my breath as Mitch went to the trees. The magic in his dark eyes sort of glowed a bit as a tall, slender girl with curled horns on her head stepped from the shadows. She was followed by two more forest fae: a boy with goat legs, and another girl with blue skin and white hair. 
Mitch used his hands to speak. The horned girl smiled. Like most fae, she was frighteningly beautiful. Horns and all. Mitch was right, fae were clever, and they knew the forest. 
The girl pointed toward the east, but the goat-boy shook his head. Mitch’s shoulders slumped and before the three fae returned to the trees the blue girl kissed Mitch, long and hard. Then, without another thought, turned into the trees. Mitch staggered back, grinning. 
Raffi frowned. “Get anything, or were you too busy talking about other things.”
He snorted and shoved the meaty arm of the warrior. “That’s just how Rhea says goodbye. And may the gods bless her for it.” He sighed until he realized we were all waiting. “Right. So Rowan, the girl with the horns, she is the tracker for the high fae courts. She told me there have been no dragon sightings in centuries.”
Raffi tossed his arms over his head.
“Hold on,” Mitch said. “She did say, however, at the cliffs to the east, there is strange magic. To the point, the forest fae aren’t allowed near them. Lucian, the man—”
“Looked like a child,” Athika said. 
Mitch puckered his lips. “He’ll take offense to that. Lucian agreed with Raffi, though. He insisted the weapons we carry hold a similar vibe—his word not mine—and we should view the sword as a key.”
“But he didn’t have insight how it is to be done?” Athika asked.
“They’re fae, girl,” Mitch said. “Before today, they didn’t know dragons were alive. No, they don’t know how to use a dragon sword as a key. They offered to search the stars for us, but I figured we don’t have time.”
“We don’t,” I said. But in truth, if we couldn’t find Thane and the warriors, I’d do anything—even read the stars—to find Jade.
Raffi jabbed the sword into the ground and looked to the sun. “Do we go to these cliffs, or figure out the sword, then?”
“Cliffs,” Athika offered. 
I shook my head. “It could be something else entirely. I say sword.”
“Agreed,” said Raffi as I handed him a pack of salted jerky. He ripped it from my hands and gnawed on it like a wild beast. 
“Are you able to keep flying?” I asked when the subtle steam of his frustration stopped billowing off his skin. 
“Yes,” Raffi said sharply. “I will go all night if I must.”
“I don’t see the point in wasting your energy until we know what direction we’re going,” Athika said.
“She’s right, Raffi,” I agreed. “We really should get some bearings before we keep going.”
Raffi leaned against a thick maple trunk and finished the last of the jerky. “Fine. Let me think for a moment. Thane wouldn’t have said to use the blade if there wasn’t some way to use it.”
We four rested in silence for a time, each considering a way the sword could be used. 
“What if it, like, starts on fire when you’re close, and gets cold when you’re far away—you know, like hot and cold,” Mitch suggested. 
Raffi actually laughed. “Mitch, you’re stupid sometimes, but I’m glad you’re here.”
Mitch crossed his arms and pouted. “Well, why don’t you guys come up with a better idea.”
Raffi yawned. I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen the warrior dragon look fatigued. The sun was fading, and the spot in the forest where we’d taken refuge was dimming with shadows of the night. 
“Raf, I think you should rest before we keep going,” I said. 
“By fire, you coddle me,” he said with a chuckle. “I am of warrior blood. I will live.” 
“Answer me honestly, does the idea of carrying us into nowhere sound like something you feel you can do right now?”
“Warriors do things beyond limits all the time.”
“Yes, but we don’t know where we’re going,” Athika offered with a chip in her voice. “Take the time to rest. We’ll keep watch while you and Mitch sleep. Then we’ll trade and you two can brainstorm about the sword.”
I glanced at Raffi with a raised brow. He snarled and turned his back to us. “Fine. But you wake me after a few hours. That’s all. I’m not keen on sleeping while Jade is in the clutches of the lindworms.”
“Yeah, sure,” Athika muttered. “Hey, before you fall asleep, why not be useful and start a fire?”
Raffi glared at my fellow mage, but didn’t argue. In a swift shift, he towered over us and blew a warm, pleasant stream of flames into a pit we’d dug until a roaring fire blazed in the twilight. 
Mitch chuckled when Raffi stomped off in his wyvern form and flopped onto the ground as if letting us know he was frustrated that we’d been right about the respite time. Mitch pulled a blanket from the backpack and curled next to the fire while Athika and I took our places around our camp to stand watch.
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Silence was all I wanted, and for over an hour I got my wish. 
The stars were in the black sky when Athika finally spoke. “How are you today? You don’t seem as torn as you were yesterday.”
“I’m worried and torn, but more determined today,” I said, taking one of the blades out of its sheath—just to hold—it helped me feel safer. 
“Teagan, I feel like there is tension between us,” Athika admitted. 
I sighed. This conversation was the last thing I wanted to have. “There is some tension. Athika. You aren’t exactly accepting of the idea that I’m bonded with Jade.”
“I understand bonding, Teagan. Did you know Ruby and I have a fated bond as well? We knew we would be protection companions before I earned my armor. So I do understand how deep emotions and friendship can go.”
I chuckled darkly, my grip tightening on the hilt of the blade. “But you don’t accept that I love, Jade. More than friendship, I mean.”
Athika scooted closer so the warmth of her skin nuzzled mine. She shook her head. “I’m sorry, Teagan. It’s just something that hasn’t ever happened. I think Jade is a unique royal, she wants a romantic connection and wyverns aren’t known for love. You have a destined bond, so yes, I believe feelings got muddled. I don’t blame you; I don’t blame Jade. Both of you didn’t even know the other existed when you met. It must have been pretty shocking and powerful.”
I rubbed the ache in my chest and listened as she spoke, but with every word the muscles in my neck tensed. “I understand how it might seem to you, really.” And I did. I understood everyone’s aversion to our relationship. “But I also know exactly how I feel. I don’t know how else to say it, other than I love Jade. I feel all the mage connections, they’re different than the other things I feel with her.”
Athika nodded and hugged her knees against her chest. “Teagan, you are the High Priest, that means I am loyal to you. But you should know, I think more of you.”
I drew in a sharp breath when she leaned against my shoulder. “Athika.”
“You aren’t familiar with the mage people, I get it,” she went on. “But mage relationships, marriages, families are bonded with love—true love. You and I, we are both powerful and have aspirations that are of one mind. We want what’s best for the royals, but also for the mage. I think . . . I think we would do well together.”
Athika’s face was close to mine, and I was overwhelmed with her energy, her sincerity, her loyalty, but it crushed over my body with only thoughts of Jade. 
I shook my head and rose to my feet. “I’m sorry, Athika. I trust you and would risk my life to defend yours as a mage. But I must be clear: nothing could ever take me away from Jade. Not the lindworms, not a prince, not even a mage I respect.”
She sighed, but my answer seemed to be expected. “I know, Teagan. I know that’s how you feel. I just hope you won’t turn away from the possibility that this bond is simply because it was your first introduction to our world. Don’t rule out other good, accepted options.”
Raffi grumbled and I took a step back from Athika. The warrior shifted into his human form, rubbing sleep from his eyes. 
“My turn,” he muttered and nudged Mitch’s back with his toe. “Wake up. You want to be here, then you need to keep watch.”
Mitch stirred and glared at Raffi, but tugged the blanket around his shoulder and stood. Raffi was already stalking the sword by the time Mitch stumbled to the edge of the camp. I met Athika’s eye briefly before settling by the fire. I hadn’t realized until I rested my head against the backpack how exhausted I was. Soon, sleep found me, and I was lost in images of lindworms, Bron, and Jade’s emerald eyes. 
“I figured it out!”
I leapt to my feet at the shrill cry. Raffi’s head snapped to attention from where he sat on a fallen log. Athika gripped a knife, her hair tousled around her face as we all looked toward Mitch. He stood by the sword still stabbed deep into the soil. The sun was shining high in the sky, and I was irritated they’d let me sleep so long.
“What do you mean you figured it out?” Raffi gasped, lowering to one knee, and gently dragging his finger across the smooth steel. 
“Look.” Mitch pointed at the sword. He rolled his eyes and adjusted his finger toward the shadow. “The shadow. I’ve been watching it for at least two hours, and it hasn’t adjusted in the least. It has pointed in that direction since the sun rose. Never shifting, never changing. It’s noon now, and look, just look at that shadow!”
Raffi inspected Mitch’s claims. When he smiled, I realized it too. A dark shadow sprawled along the snow, where it should be small and direct at this time of day. 
“Let’s try it somewhere else,” Raffi insisted. He tore the blade from the snow and rushed to the opposite side of the fire. Stabbing the blade in the ground, the shadow remained the same—only more stretched now from the distance. Raffi let out a cry of glee, unusual for him. “You’re right. I can’t believe it, but you’re right.”
Mitch smiled smugly. “So, what lesson did you learn from Thane’s riddle, warrior Raffi?”
“That sunlight and shadows can lead the way.”
Mitch shook his finger, the grin only spreading more as he trudged toward the backpack. “Nope, I don’t think that’s it. I think what you’ve learned is the lesser magis is quite brilliant.”
“It’s true Raffi, that might be the lesson Thane wanted you to learn,” I said, a new wave of hope rippled over my skin. “Let’s go.”
It took us a total of six minutes to clean up our supplies and burst into the sky atop Raffi’s back. Mitch took the honor of holding the sword straight with the sun beaming along Raffi’s scales. Occasionally, the shadow would drift throughout the day, putting us on a new course. When the moon rose high into the sky, we were disappointed to know we were lost again. Reluctantly, Raffi lowered to the ground and we set up a camp. 
“Where are we?” Athika asked. 
I took in the trees, but Mitch pulled out a cell phone. 
“You didn’t bring one?” he asked with a glance at me. 
I balked. “I haven’t had one of those since I was arrested—and no, finding dragon warriors didn’t bring a cell phone to my mind.”
Mitch smirked. “Oh, I stole mine back the first week I got to the house. I don’t have a signal now, but last I checked we were only a few miles from the Canadian border.”
“The shadow keeps pointing us north, too. Sort of in the direction of the cliffs those fae talked about.”
“Creepy,” Mitch said, but he grinned. 
“Raffi,” I went on, “it’s going to get pretty cold if we stay on this route. Are you going to be okay?”
“I’m fine, I’ve fought in cold areas before,” he muttered, closing his eyes. “You take the first watch again. I’m sleeping after an entire day of carrying you wingless creatures.”
Somehow taking the night watch wasn’t so draining tonight as it was yesterday. We had direction and hope, and for all that had happened, I couldn’t hope for more just yet. 
The next morning, the shadow of the blade took us miles over the border. Raffi’s back was coated in a sheen of frost. His enormous wings shuddered in cold the longer we stayed in the sky. Athika, Mitch, and I were bundled from head to toe in thick coats, but it still didn’t keep the sting of the wind off our skin. 
“Raffi!” Mitch shouted. “The shadow, it’s gone. There’s no shadow at all.”
Raffi grunted and dove without warning toward the frosty earth. We leapt from his back and waited for him to shift. Raffi’s usually burning skin was tinted blue, his lips purple, but he moved swiftly to take the sword from Mitch. 
“Take this,” I insisted, wrapping his shoulders with a fleece blanket. “It’ll do us no good if you freeze because you think you’re a macho man.” I shoved his shoulder when he breathed a sigh of relief from the warmth. 
Raffi staked the sword into the ground. 
Mitch was right, despite the overcast sky, not even the slightest hint of a shadow came from the blade. It was one of the stranger sights I’d seen, but no matter how we shifted the blade, the shadow was lost. 
I thought Raffi would rage, but instead he beamed and sheathed the blade on his waist. “We’ve found them.”
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“I don’t see anyone up here,” Athika shuddered, clutching her thin body in the bulky coat. 
Here meant a cliff. Probably the same cliffs warned to us by the forest fae. 
A snowy mountainside with jagged peaks reminded me of an arctic glacier. Were it not for the few sparse trees and gray stones jutting from the snow, it might look entirely like a slab of ice. 
Nothing in the form of human, magis, or wyvern life seemed to exist for miles, but Raffi looked above us to a ledge.
“I thought I sensed them, but I was so cold I wasn’t sure. They’re here,” he whispered, climbing over a boulder-enforced ridge. 
“Raffi, wait,” Athika called out, following close behind.
Mitch took a deep breath, but didn’t move. 
“Hey, you okay?” I whispered, gasping slightly when a rush of arctic wind assaulted my face. 
Mitch’s breath trembled, and he bounced to keep warm. “Yeah. I’m just, you know, probably walking into a nest filled with warrior dragons. I’m fine.”
I laughed, my chapped lips splitting a bit against the hostile air. “You’ll be safe. Come on, let’s go. I’m freezing, I might welcome them eating me if it means I can get warm.”
Mitch scoffed and followed me up the slick rocks. I pulled myself over the edge, reaching down to help Mitch. My breath rushed from my lungs when I saw what was before us. An enormous cave loomed on the ledge. 
Black, dark as pitch, stretched as far as I could see. I hadn’t noticed the cave when we’d landed. The mouth seemed as though it had opened from nowhere. Raffi stood straight and attentive at the face of the enormous opening, the blanket lost at his feet. Athika had one hand on a knife on her belt, and both stood still while two men approached. 
Each man was draped in furs and pelts. They held enormous spears, their bodies fit and strong, as though made of stone.
The lead man stepped forward, face unreadable beneath a wrapped fur over his chin. He wore his long blond hair in a braid down his back, his eyes reminded me of the dawn in a gray sky. He paused, studying Raffi with a narrowed gaze. Raffi didn’t move, but the corners of his mouth twitched. He was fighting a smile. 
“Raffi of Soturi,” the man said respectfully after a tense pause. I’d never heard Raffi’s true name, only his human name used in Wyvern Willows. 
“Hello, Leoch,” Raffi said, with a breath of relief. He grasped the man’s shoulder and squeezed. “It has been too many years.”
Leoch nodded and glanced to the other man at his side. “Tao, announce that our brother Raffi has returned to us.” Leoch glanced around for a few moments, seeming to realize Raffi hadn’t come alone. “Who have you brought with you?”
“Leoch, is Thane amongst you?” Raffi asked, ignoring him. “I’m afraid I don’t come with happy news. Our queen, she’s been taken by lindworms.”
Leoch and Tao gasped, their jaws pulsing angrily. Leoch spoke in a hushed tone, but behind it was a bit of despondency. “We’ve lost the jade bloodline at long last.”
“She isn’t dead,” I said. It drew the two warriors’ eyes to me. “She was taken against her will. They want her to mate with the lindworm prince.”
“Who is this? What a strange energy he has,” Tao said, his voice heavily accented, but I understood enough. 
“He is the new jade mage,” Raffi said. “This is the ruby mage, and our fae thief. He’s been incredibly useful in finding you.”
Tao and Leoch hadn’t followed Raffi’s other introductions of Mitch and Athika; their eyes hadn’t left mine. The wind whipped even more, and I thought I might freeze to death. 
“On second thought, Tao,” Leoch whispered, his rich brown eyes never blinking from my face. “It might be better to speak to Thane immediately.”
“He’s here.” Raffi released a long breath and met my eye with a new excitement I hadn’t seen before. 
“Come inside,” Leoch said, nodding toward the mouth of the cave. I eyed the new warrior curiously. He seemed suspicious, and I had a guess it was because Raffi had announced me as the jade mage. I wasn’t certain how the warriors would react—would I have to prove my honor to the entire fleet? I wanted to ask Raffi, but he’d grown too engrossed in following his fellow warriors inside to even notice.
Once we crossed into the darkness, the air warmed at least thirty degrees. Still cold, but without the harsh air that froze my nostrils together. Athika stood at my side, and Mitch practically hugged me from behind. I sensed everyone’s nerves apart from Raffi. 
“So, Raffi, it seems you have a grand tale to tell,” Leoch said. “How was it the queen was lost under your watch?”
Raffi shifted on his feet. “I’m ashamed to say it happened. I should have been more vigilant.”
“Raffi,” I said. “This wasn’t your fault at all. I was the last one with Jade, so if anyone is going to blame themselves, let it be me.”
Leoch stepped closer, too close. His nose nearly touched mine and he scrutinized me with such intensity I forgot to move away. “You say you are the jade mage?”
“I know everyone thinks the bloodline ended, but—”
“I never said the bloodline ended,” Leoch said, surprising me. “I’m just wondering how you know you’re the jade mage?”
“Well the armor on his arms might prove that,” Athika said. She’d crept closer, knife in hand, ready to strike if needed. 
Leoch narrowed his eyes. “Show me.”
Raffi nodded his approval. Reluctantly, I tugged my coat off my shoulders—the air bit hard against my shirt. With a curious glance at Leoch, I rolled up my sleeves. 
Leoch grabbed my arm, studying the marks with hungry fascination. “I can hardly believe what I’m seeing.”
“He also has the queen’s personal seal on his back,” Raffi said, as though it would impress Leoch. 
“Truly?” Leoch let out a strange gasp. “May I see?” 
I tugged my arm away from the warrior, unsure why he seemed so calm, almost thrilled I was there. Most people were suspicious, unkind even. But Leoch seemed ready to share a drink and hug me. 
“Can you take Raffi’s word for it?” I asked, utterly discomposed. “It’s pretty cold.”
I didn’t hear Leoch’s response because a shrill cry echoed along the walls of the cave. 
“You!”
We all whipped around in time for a plump woman, wrapped in thick woolen scarves and a long robe, to rush at us in the dark. Her eyes were probably blue in most light, but in her mad dash to reach us they were a sort of ghostly gray. 
I hardly had time to recognize she held a knife in her hand before she lunged for Mitch. Quickly, I stepped in front of my friend before the mad woman stabbed him in the heart. Athika stepped in front of me and pulsed a barrier of energy between us. To my surprise, the woman fought back with the raising of her palm. I felt the scorch from her blast along the back of my neck. 
“Yaba,” Leoch bellowed. “Stop this, now!”
“These are the ones, Leoch, the ones who attacked me. Who tried to read the correspondence!” 
Understanding hit me across the face. I glanced at Athika, who only snarled toward the older mage. “Is this the courier?”
“Yes,” Athika said with a growl. “Yaba, you always were one to overreact.”
“You and your thief should be hung up by your hair for what you did. Athika, it has been years, but I knew your mother, your father. They taught you never to reach your hand in a courier’s pack.” The old mage’s cheeks flapped from age.
Yaba lunged once more toward Mitch, but I stopped her. She glanced me up and down, staring at my face curiously almost as if she recognized me from somewhere. 
“Why would you steal a correspondence?” Leoch snapped, looking to Raffi. 
“We were searching for the High Priestess,” I answered for everyone. 
Silence settled in Yaba, who immediately turned her gaze to Leoch. The warrior swallowed and stepped toward me, his voice low and menacing. “Why were you looking for the High Priestess?”
I averted my eyes until I found the strength to speak. “Because we need help defeating King Nag. He’s found most of the royals and is after all the stones. We had to know if she . . . if she had joined with her husband.”
“Husband?” Leoch hesitated. “You mean, the dark High Priest?”
“Yes,” I said. “It’s possible she’s joined with him and—”
“That line of talk will cease. Now.” A powerful voice boomed into the mouth of the cave. Leoch turned and lowered his head in respect. Raffi’s eyes widened, and for half a breath he seemed frozen in place before he too, lowered his gaze. Mitch tapped my arm, and slowly I turned around. 
Tao had returned, but he wasn’t alone. 
A towering man stood ahead of the warrior. His broad shoulders were wrapped in wiry gray fur, and every inch of his body was stacked with muscle. His golden hair was long enough to tie behind his neck, but not nearly the length of Leoch’s. I noticed a menacing scar along his neck when he turned his head and scanned the group. His eyes, a piercing blue, took us all in. 
“Anyone who accuses the High Priestess of joining with that fiend will swiftly meet their end,” he said. “Now, who spoke against her?”
Athika stepped in front of me, shielding me from his sights, but I felt strangely at ease in the presence of the warrior. 
His eyes stopped on Raffi and he cocked his head slightly. “Raffi, why have you come? Where is Dash? Where is the queen?”
“Thane,” Raffi breathed out in reverence. “We’ve come seeking the help of all warriors. Our people are threatened.”
So, this was Thane. 
I kept peeking around Athika, anxious to get a closer look. I could see why he would be considered the head warrior. He emitted honor and valor. His jaw was strong, and he seemed as though he would cower to no one. 
“Thane,” Leoch said softly, directing Thane’s attention to where Athika stood in front of me. “The words against the High Priestess were not said in malice—more in ignorance. There is a mage here who . . . who is uncertain whom to trust as he searches for help.”
Thane’s eyes followed Leoch’s pointed finger. Athika stiffened, but I nudged her out of the way. 
“Teagan,” Mitch whispered. 
“It’s okay.” I stepped out to face the great Thane. 
He straightened his shoulders, his eyes slowly taking in my face with caution, until it all changed. 
His reaction was . . . unexpected. 
Thane took a harsh step back, a hand to his chest, as if he needed to check his heartbeat. He whipped his gaze to Leoch, whose eyes said a hundred unspoken things, then he faced me again with a contorted expression. 
“It’s not possible.” His voice came harsh and rough.
“He is the jade mage, Thane,” Leoch whispered gently. “I saw the marks myself.”
“Thane, I give my assurances Teagan is on our side,” Raffi said. “He has stood against the dark High Priest and walked away victorious. He does not serve the lindworms.” 
A shudder danced down my spine. Raffi was quick to defend me and that could only mean Thane did not receive me well. My fingers twitched at my sides ready to fight—and surely die—when the warriors attacked. 
“Teagan?” Thane rasped. He didn’t look ready to attack, more pass out. Then his glare caught Raffi. “He stood against Bron?” 
“I know it’s hard for everyone to believe. I didn’t know any of this existed either, but . . .” I began, but the more I spoke, the more Thane backed away as if I scalded him. 
“Forgive me.” Thane glanced at Leoch. He shook his head. 
The pressure from the warrior’s shift knocked me, Mitch, and Athika over. Thane was enormous—larger than Raffi. His wings were earthy, like red clay in the rain. And strangely, his eyes remained the vibrant blue. Most wyvern, apart from Jade, had dark eyes after they changed forms. Thane eyed us for a trembling breath, then darted from the cave. The ground shook in a wave, leaving us in a stunned silence. 
Leoch bent down and helped me back to my feet, smiling.
“What’s wrong?” I asked. “Did we do something to upset him?”
Leoch shook his head, smiling sheepishly. “No. Thane battled with the dark High Priest and was close with the High Priestess. We’ve been here many years waiting for some sign things might change. I think we all were beginning to lose hope. It’s just surprising to see the bloodline restored. Come, meet everyone. Thane will return.”
“When?” Raffi asked a little petulantly and glanced out the mouth of the cave. 
Leoch shrugged. “I don’t know. That’s the first time Thane has changed forms in nearly nineteen years.”
I was stunned. Nineteen years and then all at once taking to the sky? I glanced once more over my shoulder at the open cave, searching the skies for the great warrior, but he was gone. I wanted him to return, even if he seemed displeased we’d come. I needed him for answers. If Thane had been close to the High Priestess, then he’d have those answers, no mistake.
If she was my mother, it was the first time someone might know details of my past and I’d scared him away. 
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Inside the warriors’ cave was a bustling city. Not all wyvern warriors were men. I counted endless females who seemed just as fierce, even if most warriors remained in their wyvern forms. 
Raffi shifted and joined in some of the groups. Dragons breathed fire, snorted, and puffed smoke in greetings. I expected Raffi wouldn’t shift back for a time. 
Yaba followed close behind Leoch, casting an occasional scowl at Mitch and Athika, though for some reason, I won the crass woman over. The old mage would always finish her scowl with a grandmotherly grin at me before facing forward once more. 
“How long have you lived here?” I asked, taking in the massive cave. Torches lined the walls, casting dancing shadows over the tops of huts and sleeping crevices large enough to house two full grown wyverns. 
“Oh, a little over seventeen years last I checked the months,” Leoch said. Tao whispered something in his ear, and Leoch nodded before Tao rushed away. 
“So, your leader stopped shifting before you even came?” I pressed. 
Leoch only nodded.
“Teagan, look,” Athika said, pointing to the countless ledges above our heads. “Mage.”
Over the ledges in the cave, people peered into the dark, and I was engulfed in powerful energy. Each surge unique, like a fingerprint. Some attached to water or air. Others had fiery souls that reminded me more of the warriors. 
“Mage have always remained with the warriors,” Yaba said. 
“Why?” asked Athika. “Why would you leave the High Priestess?”
Leoch ushered us to a space near the bottom of the cave, ignoring the question. It was a pit surrounded by large stones, with encircling logs and boulders. “Here, sit. We will get you warmed up.” In a few seconds, a white warrior dragon with red eyes came by. “Naveen, fire?” 
Naveen snorted a cloud of smoke, but moved toward the pit and breathed a fierce stream of blue flames until a remarkable blue-green fire roared to life. 
“Don’t be so anxious to help next time,” Leoch scoffed when Naveen briskly flew to the top of the cavern. “So, you asked a question? I’m sorry, I forgot what you asked.”
Athika scooted closer to him. “I asked Yaba why the mage would leave the High Priestess.”
“Ah, well I think I’ll let Thane explain what he will about the mage and the High Priestess,” Leoch said. “But I am interested in a few things, Teagan. I’m curious what you know of your lineage.”
I sighed, feeling weary explaining myself to every new person I met. “I don’t know anything. I went to Wyvern Willows because I broke the law. I was raised by a witch.”
“So, you remember nothing of childhood?”
“Not really. I sort of thought Thane might be willing to answer a few questions. He knows the High Priestess.”
Leoch nodded but didn’t respond. He only looked up and shot to his feet. “Welcome back.” 
I whipped my head around and held my breath as Thane approached, a man once again. His eyes found me in the dim light, and he was followed closely by Raffi, who also returned to his human form. 
“I was getting to know our guests a little more,” Leoch finished with a bit of pride.
Thane nodded and took Leoch’s place across from me. His eyes pierced mine through the flames. We stared at each other for a long pause. Thane seemed like he could be maybe fifteen years older than me, but, in truth, probably centuries my senior. 
Clearing his throat, he offered a brief smile and tried to relax his shoulders. “Forgive my swift departure. Your arrival comes as a bit of a shock.” 
I nodded. The fire chased away the final bits of cold and now drew small beads of sweat along my forehead. I tugged my sleeves up once more, unintentionally revealing the jade marks. I thought I heard Thane gasp, but when I looked at him, he studied the fire. 
“We are grateful to find you,” Athika began. “We need the warriors to reunite and fight for the elementals. But we also need the mage. It’s clear you know the High Priestess. We need to find where they’ve been hiding.”
Thane peeled his eyes from the flames, studied Athika for a time, and nodded. “I recognize you.” 
Athika nodded. “And I, you. I know you fought bravely when Nag killed the jade king. Of course, I was much younger then.”
“We all were,” Thane said, his eyes falling back to me. “Your name is . . . Teagan?” I nodded. Thane swallowed with notable effort. “I know the High Priestess. Her name is Gaia, and she never betrayed anyone. She remains loyal to the royals and to the mage people to this day.”
I leaned forward so the fire nearly burned my face. A weight lifted from my shoulders. Even though no one had told me she was certainly my mother, I believed it to be true. The idea that she was loyal to Jade and her bloodline brought a rush of relief. 
“You know where to find her?”
Thane sighed and leaned back against the wall, his eyes taking on a heartbreaking dull. “No. Gaia and the rest of the mage are lost to us. I thought I sensed her not long ago, but I can see I must have sensed you, Teagan. The jade bloodline rarely escapes my notice.”
“Wait, how are most of the mages lost to you?” Athika interrupted. I wanted him to speak more about his knowledge of the jade bloodline, but Thane already changed directions.
“We once were all together, waiting, planning, and preparing for the time when the war would begin again. Then, we were discovered—by the dark High Priest. He fought for Gaia, wanting to claim her as his once more. There was a battle, it’s where I earned this cursed mark,” Thane said, trailing a finger along the scar on his neck. “Eventually, Gaia and most of the mage were shielded from us. Some of her people were blocked from her as well and joined us here in our exile. We couldn’t find them. Bron locked her away, so only he knows where she might be. I am ashamed to say I thought we might never find them. I am not one to lose hope, but after so long—well, I won’t doubt again.”
“You think we can find them now?” I asked. 
Thane smiled, and he looked youthful when his teeth showed. “Yes,” he said. “I was close to finding where they were trapped. But now, with your help, Teagan, we will find Gaia—and we’ll finally get rid of the dark High Priest.”
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Raffi was directly adjacent to my shoulder as we followed Thane and Leoch through an upper tunnel in the cave. The warrior beamed stupidly and had been for over an hour.
I nudged his shoulder and scoffed when he drew his eyes off Thane’s back and met my eye. “What’s your deal? You’re ogling the man.”
“I am not,” Raffi snapped. “I’m respecting his position.”
I shook my head, keeping my voice in a low whisper. “You’re sort of pathetic.”
“Shut up. This is like meeting the king of warriors. I’m allowed a little bit of awe.”
I rolled my eyes and glanced over my shoulder at Mitch who simply took in the entire aura of the cave. “You’re handling everything like it’s nothing out of the norm.” 
Mitch shrugged, but I heard the distance in his voice when he spoke. “Oh, I’m overwhelmed. I’m just really good at hiding my true feelings and I sort of think I’m in a crazy-long fae sleep—those are real—but I’m not sure I want to wake up.”
I laughed, drawing Thane to look back at the three of us for a moment. Hushing my voice again, I slung my arm around Mitch’s neck. “I promise you’re definitely not in a magical sleep.”
Thane and Leoch stopped at the wide opening of a tunnel that billowed with steam. 
“Here,” Thane said, his voice boomed even when it appeared he tried to whisper. “You can wash here. I’m certain you’ve been traveling long and hard to find us.”
“That sounds amazing,” Mitch sighed, tugging at the hem of his shirt before he was halfway into the tunnel. 
Thane smiled, the grin peeling years off his face. “Teagan, I thought when you’re done you might want to meet some of the mages. You are their High Priest, after all. I’m sure many would be anxious to meet you. I can show you around.”
“Raffi,” Leoch interjected when Raffi’s mouth opened—probably to invite himself to hang with Thane. “We would like you to join us in the battle den. It’s been far too long since we’ve faced each other.”
Raffi was appeased and snorted a laugh. “I’m afraid you will once again get used to losing, Leoch.”
Thane lingered for a moment. He seemed uncomfortable, and I had the sense he wanted to say something. With a grunt deep in his throat, he nodded and walked away before uttering another word. 
“I feel like we make Thane nervous,” I said once we found the steaming hot pools tucked in the back of the tunnel. Mitch had already sunk low into the bubbling water and used the pungent bars of homemade soap to cleanse away days of traveling.
“As Leoch said, the warriors are all surprised, that’s all. No one makes Thane nervous,” Raffi said.
Raffi had little modesty and proudly marched into the pool, dipping his entire head underwater before taking a new bar of woodsy soap. The water soothed muscles I didn’t know were sore. I leaned forward in the warm water and sighed. Raffi glanced at the seal on my back, his face growing somber. 
“Teagan, do you feel anything about Jade?”
I bit back the stinging emotion behind my eyes and splashed water over my face before shaking my head. 
“No,” I admitted, my voice tight and direct. “She’s cut off from me.”
“You know we’ll find her, right?” 
“I’ll never stop until I die,” I said. “As stupid as that might sound, I won’t. I don’t think it’s possible. Eisha was worried Thane might think Jade was a traitor—what do you think?” 
Raffi slipped into the water until it covered his chin. “Thane is incredibly loyal to the crown. I think even if he disagrees with how Jade went about protecting her people, he will fight to protect the jade bloodline.”
Rapid footsteps drew our attention to the mouth of the tunnel. 
“Athika!” Mitch shouted, and all three of us dipped lower in the water. 
“Oh, relax. I’ve healed many warriors in the past—I’ve seen it all.” She drifted to the back of the room. Athika was wearing a fresh gown made of crimson silk that flowed nicely around her curves. “I’m just bringing you some fresh clothes. Unless you all want to get back in those sweaty messes.”
“I’m probably going to be in wyvern form for most of the stay,” Raffi said arrogantly.
“Well, either way, here are some pants,” she said. “Teagan, have you asked Thane about the High Priestess?”
I shook my head. “Only what he told us earlier. I’m going to meet some of the mage after this with him. I’ll ask him some questions then.”
Athika nodded and smirked when she stepped closer to the edge of the pool. I was certain she did it just to make us dip lower in the water at once. “Good. I’ve heard there are some mage that are anxious to meet the new High Priest.”
When I was positive Athika had left the tunnel completely, I pulled myself out of the pool and quickly tugged on a pair of tight but surprisingly comfortable pants and grabbed a long-sleeved black shirt. I smelled better, felt better, and was ready to gather the support of the wyvern warriors. The sooner they were behind us, the sooner Jade could be found. 
“Hey, tell Thane I’d be happy to join any rank he needs,” Raffi said, leaning his elbows on the edge of the pool before I left the room. 
“I’ll be sure to let him know you don’t want to join any of the ranks. He’ll understand.”
“That’s not what I said,” he shouted. “Teagan!”
I chuckled and jogged away without responding. It was good to let Raffi fret a little. 
Thane stood outside the tunnel, his back to me, but he turned the moment I stepped into the lantern light. I eyed him nervously, comfortable and uneasy at the same time. Thane had removed the fur from his shoulders and wore a simple gray shirt that hugged his arms like a new layer of skin. 
The scar was more visible now, and I could see how deep it dug into his skin. I hadn’t noticed it when he’d shifted, but Thane said it was a cursed mark. I’m certain it had caused him a great deal of pain, especially if it had come from Bron. Tugging the shirt over my head, I unknowingly gave Thane a solid glance at Jade’s seal coating my entire backside. 
“Leoch said you had sealed to the queen,” Thane said softly. His eyes were burdened as he watched me tug the shirt over the seal. “I suppose it’s true.”
“It’s true.”
“And what of the queen?” Thane asked. 
“What do you mean?” 
“Has she sealed to you?” 
I gaped at the question, my voice lost for a few seconds. I shook my head simply to gather my thoughts again. “Sorry, it’s just no one has asked me that before. Everyone thinks it’s all impossible. Yes,” I breathed out, fearing my voice would be lost again. “She did. Right here on her arm.”
I pointed to my forearm. Thane smiled, still sad and distant. What did the warrior know? I was more intrigued the longer I was around the great Thane. 
“I’m sorry she was taken from you, then. I have also lost a mate before.” 
I shouldn’t grin, it wasn’t a happy comment, but he insinuated Jade was my mate—she was mine and I was hers. Not officially mated, but when I saw her again it would be at the top of my list. 
“I’m sorry. What happened?” I asked, trying to imagine Thane with a great warrior queen of sorts.
Thane sighed and looked to the rounded top of the cave. “Bron happened.” The way his sharp blue eyes locked with mine, his agony at her loss coiled around my heart. Raw and sharp. “He took her from me when we were forced into exile. I know most people don’t believe wyvern—especially warriors—can feel deep emotions, but I loved her. Fiercely. I still do, and I feel your ache at the loss of the queen. I just thought you should know I understand.” 
I didn’t know what to say. He smiled softly at me before he motioned with his arm to walk down one of the sloping tunnels toward the lower areas in the cave. “I’ll show you some of the mage, as promised.”
I kept my pace at his side, and we didn’t say anything for a moment. Athika’s questions, Mitch’s voice, and my own curiosity finally broke through the silence and I dared speak. “So, do you mind if I . . . ask you a few questions?”
Thane nodded, though he didn’t look at me. “I don’t mind and I will try to answer what I can.”
“You knew the High Priestess—”
Thane cleared his throat bringing me to a pause. “I know the High Priestess. She is not dead.”
“Sorry,” I corrected, trying to quicken my pace to keep up. “You’re positive she has always remained loyal to the royals?”
“I would place my life on her loyalty.”
“So then you would know . . .” I didn’t know how to ask. The words formed on my tongue then quickly evaporated into nothing when I opened my mouth. 
Thane stopped and faced me. I found myself feeling a wave of comfort when he grinned at me. “You want to know if she’s your mother.”
“Yes,” I whispered, cowering like a frightened child. 
Thane’s heavy, powerful hand gripped my shoulder. I found myself empowered by the fierce warrior, a feeling I thought lost when Jade left with Prince Ced. “Teagan, I can tell you with a surety, Gaia is your mother.”
“Gaia,” I repeated her name softly. 
“Yes, she prefers to be called by her name.” My brow furrowed, and I leaned my head against the rocky wall. Thane lowered his hand and studied me for a long time. “What are you thinking?”
“I don’t really know,” I admitted. Thane watched intently as if he could read my thoughts. “You speak so highly of her, but if she is this great mage, why did she leave me? I’ve seen the note to return me after ten years. Why did it matter if I was gone for ten years?”
Thane ran a hand through his hair and glanced toward the bustling center of the cave. “That is a difficult question to answer.”
“Will you try? Because out of everything, I want to know why I was left behind.”
“Teagan, it was to save your life,” Thane said. He had a sharpness in his tone, yet it was still kind and relaxed. I liked Thane—that was easy to admit—and I was glad I met him first before meeting Gaia. If anyone could give me answers straight, if anyone could heal the wounds from my lost parents, Thane would be the one to do it. 
“To save my life from what?”
Thane leaned against the wall so we were standing right next to each another. He was several inches taller than me, but didn’t treat me like an inferior. I was his equal in his own cave. 
“Gaia was threatened. You were kept a secret. Times after the fall of King Lux and the wyvern royals were strange. The council ruled with an iron thumb, and any threat to their people was obliterated immediately.”
“The council didn’t want her to have a child?” I asked. 
Thane shook his head. “No. She was the wife of their enemy.”
“But she fought against Bron.”
Thane nodded, the muscles in his jaw pulsing, and I thought his skin flushed a shade darker. “She did. Gaia lost more than anyone the night Bron betrayed us. She lost her bond, her family, her standing. She refused to lose her child, too. At first, the plan was to simply go deeper into hiding with you to keep the council out of her life, but somehow Bron discovered you existed.”
I swallowed hard and glanced to Thane. I needed to know here and now. “He told me—the first time we met—he told me he was my father.”
Thane’s eyes narrowed dangerously for a fleeting moment, but then a kind smile spread over his features. “Answer this for me, Teagan, do you think you have the heart of a coward?”
“No, I wouldn’t say that.”
Thane nodded. “Nor would I. I’d say you have a fighter’s heart, like a warrior. Like your mother. A coward like Bron could not create someone like you.”
I couldn’t help but smile. “So, he’s not my father.”
Thane shook his head. “No, Bron is not your father.”
“But you know him,” I asked quickly, suddenly desperate to know everything. 
Thane clapped my shoulder again and chuckled. He led me across a rope bridge to a distant side of the cave before responding. “Yes, I knew your father.”
“You said knew that time.”
“Teagan, I don’t want to cause you anymore pain, but your father was lost the day Bron attacked and trapped the mages away.”
The ache in his voice cut through my soul. I don’t know why losing a father affected me so much. I’d always believed my father was dead, but it was like losing a family all over again. 
“I understand,” I muttered. “So, Bron attacked Gaia because of me?”
Thane shook his head. “No, Bron attacked and tried to take what little Gaia had left because he is distorted and evil. It was because of him, not you. When Gaia learned Bron was after her, it was decided you had to be hidden away from her energy. Ten years from that time meant your own mage power would be mature. You would be able to learn and to grow so you could defend yourself if needed against the dark High Priest. That was why she asked you to be returned, but by then Gaia was lost. We all were lost. I know you lived without your mother, but I was pleased when Raffi told me you were brought up by a good woman. It would seem Gaia protected you well if Bron didn’t find you until years later.”
I nodded, feeling a suffocating ball tighten in the back of my throat. “I’ve thought poorly of her ever since I learned she might be alive.”  
Thane stopped walking and squared his shoulders to me, his strong hands holding both my shoulders. 
“You should not feel any shame,” he growled, as though he sensed every guilty emotion. “Don’t feel shame for thoughts you’ve had when you didn’t know the truth. You didn’t know why your mother left you then, but you know the truth now. You were loved. Gaia risked her life to keep you safe. And I promise she would do it again.” 
Thane released me, his eyes bright with passion. I swallowed hard and followed him into a large hut. 
Inside there were at least a dozen people. I recognized them as mages immediately. Most had similar markings like mine along their skin, though the colors weren’t vibrant. Instead the armor was gilded and brown, like the earth. I’d never given it a thought, but it was obvious not all mages had a bloodline color. Fascinating. 
“Thane,” I whispered before we went any further toward the curious eyes. “I don’t want to be called the High Priest.” 
Thane lifted a brow. 
I licked my lips and went on. “That was Bron’s title. Can’t I just be Teagan, or the Jade Mage, or something?”
Thane nodded, a pleased grin on his face. “Of course.” He faced the small huddle of mages. “I know you’ve all been wondering. I’d like to introduce you to Teagan, the Jade Mage and son of Gaia.”
One mage glanced at us with tearful eyes. Thane stepped back, leaning against the wall with his powerful arms folded over his broad chest. He simply laughed as I was surrounded by mage after mage. Most lifted my sleeves to inspect my jade markings. One woman kissed me square on the mouth before patting my cheek like she’d known me her entire life. An ancient mage tousled my hair and pressed my cheek in the folds of her robes. It was strange, slightly awkward, but I’d never felt so at peace with the idea that I was a mage and I had the support of every mage in the cave. With their help, with Thane, I dared believe I would find Jade. And King Nag, Bron, all lindworms would be out of our lives forever.
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Mitch twirled a knife with a black hilt. The steel blade was lined in gold, much like Raffi’s blade he kept on his waist. Thane hadn’t accepted his sword from Raffi.
“Your charge isn’t over,” Thane explained. “I gave you the sword to protect the queen. Is she protected?”
Raffi’s cheeks flushed deep crimson at the question. I found it interesting how the warriors spoke sometimes. Responding with questions to give the warrior time to think. Raffi gripped the dragon pommel with pride and woke the next morning with a new determination to find Jade. 
We lined the table that was spotted with other warriors and mages, all eating and going about the day as normal, but I couldn’t shake the occasional curious glances. Most of the warriors said nothing, the mages though—the entire morning I’d randomly be pulled into a fierce embrace, or my face would be coated in kisses.
“Why do they act like I’ve come back from the dead?” I asked Thane when he and Leoch joined us at the table.
He laughed, eyeing a gaggle of mage women whisper and wipe tears from their eyes when they walked behind me. “They remember you. I thought you realized—all of us lived with you when you were small. So, in a way, you have come back from the dead. Gaia raised you for years before hiding you.”
My brow furrowed and my heart pounded in my chest. “How is it I can’t remember?” 
Thane leaned back in his chair, tapping his fingers along a golden goblet. “Gaia’s protection kept the truth from you. The more you knew, the more energy you would emit. She worried Bron would find you before she was supposed to reunite with you.”
I didn’t ask any more questions, but Thane occasionally glanced at me as though trying to determine my reaction. Honestly, I wasn’t sure how I felt. I tried to grapple with the idea Gaia left me to protect me, but it was still a constant ache to think of what might have been had we never been separated.
“Jade will be fascinated to hear everything you’ve learned,” Raffi mumbled through bites of meat. “When we get her back, of course.”
“What about the other royals?” Mitch asked, tapping the blade of the knife along the edge of the massive wooden table. Too large to fit inside any normal room. But the cave was endless; I was starting to think the mages had manipulated the earth somehow to create such a place. I hadn’t asked, but there was a powerful energy surrounding the warriors’ haven.  
“What do you mean?” Raffi asked. 
“I mean, is there a way we can find out if Sapphire and Eisha made it to Onyx’s place? Have none of you been worrying about them?”
I bit the inside of my cheek and glanced at Athika, who wrapped her arms around Mitch’s shoulders and said, “I’m sorry, I never thought to tell you. I’ve spoken with Ruby.”
Mitch’s eyes narrowed and he leaned closer. “When and how?”
Athika laughed, even Thane smirked a bit. “We have the mage and royal bond, Mitch. We can feel things. I told Teagan, I suppose I should have informed you and Raffi.”
Raffi shook his head. “Dash already sent word to me. Same thing. Warrior bonds, I guess you could say.”
Mitch sighed and tossed his hands in the air. “Look, I’m the only one without some supernatural dragon connection, so you guys need to make a little effort to keep me in the loop!”
Thane chuckled and glanced at Leoch. “I like this fae.”
“Yeah, everyone likes the fae, just no one tells the fae anything,” Mitch grumbled, tapping the edge of the knife in a rhythm. 
“Sorry, man,” I said. “I’ll personally remember to let you know if anything changes.”
“Good,” Mitch snapped. “I care too, you know. Sapphire has practically raised me the last few years.”
“I promise.” Glancing across the table to Thane, I leaned forward and lowered my voice. “So, since we’ve come, you seem to believe we can find the High—I mean, Gaia, now. Why is that?”
Thane smiled, and he seemed completely different since that first tense meeting. He was relaxed and spoke with me easily. In a lot of ways, Raffi reminded me of Thane. Both were fierce but had a soft soul when the layers were pulled away. 
“Because of you, Teagan.” Thane placed his hands on the table. “We’ve been searching for the lost mages for years, as you know. Gaia is no fool, she surely has been trying to break through Bron’s prison. Every so often I would sense some sort of power she was emitting—calling to us, I guess you could say.”
“But you don’t feel it anymore?”
Thane sighed. “The reason I hadn’t changed forms in so many years is because I can feel mage power easier when I’m in this form.” 
“Thane is an empath, like the High Priestess,” Leoch explained. 
“I’m not near the empath Gaia is, but I am sensitive to emotions,” he said. “But back to your question. I haven’t felt the jade power for so long. I think distance and time, possibly Bron’s interference, has something to do with it. Until a few months ago—something shifted, and I sensed Gaia’s power as though she were right outside.” Thane smiled, his eyes locking with mine. “But after Yaba returned with no news of the High Priestess, I’m certain the power I felt was you. If you’re curious, Yaba’s correspondence she was bringing to me spoke of Bron and that he’d returned. When you came here we were in the process of deciding how to stand against the dark High Priest once more. Most of us in this cave have a score to settle with that mage.”
I leaned back in my seat, pushing around a few small grapes I’d taken for breakfast. “So, my power feels like Gaia’s?” 
Thane nodded. “Nearly identical. Though now that you’re here, I can see and feel differences. We all can.”
“I still don’t see how we can help find her,” I muttered. 
Athika groaned, her sly grin finding me. “Teagan, you have the same power. That’s what Thane is saying. He can sense her power because he is an empath, but it would be nothing compared to what you would feel. If she is still emitting her energy, you could find it and follow the trail. Am I explaining it right, Thane?”
He nodded and focused on me, his smile fading. “It’s true. We have a general direction before Bron’s warding disorients us from going any farther. You could break through his enchantments. You could help us finally find the mages. If you’re willing, of course.” 
I nodded, my heart thudding like stomping hooves in my chest. “Yes.” I would help immediately if Thane asked—she was my mother, after all. “I’ll help. I’ll do anything to free them, but what happens when we find them? Gaia is the High Priestess, and she can’t escape Bron’s prison. What’s to say I’ll be able to help release her even if we find her?”
Leoch took a long gulp of his drink. Thane cleared his throat, and his easy smile returned. “There is a power when families are united entirely. I can’t know for certain, but what the mages have told me—if the power of your connection is reunited with Gaia’s and . . . well, it would be more powerful than anything Bron could conjure.”
My stomach flipped with a thrill. This was happening. I could practically taste the end when we would have the entire wyvern army, the High Priestess, and her people. I would see Jade again. I would meet my family I’d lost so long ago. 
I beamed stupidly at Raffi. “We’re going to get Jade back. The lindworms won’t be able to stop us.”
Athika let out a long, irritated sigh. “You should be thrilled to meet your mother.”
“What’s your problem?” Mitch asked, nudging her shoulder. 
“As I’ve explained to Teagan, Jade most likely is already mated with Prince Ced—”
“Athika,” I warned, fists clenched. 
“No,” she insisted. “I’ll have the mage and warriors to back me up on my feelings now. Teagan, we must protect the queen if she wants to be protected. But you must be ready to accept that the romantic bond will not be the same. You already said you don’t feel the connection with her energy. Perhaps it’s how she wants it. Maybe it’s time to realize you have a mage bond and that’s all. I don’t want you to be disappointed.”
“You’re crossing a line,” Raffi grumbled. A first, really, to hear Raffi defend my love for Jade. I hoped he’d do it more often. 
Athika was undeterred. “Mage and wyvern don’t unite as couples and mates. It’s never happened, and I feel you should focus your energy on finding the High Priestess. That is all I’m saying, Teagan.”
“Athika,” I said. “I’ve told you exactly how my bond is with Jade. What’ll it take to get you to believe it?”
“You’re blinded by an emotion. Not a bond! It’s time to realize it was a muddled and confused by the power of your mage and dragon magic.” 
“What was muddled?” Thane asked. 
Athika sighed, but Raffi spoke instead. “Athika is convinced Teagan and Jade confused their deeper feelings with the destined bond between mage and royal.”
“I believe that because I’m not sure Jade wants to be saved,” Athika said. “I think she saw a powerful union with the Prince of Night and took the opportunity.”
“Hey, Jade isn’t like that,” Mitch said. “You make it seem like she used Teagan until she found another bed to take.”
Athika shrugged and took a drink. “Fight me on this if you want, but romantic bonds don’t happen between races—they’ve never happened.”
Thane stared at Athika, then slowly rose from the table, Leoch following. 
“You’re wrong,” he said, piquing everyone’s attention. “It has happened. I’ve seen it.” 
Thane backed away, offering a glance at the table that silenced any questions, though at least a hundred tumbled in my head. 
“Wait, Thane,” I called, shoving back from my seat to catch up to him. “What did you mean back there?” 
Thane paused, a fierceness in his gaze. “All I will say is I’ve seen the mage and wyvern race join as mates. As you have with the queen.”
“When? Who was it?” I asked. 
“It was a long time ago, Teagan. What’s important is that it happened. So don’t worry what others might say about you, or Queen Jade, or anything like that,” Thane said through a small grin.
I smiled—how could I not? Eisha’s fears about Thane being unwilling to save Jade faded faster than a brush of wind. Clearing my throat, I finally dared ask what had been on my mind through most of the night. “Thane, I have to get Jade back, but I can’t do it alone. I’ve been thinking, if Bron trapped Gaia, then it will be a challenge getting her out. There could be protections around her.”
Thane nodded. “I’m positive it will be lined with lindworms and possibly mages who followed Bron.”
I swallowed hard and stepped a few inches closer. “I’m anxious to find her like I’m anxious to find Jade, but I’m not stupid enough to think I can waltz in and just take them away. I have a lot to learn. This is all still pretty new to me.”
“What are you asking, Teagan?”
“Will you teach me to fight? Like the warriors. Raffi and Dash have taught me a lot, but you’ve fought with mage before. You’ve fought against Bron and King Nag. Will you help me?”
Thane smiled and shifted on his feet a bit, as though the request pleased him above all else. “It would be an honor fighting with the jade mage again. Yes, I will train with you. We don’t have much time, so be prepared for grueling schedules.”
“I’m up for it,” I insisted. “I’ll do what needs to be done.”
Thane clapped my shoulder again and nodded. “Then go get your weapons. We’ll start now.”
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Raffi was overjoyed to be donned in heavy steel and leather armor, standing in the wide battle den. The space was more than a den. It was an enormous arena. The pit was deep into the cave, so the top of the cavern was at least a mile above us. The mage coming to spar ignited numerous iron sconces with brilliant, colorful flames. I smiled, running my hand through a fierce blue fire. The flames embraced my skin, but didn’t burn any flesh. An invigorating pulse of power erupted along my arm, and I watched as the jade marks glimmered like gold on my skin. 
“The energy responds to you,” said Thane. The lead warrior had once more covered his arms entirely in thin furs, but had added leather bracers around his taut forearms. Thane had an enormous sword sheathed on his back. The pommel was a piece of amethyst cut so the different hues gleamed like magic in the colorful firelight. Thane looked exactly how I would picture a wyvern warrior.  
I tugged my hand from the flames and checked the sheath on my back where the blades crossed over my shoulders. “I’m sure most of the mage here could do that.”
Thane shook his head. “You haven’t embraced how powerful you are. Never second guess what you can do.” 
I stiffened when Thane pressed a finger against my chest, pointing to my heart. A shuddering rush of energy seared my blood to the point I had to hold my breath until the sensation passed.
“You will know inside what to do if you accept your ability. Understand you are unique to all the mages. You’re Gaia’s son, but you also restored a bloodline that was severed. It may not seem like it now, but I would bet my life you’re more powerful than Bron and your mother. But you must believe it.”
“How do you know so much about the mage?” I asked as I followed him into the center of the arena. 
“I’ve lived among them most of my life and was in constant contact with Gaia after the divide.”
“The divide?”
“It’s what we call when the royals went into hiding. The divide of our people—our races.”
“Right,” I said, feeling sheepish. I’d heard the term many times before.
Surrounding us were numerous warriors in full wyvern form. Each one unique. Some were coated in black scales like Dash, others more earth-toned like Raffi. Then there were some that were electrifying in yellow, or fiery reds. I even saw an ashen warrior whose scales shifted from taupe to black, then to a sooty color depending on where the light struck his scales. 
At Thane’s side, Leoch shifted for the first time since I’d come. He was enormous, with long fangs that spilled over his blue lips. His color almost reminded me of Sapphire, but it was darker, like an undisturbed lake. Sapphire’s color was rich and regal.
Raffi remained in human form—though I suspected if Thane would have shifted, Raffi would immediately change his body. Athika stomped into the arena with Mitch. She hadn’t said anything to me since Thane had dissolved her argument about Jade. Perhaps it was a little vindictive, but I really enjoyed the way her face had fallen.
“You keep clear of warriors in full form,” Thane muttered to Mitch. 
Mitch chuckled. “I’m pretty good at dodging things. Athika promised she’d teach me how to handle knives a little better.”
“How did he get involved?” Thane asked once we drifted away from Athika and Mitch. “Were you friends before the armor appeared?”
I glanced at Mitch who threw a knife—pretty accurately—at a thick wooden beam. “Yeah, but just barely. We met at Sapphire’s reform house.”
Thane furrowed his brow. “As in Konrad Sapphire?”
I smiled, realizing even more how cut off the warriors had been from their people. “Yeah, while he was trapped in his human form he started a house for . . . those with a rebellious nature, I guess.”
Thane studied me, unsheathing his blade slowly. “I’m intrigued. Tell me, what exactly brought you to Wyvern Willows?”
I wasn’t sure why I was so nervous to admit that I’d landed in Sapphire’s care because I’d been arrested. Raffi had told Thane about Aunt Liz, but never mentioned the twisted fate of how I ended up with the royals to begin with. I’d blurted it out to Leoch, but clearly he hadn’t relayed it to the lead warrior.
Thane stalked me in a circle. He rolled the heavy blade in his hand like it was nothing but a twig. 
I rolled my shoulders back. “I got into some trouble, was arrested, and sent to Sapphire. He was supposed to straighten me out, I guess. Instead, I became a mage.”
“You broke magis laws?” Was he disappointed or just asking? Why did I care so much to impress him?
“Uh, yeah. I did.” 
Thane glanced at his blade, a smirk buried in the corner of his mouth. “Interesting. Well, Teagan, one of the first rules a warrior learns is to follow orders.” I swallowed hard, watching Thane inspect his blade. “First rule—you never attack from behind unless your life depends on it. It’s dishonorable.” Thane continued in his circle again. “Rule two, never abandon your fellow warriors. It would be better if you died.” Thane was at my side, and his grip tightened on his blade. The back of my neck tingled as the energy in the arena thickened. 
“Rule three,” Thane continued, “your opponent should be armed. There is no honor attacking an unarmed man.” Now, Thane came behind me, and my grip tightened on my blade. I didn’t look at him, but I knew he was directly at my back. “Rule four . . .” My breath knocked from my lungs when Thane’s strong arm wrapped around my neck and dragged me to the ground, his blade tucked just beneath my jaw against my neck. “Forget all the rules whenever you’re fighting against the lindworms.”
I coughed when Thane recoiled his blade, chuckling as I dusted dirt from my hair. Raffi and Mitch laughed were laughing at me, but stopped when I used my power to fling a cloud of dirt in their faces. I looked at Thane. “I thought attacking from the back was against the rules.”
The warrior shrugged with a wink. “I guess you’re not the only one here who likes to bend the rules.” His face drew serious when he pointed at the blade in my hand. “Now, those weapons are powerful. They will serve you and connect with your mage energy. The greatest part about those blades is they will only serve the honorable. Bron cannot take them from you. They once belonged to him, but on the night of the divide, they burned him. 
“They belong to you now, embrace that. But just because you are a mage, doesn’t mean you can stop a warrior with your power. We sense things, sometimes even before an opponent strikes. It helps us know what move to take. I guarantee the lindworm warriors are similar, so it will be important to understand how to truly handle those weapons.”
“Dash and I have been teaching him,” Raffi said proudly. 
“Good.” Thane tossed his sword back and forth between his palms. “Shall we see how well my warriors have done?”
I hardly had time to adjust my grip on my sword before Thane struck. As if the lead warrior served as the signal, the other sparring matches between warriors began. The arena burst to life with the clang of metal, the scrape of claws on stone. Surges of mage energy whipped around the cavern as the mages entered and sparred. 
I blocked Thane’s strike with the blade in my hand, but his strength brought me to my knees. To Thane, my block hardly fazed him. To me, my bones boiled under his pressure.
“How will you escape, Teagan?” 
More with the questions. My mind whirled about as I considered the best way to shrug off the warrior. 
Both my hands hugged the hilt of my sword. I wanted to take energy from the earth, but if I removed one hand Thane would surely crush me with his sword. Thane chuckled from above me. 
“I see your dilemma,” he whispered. “What will you do? Let me fall upon you, or will you take a risk and free yourself from my hold?”
With a growl in my throat, I forced one of my open palms in the dirt. My shoulder ached as Thane pressed his sword harder, but it only took a matter of a few blinks before I was filled with the energy of the deep soil. My skin toiled in searing heat, and carefully I pushed my way to my feet. Thane still held his sword strong. He smiled when I lifted my hand and blasted a wave of energy against the warrior. He knew what I was going to do, and braced. Though I did feel bad when an unsuspecting mage absorbed my energy surge and fell face-forward. 
Thane was forced to lower his blade, unable to hold against my energy. He smiled at me, but didn’t give me any time to rest. A swift strike to my middle. I cursed and jumped back. With hurried fingers I unsheathed the second blade and crossed the green steel over my head as Thane’s sword sliced through the center. I winced at the block, arms trembling.  
“Fight against me, Teagan. Just you. I know you can harness your energy, but fight against me only with these blades. What will you do when you are matched with mage power when you go after the queen? Will you drain your body of strength, or will you fight like a warrior?” Thane snarled close my face. 
His words fueled a part of me I didn’t know existed. I didn’t know if it was being surrounded by the fleet of warriors, or if it was being trained by the legendary Thane, but I fought back. Strength filled my strikes. Thane backed away to avoid one of the jade swords. I slashed toward his neck, but he swiftly blocked me and sent me stumbling backward with his counterattack. 
Thane raised his sword, pausing for a moment. “When I raise up to strike, you are focused on my blade here.” He nodded to his sword. “But you must always be watching my free hand.” I glanced down at his second hand; it was tugging a sleek, silver dagger from his belt. My eyes widened as Thane slowed his movements. “So, if I draw my sword down and you block this strike—” He jabbed the dagger against my middle, “you leave this open for me to gut you.”
“Why do I feel like I’ve had a conversation like this before,” I asked, breathless. 
Thane grinned. “Ah, as I said, you lived among us. You have been taught. Now—remember.”
He swung. I parried. Back and forth we jabbed, sliced, and stabbed until he maneuvered me into a corner. 
I gasped for air, exhaustion beginning to take hold over my muscles, yet in the same breath I was motivated to never stop until I mastered Thane’s movements. “How would I block now?”
“Cut across,” he said, while having me hold his sword over his head. Thane gripped the jade swords. With swift motions, he demonstrated a proper hold on the blades, how to turn my shoulders to avoid being stabbed, and how to block each blade at once, all while shoving the opponent away from my body.
Over a dozen tries. I continually wound-up dead by Thane’s motions. Either I didn’t turn swiftly enough, or I didn’t shove him away far enough to readjust my weapons, or I kept all my focus on one or the other of his blades. Until finally, in a flash of steel, I swung, and followed with a kick at Thane. He back-pedaled a great enough distance I had enough time to shift my grip and attack him again, putting me on the offensive. 
“It’s about time!” Raffi shouted from across the arena. I laughed, dropping my weapons and rolling my shoulders a few times to work out building tension. 
“Well done,” Thane said, sitting on one of the boulders that lined the arena.
“Maybe, if I have twenty lives.” I slouched beside him and dipped my face in a bucket of water. The icy chill soothed my sore jaw from clenching my face for so long. 
Thane scoffed. “If I’m being honest, you’re better than I thought. It seems Raffi and Dash have been teaching you well. We’ll keep working, but I’m confident you’ll be a master fighter soon enough.”
The compliment meant something to me. I smiled and settled into a short silence with Thane before Athika, Mitch, and Raffi joined us, and soon I was being taught how to accept several opponents at one time. By the end of the day, I had a new belief that no one in the cave would shy away from anything the lindworms sent our way.




Chapter 23








I stood in front of a large oval mirror in the hot spring room. The mirror was foggy and splattered in water. Wincing, I pulled my hand away from my ribs to check over the bloody gash. 
Leoch’s dagger had dug into my skin. 
The wound wasn’t deep, but it burned and needed to be healed quickly since we would soon be leaving to search for Gaia. Thane insisted everyone take time to tend to any old wounds or weaknesses before leaving the cave. 
I cursed under my breath when I failed to place a cloth bandage properly and it tore a deeper piece away from the clotting blood. 
“May I help?” 
Athika stood in the open tunnel. Her hair was braided high on her head, and she was already dressed in her battle clothing. Her shoulders draped in leather sheaths holding knives and daggers. On her waist was a long sword that was speckled with rubies in the steel. 
I sighed and handed her the bandage. My back was exposed, but I didn’t mind if Athika stared at Jade’s seal. Leaning on my palms over the small table that was pushed against the stone walls, I braced as Athika disinfected the gash. 
“Are you ready?” she whispered, gently placing the bandage and reaching for adhesive created by a mage out of clay. I found the clay worked better than any medical tape I’d used. “For tomorrow, I mean.”
“I’m ready,” I said back to my reflection. After a week of training with Thane and the warriors, my body was stronger. Even without trying, I noted how my muscles rounded. But it was more than a physical change. Something had happened to me here. I’d become more powerful, stronger in every way. Thane hadn’t just taught me how to fight with a sword, he’d encouraged the mage to help me use my power while battling. 
“You handle your energy like the High Priest should,” Athika whispered. 
“I’m just the jade mage, remember? I don’t want to put myself higher than anyone else.”
“I’ll call you the jade mage, but you are higher than the rest of us, Teagan. You’ll lead the mage tomorrow the same as Thane leads the warriors.”
“No pressure, or anything.” I tried to ignore the tension running across my shoulders the more I thought of what the dawn would bring. 
“I want you to know,” Athika began once she’d finished wrapping my wound. “I truly care that you know who your mother is. I hope the reunion is everything you could want.”
“Thanks,” I said, tugging a black shirt over my head, but sensing she had much more to say. 
“Has Thane said anything more about what he knows of the wyvern and mage who united?”
I closed my eyes and released a pent breath. “Are we going to talk about this again?”
“No,” Athika said, softer. She touched my arm, nudging me around to face her. “I just need to tell you . . . before tomorrow . . . I care about you, Teagan. We are both powerful, royal mages. I know you love Jade, and if she feels the same, I will always remain your loyal mage. But,” Athika stepped closer, and I felt my face flush in suffocating discomfort. “If she doesn’t, I hope you know I will always be loyal to you. I would never leave you—no matter what.”
Athika reached her hand for my face, and though I hated seeing how pained she looked, I pulled back. 
“I appreciate your loyalty. I will fight for you—I hope you know that.” I spoke directly, but my voice was soft. “But we will never be more than fellow mages. I’m sorry, Athika. I will love Jade even if she told me she wanted nothing to do with me—that’s how powerful this feeling is.”
Athika glanced to the stones and nodded. “Forgive me for speaking so boldly. I’ll leave you to get ready then. As I said, I will fight with you tomorrow. You are my leader, and you will always have my allegiance.”
A crushing wave of her disappointment toppled along my chest. Sometimes the connections with other mages was agonizing. I wished Athika wasn’t hurt, yet I needed to be clear. I meant each word said and only hoped Jade knew it too. 
I wandered around the cave. Most people were tucked into their personal spaces, preparing how they would for the coming morning. I heard rumbling breath from numerous warriors in full wyvern form. The warmth from the steam and flames heaving from their throats caused the air in the cave to feel muggy and sticky. 
“Goodnight, Teagan,” a young boy called to me from the ledge above. His mother tugged him away with a quick wave. I smiled and waved in return. I’d spent the week getting to know many of the mage people. Some told me stories of knowing me as a child. They spoke of Gaia often—everyone telling me how she loved me. Now, when I was hours away from searching for my mother, I still didn’t know exactly how I felt about meeting her. I enjoyed the stories, but it was frustrating having no memories of anything. 
I stopped into the space the warriors used to store their food. There was a funny little mage that usually prepared the food—not because he had to, but because he enjoyed manipulating energy from the plant foods. 
“Johan,” I nodded, reaching for a rosy peach. Johan enjoyed nothing more than shading the fruits and vegetables in vibrant colors that weren’t natural. 
“Ah, the jade mage,” Johan said, smiling so the space between his front teeth showed. “I sense a little trouble in your soul tonight.”
Biting into the peach, I ran my hand back and forth over a candle. Though my last conversation with Athika was awkward, I was glad she’d spent time in the cave teaching me more about the energy from fire. With each wave of my hand over the wick, the flame flickered and sputtered, then smoked away into nothing. 
“I’m that obvious, huh?” I muttered. 
“I sense it frightens you to face the High Priestess. You’ve found a peace living in your ignorance about who you really are,” Johan said, drawing a hand along his red beard. 
I shot him with my fingers and clicked my tongue. “You got it.”
“What bothers you? Doesn’t it thrill you to find the truth? To reach your potential with your powers?”
“I don’t know,” I admitted, uncertain why my true emotions were spilling out to the older mage. I didn’t really know Johan, but every time we spoke I confessed everything. “Everyone tells me how much she cared for me, but if I’m being honest, Johan, I haven’t always made the best decisions. I don’t know. I never worried about making a parent proud, I guess. Now what if she doesn’t—”
“What if she isn’t proud of the man you are?” Johan offered. 
“It’s stupid. That really shouldn’t be what I’m worried about.” I tossed the peach pit into an open compost box. 
“Nothing that troubles a heart is not worth addressing. I will offer some advice,” Johan whispered, leaning forward on his elbows. “I would not question the depth of the High Priestess’s affection for her child. Many years I saw your interaction with your parents, young Teagan. Trust your heart, and be nothing more than who you have become. Fate is at play here, and I have a feeling tomorrow will heal many wounds you’ve carried much of your life.”
I stared at Johan, my brows lifted and I found myself speechless for at least ten heartbeats. “Thanks. That actually makes me feel better. Hey, why do you always get me to open up? I’m not one to share feelings with just anyone.”
Johan laughed loudly. “It is a gift, young Teagan. My energy comforts people—I suppose it helps others feel safe. I’m grateful you shared your heart. I hope you will find ease tonight and into the morning.” Johan smiled. “Oh, and Teagan. Learn what you can from Thane. He is not a mage, but we’ve come to respect him greatly. He will not lead you wrong tomorrow.”
I chuckled at the odd little mage. 
I wandered the cave for over an hour after Johan left. My thoughts tumbled between Gaia, my friends who would stand with us tomorrow, Sapphire and Eisha, and always circled around to Jade. The empty hole in my chest only widened with each sunrise. I cursed Prince Ced, King Nag, but most of all, Bron. Jade was strong, but I vowed if they harmed her in any way, I wouldn’t stop until their heads were at my feet. 
A flicker of light came from the fire pit. Peeking around the corner, Thane sat near white flames, stoking the embers and kindling. He stared distantly into the brilliant fire that looked more like winter than fierce heat. 
When I rounded the corner, Thane glanced up. He tugged the robe around his shoulders over his arms and smiled. “How is the wound?”
I patted my ribs. “I’ve had worse.”
“Leoch felt badly,” Thane said, watching me take a seat across from him. 
“It isn’t deep. I was the one who jumped out in front of the strike like an idiot.” Thane chuckled and looked back to the fire. I swallowed and leaned forward, lowering my voice. “You seem like you have a lot on your mind.”
“I do,” he said. The white flames brightened his blue eyes even more. “Tomorrow might bring the first real chance we’ve had to find the lost mages. You must understand, we lived with these people for many years before Bron separated us. They are family. I don’t think I will be able to come back here without them.”
“We won’t have to.”
Thane grinned, but it was distracted. “Teagan, I would ask a favor of you.”
“Sure.” Thane and I had an easy way of speaking. I still teased Raffi for the way he blubbered over his leader, but secretly I could understand where the respect stemmed from. Thane respected everyone—even Mitch—and in turn simply earned furious respect from the others.
“I would ask you to fight alongside me, should it come to that tomorrow.”
Thane shifted on the boulder and tugged the cloak tighter around his shoulders, jaw clenched.
“I would be honored to fight with you,” I said in earnest. “I can’t thank you enough for what you’ve taught me. This might sound strange, but you’re the first person who teaches me, but also trusts me to use my own instincts. Don’t get me wrong, most people mean well and have taught me a lot. I don’t know, I feel like you trust me to actually do this—lead, I guess.”
“I do trust you,” Thane said. The flames danced about his face in playful shadows. “And you will lead, I have no doubt. I hope tomorrow brings you the family you lost. Gaia and you should never have been parted. I will fight to my last breath to see you reunited.”
“Thanks, Thane. I will too—for you to reunite with your mage family, I mean.”
He settled back against the wall, a tired smile on his lips. “You should sleep. We will leave before the sun rises.”
I stood slowly, wondering what Thane was thinking once more when the warrior’s eyes drifted back to the fire. I didn’t ask and crept my way to the small cave where Mitch and I had set up makeshift beds. 
Mitch was already buried in heavy quilts to fight the chill. He snored softly, and clutched two sheathed knives against his chest. I touched the stone wall and closed my eyes. I tried to imagine Gaia. What did she look like? I’d never asked. I knew she had marks like me, and that was it. 
Although I couldn’t picture her in my mind, before I removed my hand there was a sting that shot through my palm. It was familiar, warm, but harsh in the same vein. Before I settled in my thin quilt, I was overcome with the sense that Gaia was waiting—that she would be ready whenever we found her.
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Thane scanned the distant horizon from the top of the cave. Most warriors were in wyvern form that morning. Thane remained in human form, hoping to help sense any mage energy as we went. He was dressed in thick pelts again, his arms covered with bracers and his waist lined in knives. Thane had two swords tethered to his back like mine. The mage who were coming looked similar. Each one carried at least one weapon. Others carried more supplies that would help them manage their energy, like bags of soil or ash. 
Mitch stood by Athika. At first glance, I wouldn’t think him anything but a mage or dragon. He wore a gray pelt around his shoulders, and he’d allowed someone to shave the sides of his head, so the points of his ears showed in full. Only his thick curls remained down the center of his scalp. I couldn’t even tease him—he looked so much like the wyvern warriors who tightened their hair in braids, or painted their faces, if they remained in human form. 
Raffi huffed behind me, his looming dragon body towering over me. He nudged me with his snout, and his fiery eyes glanced toward Thane. 
“All right,” I muttered. “Quit shoving.”
I climbed the side of the cave in a few minutes. I hadn’t worn a pelt, but had a thick woolen wrap tight around my shoulders. The jade blades were already a frenzy of energy, as though the weapons knew what was to happen. 
“We found their trail to the east last time. What do you feel?” Thane asked without even looking at me.
I stared in the direction he’d pointed and closed my eyes. Within one deep breath, the warm spark shocked my system again. I glanced at him, a smile spreading over my face. “That’s the direction.”
Thane nodded and clapped his hand on my shoulder, his smile coming in cautious pieces. “Then lead the way, Teagan. Let’s go get your mother back.”
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“This is where we lost them,” Thane said when we’d crossed back over the border and were somewhere in the upper United States. The warriors stayed above the clouds while we landed to take in the area. 
“The energy is different,” I explained, brushing my hands along the soil. Thane watched me, arms folded across his chest as he waited. “There is something that is trying to redirect the trail. It’s confusing—the distraction causes the energy to feel like the right way to go, but . . .” I glanced to my right, then to the rear, and back again to the right before pointing toward a thick grove of trees. “This is the way.”
“You’re certain?” Thane asked, a slight hint of desperation in his voice. 
I nodded. “Yes, every time I catch the energy I feel this . . . shock. That way—” I pointed in the direction they’d gone before. “It almost feels right. Part of me wants to go in that direction, but then this way—there’s the shock.”
Thane grinned wickedly and stomped back toward Leoch. “Hurry then, the sun will be lost in a few hours. We don’t want to meet lindworms at night.”
Raffi flew with renewed passion, as did more warriors, but after a few miles more I doubled over, clutching tight to my middle. 
“What’s wrong?” Mitch shouted through the rush of wind. 
“I just . . .” I groaned a little and tried to adjust my position. “It’s getting stronger, but it hurts now. It’s like I feel. . . agony.”
I rested my head along Raffi’s neck, absorbing the warmth from his molten blood, and closed my eyes. I wasn’t certain how long I stayed that way, trying to survive the ache in the pit of my stomach, when all at once, it stopped. 
I shot up, my arms tingling in sharp pin pricks. My heart burst like an explosion in the center of my chest, and the air seemed to have a hushed whisper with every gust. 
“Stop!” I shouted. 
Raffi’s wings billowed like a parachute, and he hovered for a moment. Leoch stopped next to him. I leaned over to speak to Thane, but he was looking to the ground. He must have sensed it too. 
When he met my eye, he had a wildness about him that was a cross between anger and bright joy. “They’re here.”
I nodded, my mouth dry and my pulse racing in my ears. “Right below us.”
Thane bellowed a cry and stood on the back of Leoch. The warriors roared and shot streams of fire into the sky. Leoch dove through the clouds, pummeling toward earth. Raffi wasted no time in following, and thankfully, Mitch had enough sense to clutch Athika’s waist, or I was certain he would have rolled right off the back. 
When Raffi’s claws thundered against the soil, I leapt from his back without a pause. Every inch of my body was on fire from the inside out. I expected to see them, the energy was so breathtakingly strong, but when I looked around an empty meadow stared back. The place was surrounded by trees with scorched ruins of what looked like a house near the edge of the forest.
“Where are they?” 
I stepped into the clearing, but Thane ripped me back, shaking his head. He sniffed the air. 
“Is something out there, Teagan? It smells rancid.” 
He pointed to the center of the meadow. I narrowed my gaze, then my throat tightened. There, slithering in the distance, was a large, disgusting zomok. I saw the way its tattered wings flapped over slender bones.
“Yes, a zomok is there.”
“Then the mages are here. They’re concealed,” Thane said. “But they’re here. We will make ourselves known. We find the barrier, break through whatever enchantments Bron has placed to keep them hidden, then we take them back.” 
Thane turned to the warriors. They were remarkably skilled in stealth. For such enormous creatures to hide without hardly making a sound in the thick trees was impressive. Thane lifted a blade, his voice powerful yet eerily quiet. 
“We fight for our lost people today. We take them back. Warriors, fight honorably, fight with passion, and kill as many lindworms as you can.”
The forest billowed with steam as the wyvern warriors acknowledged their leader and rose to the fight. 
I faced the meadow. Numbness settled in my hands; my body trembled with a new desire. 
She was there, I knew it, felt it. I removed the green swords from my back, honed my focus, and promised I would not leave this place without freeing Gaia from her prison. 
Thane stepped to my side, his eyes alight with passionate fury. With a single glance, he nodded, and together we darted into the meadow.




Chapter 24








I’d had moments in my life that would be forever engrained in my memories. The first time Aunt Liz had taken me on an overnight camping trip. My first fistfight. The first kiss with Jade. Now, this moment. 
As I burst from the trees with my blades, my skin drenched in flames. It was strange, but I boiled inside, furious, terrified, dangerous. 
The warriors roared into the sky, and the meadow instantly burned with the scent of smoke from their fiery breath. I knew I cried out, my throat grew raw, but as my wild power took hold sound blurred into movement and action. 
The zomok sprawling through the tall grass hissed at Thane and me. Green pyre shot from its fangs, but in a matter of seconds, two mages on Thane’s flank thrust jagged knives through its skull until the slithering beast stopped squirming and let out a gurgled noise as it choked on its poison. 
Silence enveloped the meadow, the muffled sound settled as my energy centered like an electrifying ball of lightning in my chest. Thane glanced around, the skin on his knuckles white as he clutched his blades. 
“We fight together, Teagan,” he said fiercely, eyes on the clouds. “Even if I change forms—you remember?” 
I nodded, rolling each blade in my palms and scanning the trees. “Yes. Together.”
The earth shook first, then a wave of screeches echoed around the forest. Like a treacherous shadow, in the distance a swarm of black scales, yellow eyes, and dripping fangs darted right for us. 
Lindworms. The worst sort of lindworms. 
Each dragon had fangs longer than my arm, a gleam of hatred for the elemental warriors in their gaze. But there was more. Atop each serpent dragon rode a mage. The mages were perhaps worse than the dragons. Wild, dark eyes and their skin had armor of the blackest pitch I’d ever seen. 
Thane rolled his shoulders. I expected him to raise a blade, instead he roared a name. “Gaia!” 
He faced the place where the zomok still bled. His voice echoed, stilling the meadow for half a breath. If the High Priestess were near, doubtless she heard his voice. 
I grinned, understanding. He’d signaled them, urged whatever mages were trapped to begin fighting for their freedom. 
An enormous lindworm dropped a dark mage near Thane. I rushed toward him as the lindworm snapped at Thane’s sword. The mage tried to pulse whatever mutated energy he held at the warrior’s back, but I caught the mage first. 
My blades sliced through the air without a sound. The mage shrieked, lowering his palms from striking Thane with his energy. He clutched his arm where I’d cut his skin, glared at me, then ripped a black dagger from his belt and threw it at my head. I crossed the two jade blades in front of my face, and with a single thought, the dagger turned to ash at my feet. 
The mage staggered back, his face painted in stunned hatred. “The High Priest blades. You are supposed to be dead.” 
Something about this plot of ground built my power tenfold. 
I sneered and rolled the swords a full turn. I didn’t answer the mage, instead used his stun to run him through the chest. 
The dark mage gasped, blood on his lips. The sword through his heart trembled and his energy, all the darkness, seemed to absorb into the steel. 
I tugged, so his body fumbled nearer, then pressed my forehead against his. “I guess you were wrong.” 
I ripped the blade from his body and watched the mage crumble in a heap on the earth. Thane and Leoch battled nearby. Thane’s blade slashed into every lindworm neck as they swooped toward him. With the gaping wounds exposed, Leoch would blast the lindworms with angry fire from above until the serpents practically combusted. Thane moved like the sword was another piece of his body. Dodging low, he reeled back against the scaly flesh until, at his feet, were lumpy corpses toppled in stacks. 
The closer I stood to Thane, the more the electrifying shock of power riled through my veins. From him, or the soil, I didn’t know. I simply embraced it.
A snapping hoard of zomoks darted toward my legs. Stabbing the blades into the ground, I pressed my hands along the soil until a crack fissured across the meadow. The zomoks hissed and spat their pyre at me, but I held. The ground obeyed and swallowed up the fury of serpents until their shrieks and cries were only echoes in the dark soil. 
Dark mages rushed to stop my attack. Like a flood of shadows, they shot dark magic at the opening. They roared their anger as they tried to shut the gap. 
One hand deep in the soil, the other pointed at the sky. Thane advised me before leaving, he’d told me I’d know what to do if I let the full magic in. A white, hot spark coated my palms. The magic morphed into something like a flame of energy. Ruby held fire in her palms, and by all accounts I was, too. The balls of spitting energy coiled around my fingers, my wrists, as though I’d ripped lightning from the sky. 
The dark mages stopped, eyes wide. One spun on his heel, fleeing, while others fumbled to protect themselves. With a loud cry I flung the fiery energy at their faces. Flames enrobed the mages, but unlike ordinary fire, this sunk into their mouths, their eyes. They screamed and flailed as my magic devoured them, body and bone. 
A few moments more of their otherworldly screams and they fell to the ground.
I stood above a huddle of the dark mages. One still twitched, burned, and made sick, gurgled noises as dark blood trickled from his mouth. I smiled; my body alive with more to give. As if this place held endless energy.  
I reached for the blades stuck in the soil, but stumbled. A violent shudder shook the meadow, then ceased at once. 
I peered around, but I wasn’t the only one who’d fallen. Dark mages and wyvern hadn’t paused, even for a moment. Thane met my eye from where he stood. He’d felt it too. I shook my head, telling him it wasn’t me. Then, a glimmer shone in the center of the meadow. A fleeting gleam, like an illusion. But above us the air shimmered as a mirror, then faded again. 
I stepped closer to where I’d seen the shift. Nothing was there.
The roar of a lindworm drew my thoughts and focus back to where I stood. The beast came behind me and spilled a long stream of molten breath at my back. I tore away from the blast, but the dragon only darted after me. 
Thane held a knife in one hand and his sword in the other as he and Leoch fought against four lindworms and a mage. He saw the beast come for me. With frenzied strikes, Thane slit his dagger across the throat of the mage, his sword coming atop the neck of one of the lindworms. 
He kept me in his sights, and me, him.
We’d vowed to battle with each other, and somehow it behaved like a bond, keeping me aware of Thane. I wheeled on the smaller lindworm in my wake. Its fangs dripped with yellow saliva, and its scales were jagged like shark teeth along its jutting shoulders. I cut my swords at its head with a violent strike. The lindworm towered over me, but it backed away, notably anxious around the green steel. It roared a stream of dark fire. The blades crossed and formed a shield around me, blocking the pyre. 
“Teagan!” Mitch ducked behind my blades in a huff. Mitch’s face was coated in grimy smoke and sweat, but his smile was euphoric. Athika followed close behind, sliding along the grass on her knees. Athika’s body burst with such power I could practically see crimson energy covering her skin. My armor was dormant—Jade was not here, after all—and Athika’s ruby markings were simply designs on her body. There was something feral and powerful about fighting without the aid of our armor. I used it to add to the shield created by the crossed blades.
The lindworm roared when the last of its molten breath ceased. I lowered the blades, glaring at the beast as Athika and Mitch rose next to me. 
Mitch sort of chuckled like a maniac and then lunged toward the dragon. 
One scale-penetrating knife lodged just beneath the lindworm’s tattered wing when Mitch threw it. The creature shrieked angrily and tried to spew more fire, but he seemed out of spark. 
Mitch wiggled his fingers and ropes of sod and wildflowers spun around the hind legs of the snake, holding it in place. 
The fae shouted his amazement and tightened his fist. If anyone doubted fae magic would be useful, he’d proved them wrong. With a nod toward Athika, we each took a side of the creature while Mitch weakened it by tossing two more knives into the thick neck. 
Athika and I said nothing to each other, but together we shoved our hands to the ground. I couldn’t see her once she dipped behind the opposite side of the dragon, but I felt her power rumble beneath the slithering body of the great snake. Like a crashing wave over jagged rocks, our energies collided. The lindworm was covered in bursts of dirt and grass as the ground beneath it erupted from inside the soil. 
When it settled, a gaping hole in the ground stare back at us. At the bottom, torn, bloodied flesh was all that remained of the beast.
“That was incredible!” Mitch screamed, his hands raised to the sky. 
A dark mage rushed behind Athika, and she narrowly missed the blade. 
I ran next to her, blocking the next strike with one sword. Mitch sprinted to Raffi for a new fight as the warrior rained white fire over a new wave of poisonous zomoks. 
The mage who’d tried to kill Athika backed away, rolling the black dagger in her hand. Her hair was like the night, but there were pieces that had a gilded look, and I wondered if her coloring might have been different before joining with King Nag and Bron.
She chuckled, staring at the blades, then at the jade markings showing through my torn shirt. “The jade mage really has returned. I didn’t believe the High Priest at first. Those blades don’t belong to you.” 
Athika stood at my back, faced away, ready to fend off another mage who’d come to battle. I tilted my head at the mage before me. “Don’t think they belong to me, huh? Want to hold one? Let’s see what happens.”
The sneer washed off the mage’s face, and she snarled at me like a rabid dog. “You know he has her.” The mage cackled. “Actually, he has both the women you seek. After this, I’ll make sure the former High Priestess and your little dragon queen meet a slow, torturous end.”
I knew she used the words against me intentionally, but I’d had enough of her voice. One blade carved her shoulder, the other her middle, as Thane had taught me. A smooth power rushed from the edges of the blade, but she blocked the middle with her dagger and dodged my top strike. 
When her dagger locked with mine, my palm ached with night energy. Like ice and fire mingled in one, it fatigued my body. It empowered me. 
Clenching my jaw tight, I pulled out of the hold, and the comforting agony ceased. 
The mage crouched low and swung her dagger, striking against the jade swords with expert aim. Those lessons with Thane, how to use my weapons and magic, reeled through my head. I blew out a long breath and tightened my grip on the two blades. 
My chest burned, but the same flesh-ripping sensation didn’t come from the jolt of her strike. I slashed one sword, the cutting edge hit her dagger, then I swung the other across her thigh.  
She shrieked and clapped a hand over her wound. Rot and the tang of blood burned the air. Already the skin festered like boiling water. 
She staggered back, paler, but managed to glare at me. Her eyes shadowed to black so dark it wouldn’t reflect the light. Arms out to the sides of her body, a wave of shadows followed. The green swords clattered at my feet and I opened my arms wide. No time to block, all I could do was accept the shadows, try to mold them into something I could use. No mistake, a drip of fear that this would corrupt me to the core pounded in my head. But a warmth bloomed in my chest, a nudge to accept it. 
Too late to change my mind. The blast slammed into my chest. 
I curled over. Breath was lost to me. I gritted my teeth as darkness drenched my body. Wherever the shadows touched, my skin raised, bubbled. As though the dark magic tried to melt my skin from my bones. I clenched my fists, closed my eyes. 
The shadows clashed with my magic.
A storm erupted in my chest, coiling, tightening. Both sides of the energy fought to best the other. Up my spine, spreading to my shoulders, the prickle of the seal at my back, the armor on my arms hardened. 
In the corner of my mouth, my lips curled into a sinister grin. 
Whether the threat to Jade, the attempt on my life, or because my armor knew a foreign power had entered my body, it fought back. 
The shadows within me absorbed into my power. Where they weakened me at first, now they added strength. They buoyed my own ability to a new kind of potential. 
The mage lowered her arms and gasped as I took on all her twisted darkness without falling. “You took the night energy?” 
I folded my arms over my chest, and gathered the fury there, called it out. I offered her a final, scathing glance. She watched with horror and a bit of awe. In the next breath I flung my arms open wide and all the energy she’d tried to kill me with blasted back at her. But now it gathered in a strange collision of night and day. A flash of gold and ebony swallowed her head to toe. 
The surge didn’t stop with the mage. A ghostly river of mixed powers attacked a pair of lindworms. Both serpents roared and fell at the feet of Mitch and Raffi. Next, zomoks rushing a Leoch and Yaba. The enormous snake trying to bite off Thane’s head. 
All the night creatures within twenty paces of me crumbled. Bloodied and very dead.
The ground shuddered, trees swayed, and one towering pine cracked and fell forward. 
Athika laughed behind me. “That is how the leader of the mages would fight!” 
I staggered, losing energy, but turned my gaze to Thane. The warrior had drifted, tangled up in a new battle with a particularly large dark mage. Our connection began to fizzle as Thane slit his sword over the mage’s throat. 
He wheeled around, I assumed looking for me. Blood splattered over his face making him more formidable than before. 
Another shimmer in the center of the meadow brought me to pause. 
Another roll of the earth.
My grip pulsed on my swords when I lifted them from the ground. An excited buzz filled my chest, and if I focused enough, the distant pounding—like someone dropped steel blocks—rumbled over the meadow. A constant hum under the soil.
Lindworms shot from the ground, some with mages on their backs, and they darted toward the sky, but not too high above the battle. I eyed them curiously, then like a fresh breeze striking my face, I realized the mages were blasting energy at something unseen.
They fought against an invisible force. 
Fought desperately, I realized, to keep something large and powerful hidden. 




Chapter 25








“Watch over Mitch,” I shouted at Athika, before I tore across the meadow toward Thane. 
The warrior rose from his knees after slicing through the heart of a lindworm. It didn’t matter that Thane was in human form, he had no trouble slaughtering the snakes. 
“Thane!” I bellowed. I pointed toward the sky. “Up there! They’re keeping them in.”
Thane followed my gaze, his smile filling me with more confidence. Without needing me to ask, I watched Thane’s human body peel away until his enormous wyvern form took its place. The warriors roared with a chilling power when they watched their leader take his true form. It seemed to invigorate all the wyvern warriors, and the meadow filled with more shrieks as lindworms fell. 
Thane lowered his broad head just enough for me to leap onto his back. Instantly, the connection returned. I didn’t sit, I balanced along his massive spine and clutched to the broad, russet horns on his head. 
Thane paused in the air when we approached the first line of lindworms and mages shooting power at whatever was hidden to our eyes. The mirror shimmers were blinding. I could see a shape concealed among the trees like the faint outline of large, iridescent dome. 
I couldn’t see inside, but this was the cage. Doubtless inside was a fury of magic trying to burst out. Thane blasted the first lindworm with his golden pyre. The lindworm shrieked and fell taking its mage to the ground with it in a ball of flames. 
“Take me up,” I shouted.
Thane carved through the clouds, and I carefully positioned myself along the edge of his shoulder. He blew a puff of steam as he saw me inching closer to the edge, as though he didn’t agree with what I was about to do. 
“Trust me.” Thane shook his massive head, but took me higher. 
With a deep breath and when I was positioned just so, I leapt from Thane’s back. The warrior rained fire along smaller lindworms at my sides and took to fighting them with his claws and teeth. 
I plummeted through the sky. Cold air brought tears to my eyes, but with a calming breath I embraced the energy pulsing from the invisible prison. Holding my blades out from my chest, I aimed for the enormous lindworm hovering over the shimmering space in the sky. With a booming cry toward the clouds, the lindworm writhed when the points of my swords sunk deep into its back.
I’d struck from behind, then again, rule four of the wyvern warriors was to throw out the rules when it came to the lindworms. 
The beast flung its body, desperate to shake me off, but I only dug the swords in deeper until the dragon let out a long breath and went limp, falling to the ground. 
Thane dove beneath me as I leapt from the dead lindworm’s back. A palpable force drew closer. I couldn’t see it, but reached the jade swords out. A spark flashed when the points touched something solid. 
It was here. 
My freefalling feet touched Thane’s spine. I took two running steps and launched back into the air, stabbing the solid thing with my swords.
Red, green, fiery orange sparked as the steel carved through the enchantments, as it drew the glare of the dome into view. The ground was fast approaching, and the energy erupting from my swords burned my hands. 
I thudded along Thane’s back a few yards from the ground. The hardness of his scales knocked the air out of me. When he landed, I rolled off his back, a sharp ache spreading along my forearms from carving into the prison. 
The battle quieted. 
Something pounded in the distance again. 
The mirrors in the empty space blinded everyone. Power shifted. More energy, more magic, connected to a deep piece of me. 
Thane stomped next to me; his wings spread wide as he waited. The lindworms’ fear was palpable. Then it happened. 
The ground rolled, violent enough I lost my balance. The blast was as if someone with years of pent anger finally had the chance to release their angst, and energy tore through the center of the earth. I imagined that was exactly what had happened. 
The meadow split with an angry gash in the soil. Elemental warriors and lindworms alike rushed to the safety of solid ground. In a flash of white, the empty space along the meadow burst in blinding rays of light, and the blast sent half the field sprawling as they tumbled forward. 
I was on my hands and knees and Thane’s face was turned away, but slowly we both glanced toward the blast site. 
Smoke, fire, and falling bits of earth surrounded the approaching ghostly figures. Through the wreckage were people. Shadowed at first, but they became clearer. Hundreds of people. And at the head, I saw her. 
My heart fell to the pit of my stomach when she scanned the meadow. A flash of rage in her golden eyes. I knew who she was the second her presence entered the meadow, and the burn behind my eyes proved the fury of emotion cascading over my heart. 
Gaia was free. 
She was young in the face. Her auburn hair long over her shoulders. She dressed in rich black, and it only made her mage armor stand out more in gilded green hues. Her arms were bare, but they were coated in green markings that trailed along her neck, then curled around her temples and jaw in delicate strokes. 
There was nothing delicate about the way she glared at the lindworms. 
The battle roared to life once more when Gaia raised her hands over her head. Thane bellowed along with the warriors and lunged toward fleeing lindworms.
Gaia dragged a flow of energy toward the army of mages bracing behind her. She opened her palms to the sky, and with brilliant crashes of power, a flash of blinding energy struck at every lindworm near her broken cage. 
I swallowed hard watching the carnage. With a simple touch, the lindworms’ skin peeled off their bones, leaving steaming, haggard corpses on the grass. 
The mages at her back rushed around her and chased after any dark mages left to fight. 
I didn’t even raise a blade. Truth be told, I couldn’t take my eyes off her. 
Gaia lowered to her haunches and touched the earth. The deafening sound of splitting stone echoed through the meadow, and a blast of molten rock shot up from the crevice. Nearby lindworms and dozens of dark mages cried in agony when the hellish liquid devoured their bodies. 
“Dude,” a breathy voice was at my side. Mitch had a gash along his cheek, but his eyes were wide in awe. “Is that your mom?”
I didn’t look at Mitch, simply watched as Gaia pulled a blade from a fallen dark mage and smirked at one of the last remaining lindworms daring to approach. I nodded slowly, the same disbelief in my voice. “I think so.”
Mitch scoffed, his white smile shining through the blood and grime on his face. “She’s hardcore.”
Gaia sliced through the lindworm easily, and with a furious cry, she stabbed the sword deep into the ground as I’d done. The blast was enormous. Mitch ducked, but I accepted every speck of energy she pounded across the field. 
It was over. Gaia’s last attack sliced through the meaty flesh of the remaining lindworms, and the final, traitorous dark mages fell. 
I released a breath and took in the meadow. The earth was shattered, ravaged between all the mages fighting. Behind Gaia I saw an entire civilization. Huts now littered the meadow as the mage prison took shape entirely. Dust settled, and I looked around for my friends. Mitch was still at my side. Athika propped up a wounded mage. Raffi made his way across the field when he caught my eye. 
Thane was behind me, but I didn’t see until he shifted. Bare chested now, he was stronger than I thought, and the scar more brutal. The wound was jagged around his heart, as if someone tried to dig it out. 
But my gaze stopped at his arms. Frozen, I blinked to clear my eyes, believing me to be seeing things. 
Blood pounded in my skull and no matter what I did, the marks on his arms wouldn’t leave. Two golden seals, with a hint of green were etched into his forearms. They reminded me of Jade’s seal. Written in mage language and covering the space from his wrist to elbow. 
My jaw dropped, and I tried to meet his eye, but Thane looked nowhere but across the meadow. Through the smoke and debris Gaia stared back at the warrior. Unblinking and unyielding, they seemed desperate to memorize the other.  
“Thane . . . what are those?” I muttered. 
Raffi shifted by my side, brow raised. Had he noticed the seals too? 
Thane dropped his eyes from Gaia and followed my gaze to his arms. He stepped next to me, one hand cupped around my head, so his fierce eyes could meet mine. 
“They are mage seals,” he said, voice hoarse with emotion. “One for my mate. And one for my son.”
He released me and sprinted across the meadow. I was breathless, his words bouncing in my head. 
“What did he mean by that,” Raffi snarled. “Teagan, what did he mean?”
I didn’t speak. Shock was a funny thing—I couldn’t move, but I also took in everything around me as though nothing was wrong. 
Thane scooped Gaia into his arms. She squeezed him to her and buried her face in his neck. Thane lifted her feet from the ground and pressed a kiss to the side of her head. Gaia’s energy filled my body, and I clutched my chest feeling her relief, her pain, her love—for Thane. 
Raffi’s mouth dropped. I understood the feeling. 
We all gawked a bit as Thane brushed Gaia’s hair from her face, then crushed his lips against hers. They held one another as though death and blood weren’t strewn at their feet. 
“Hey Teagan,” Mitch whispered again. “I think . . . I think Thane’s your dad.”
“Yeah,” I replied without blinking, my voice a breathy whisper. “Yeah, I think so.”
The connections, the strange bond and comfort I’d felt around Thane. My head reeled.
Raffi’s eyes darted constantly between me, to Thane, then back to me. I swallowed my tongue when Thane pulled away from Gaia and glanced at me. I wasn’t sure when Mitch, Raffi, and I started drifting toward them, but I heard Gaia whisper as she brushed her hand over Thane’s cheek. “I knew you’d find me. I heard you shout my name, and I knew you had come.” She looked nowhere but at him.
Thane kissed her quickly before tugging on her hand. 
I wanted to run, unsure if I was ready for this moment, but my feet froze in place. Thane held tightly to Gaia’s hand when they came closer. 
“He’s here, Gaia,” he said.
I met his eye. Thane was nervous, maybe even more than me, but he smiled, urging Gaia in front of him. Mitch and Raffi backed away when I turned my attention to Gaia’s eyes. Their color was like honey, but they were wet with tears. She reached out a hand—it seemed to take forever until her warm palm touched the side of my face. 
Instantly, I was enrobed in familiar, loving energy. I lowered my gaze, tears in my eyes. I didn’t want to break down in front of the warriors. 
“Teagan,” Gaia whispered, her voice breaking when she stepped closer to me. I was taller than Gaia, but not by much. She clasped my other cheek. I blinked and a few hot tears dripped onto my skin. Gaia returned my emotion with a watery smile. 
“You’re alive,” she said in a soft breath. “I never lost hope, but . . .” She shook her head and looked to Thane for a fleeting moment before returning her focus to me. “I missed you. I love you so much.”
I wrapped my arms around her waist—I guess, in this moment, I didn’t care who saw. Gaia clutched my shoulders and held me against her slender body. I heard her gasp and her own tears fell to my cheeks. When I pulled back, she brushed her hand over my face and turned to Thane. 
I dared meet his eye as a warm rush of affection came for the warrior who had already found a place in my heart. “You’re . . . you’re my . . .”
Thane nodded and hooked one arm around my neck, pressing me to his chest. 
I clung to him—as though a small boy again—I hugged Thane and reveled in the empty hole in my heart that slowly filled the longer we embraced. 
“Why didn’t you say anything?” I asked, wiping at my eyes when I pulled back. 
Thane’s jaw tensed, and now he glanced at Gaia. “I couldn’t believe it at first. For years I thought you were dead—truly. Our enemies created a way to completely wipe your energy from us after Gaia was trapped. Then I . . . when you came to the warriors, I didn’t know how to explain it without your mother. I didn’t want to overwhelm you. I hope you’ll forgive me. I want you to know there hasn’t been a day that has passed where you haven’t been in my thoughts.” 
I bit the inside of my cheek, trying to keep my emotions in check. Gaia wrapped her arms around my neck once more, and Thane joined her. I clung to them. I had endless questions, but for now it could wait. I had found them, the parents I’d always missed. They were here—a powerful mage and a warrior dragon. 
[image: image-placeholder]The entire army of mages and wyverns sat huddled around several fires—most staying near Thane and Gaia. Athika was silent on one side of Mitch. When she’d learned the truth of her High Priestess and Thane—well, I had a feeling any doubt she had about my love for Jade was gone. 
Raffi found a spot next to me. He cleared his throat and handed me Thane’s sword. 
“Son of Thane,” he said. “This belongs to you.”
I groaned and shoved the sword away. “Son of Thane?” I shook my head and glanced to where Thane grinned and whispered something in Gaia’s ear. “Raffi, the name’s Teagan. We’ve met many times. Don’t get weird on me.”
Raffi cleared his throat and sheathed the sword again. “I don’t know how to act now. You’re Thane’s son!”
“Act normal,” I said. “But you should do everything I say, and maybe I’ll put in a good word with my dad.” 
The word sort of slipped awkwardly off my tongue. 
Raffi glared at me, then turned away. “You’re an idiot.”
“There he is. That’s the Raffi that needs to stick around.”
Silence enveloped us. I wanted to bury Thane and Gaia in questions, but my voice died. That’s where Mitch became a good guy to have around. 
“So,” Mitch said, lightly. “You’re Teagan’s mom and dad. Can he, like, change into some sort of magic dragon?”
“I’ve never seen him shift,” Thane said, grinning. He glanced at me. “But when you were young you had wyvern abilities. With enough focus, I imagine you could communicate with me in my true form. There were times we came close.”
I nodded against a rush of emotion. I was talking to my father, who was holding hands with my mother. “I’ve felt that way sometimes even now.”
“Look out, Raffi,” Mitch said. “Soon Teagan will be able to hear your mind-talk.” 
Raffi rolled his eyes.
“You’re the only dragon mage we know of, so we learn your power at the same pace you do,” Gaia told me. “You can’t remember, but from what we saw when you were young, you have incredible elemental power. Not only manipulating the elements like a mage, but like the wyvern race, you rule over them.”
“You did drain a river once,” Raffi said. 
I stared at Thane and Gaia. There would be time to learn about my power. I had a few pressing questions first. “So, when you said I lost my father when she was locked away—”
Thane cleared his throat. “You did, in a way. I was lost and desperate. I knew I couldn’t find Gaia on my own, and when I thought you were dead, I started to believe it wouldn’t ever be possible to reunite. I was never the same.”
“The connection I felt today,” I said. “You told me families have a power.”
Thane smiled. “Yes, I knew if we found the prison, the connection between us might be strong enough to break it down. There was a reason your energy was concealed from us by our enemies. I knew Gaia wouldn’t be just sitting in there, either.” Thane beamed at her. “I called to her, so her power would find us. That was my hope, at least.”
“It worked,” Leoch joined in.
I rubbed the bridge of my nose and closed my eyes. “So, Bron—he knew I wasn’t his son—he was just messing with me?”
“Bron?” Gaia said, darkly. “You’ve met Bron?”
Thane placed a reassuring hand on her knee and she visibly relaxed. 
“We’ve met twice,” I said. “Both times, I’d rather he would have died. He told me I was his son and tried to get me to join with him.”
Whatever had calmed her before faded and Gaia burst to her feet, pacing. A bitter swell of emotion left her and burrowed in me. The connection between us grew stronger with each passing hour. 
“I’m going to destroy him,” she raged. “He wanted to take you from me. Imagine it. If he would’ve manipulated our son rather than killing you.” She made an angry sound at the sky. “He’d always have you, then. He’d use you to destroy us, to break us. Bron will never stop until he breaks me.” 
“Well, Teagan defeated him,” Raffi said. “The dark High Priest is nothing but a coward.”
Gaia nodded and returned to her place next to Thane. 
“You say you raised me,” I began. “For how long?”
Thane looked up to the sky as though counting in his mind. “We were together as allies alone for five years after the divide. Then, our seals came and we joined as mates,” he said, glancing at Gaia. “You were born about thirty years after our union. We lived with you in peace for over a century. Of course, the way mage and wyvern age, you were still a boy.”
“A century!” I ran a hand through my hair. “How old am I!”
Gaia smiled. “We’ve been parted for eighteen years, but you’ve been alive for one hundred seventy-one. Still a young man in our eyes. Very young.”
“One hundred . . .” I covered my face with my hands. 
Raffi snickered. “Wait until Sapphire hears that. He was convinced even as a mage you were only eighteen. We had wagers on this, Teagan. I’m pleased so say, I’ll get paid.”
My insides felt young. But I was . . . ancient. I blinked my stare back to Gaia. “So, what broke us apart?”
Thane cleared his throat and spoke low. “You remember what I told you before, about how the wyvern elders discovered you existed?”
“They were afraid of you,” Gaia said with a bite. “Stubborn ancient minds, unwilling to accept there was nothing dangerous about you.”
I shook my head, trying to wrap my mind around everything. “Aldwin came and acted like he had no idea who I was.”
“He lied,” Thane said. “Raffi told me he was with the queen when she was taken, so he is obviously a traitor. The entire council knew you existed. As I told you, we planned to hide from them. They were ancient and wouldn’t venture out of their cave too far.”
“We all vowed to protect you,” Leoch added. 
“But we didn’t anticipate Bron,” said Thane. “Now, after learning of Aldwin’s betrayal, I assume the elder was the one who told Bron that Gaia had a son.”
“Bron was coming. I knew it deeper than anything I’d ever felt before,” Gaia said. “Out of anyone, he could’ve defeated me and he could’ve killed you.”
Leoch pointed at his leader. “He nearly killed Thane.” 
Thane glanced at his scar and found my curious gaze. “Bron had trapped Gaia and came against me. He tried to take my heart—in his twisted mind, he was going to bring it to Gaia so she might always have it.”
Gaia shuddered and tightened her hold on Thane’s hand. “But he wasn’t strong enough to defeat you.” She kissed his cheek before turning to me again. “Mages have weak magic until they are around one hundred and sixty, so when rumors reached us that Bron might come, we decided to hide you. 
“We planned to conceal your memories, so your energy would dull. After that, we prayed you’d be returned to us. I watched the woman for weeks before deciding she would be the one. She was close to the willow I’d left for the royals—I hoped eventually we would return together to free them and stand against the lindworms. But fate is cruel at times. She never returned you, did she?” 
I shook my head. Gaia sighed, but I sensed she was relieved, not angry. “I’m actually grateful she didn’t. I never imagined I would be forced behind Bron’s prison. You would have been lost to the world, and I’m certain Bron would have found you without me or Thane knowing you were out there.” 
I considered everything for a short moment before meeting her eye. “I saw the note you left, and the quilt.”
“I made that when you were born! Creating a new seal for a dragon mage was such an honor,” a squeaky voice broke through the night, and a wrinkled mage with long silver hair stuck her face through the crowd. 
Gaia smiled. “This is Rose. You were close.”
“You loved that quilt,” Rose crooned, stepping over to clutch my chin in her knobby fingers. “Look how you’ve grown now.”
Athika smiled for the first time, and Mitch fluttered his eyelashes just to irk me. I didn’t care, I wanted to know everything. “When I met Jade and all this happened, Aunt Liz told me everything she knew.”
“Was she . . . kind to you?” 
I heard the pain in Gaia’s voice. I smiled and nodded. “She was the best. You couldn’t have asked a kinder woman to raise me.”
She smiled, wiping away a tear, and faced Thane. “We must get her. Bron will destroy anyone to manipulate Teagan once he learns I’ve escaped. You know how he is.”
Thane nodded, meeting my eye again. “She’ll be brought to us—she will have to face the truth.”
“Bron will kill Aunt Liz?”
Gaia nodded. “Without a doubt.”
“I will go and fetch her,” Raffi offered. “We placed Haitian as her protection after Bron attacked the first time. I will send word we’re coming.”
“I will go with you,” said Leoch.
“What about the royals?” I asked, thinking of Sapphire and Eisha. 
Tao stepped forward. “We will go and bring them to us.” He gestured at two more warriors.
“As soon as it’s light,” Thane said.
Gaia drifted around the fire toward me, and Mitch moved so she could sit next to me. Taking my hand, she smiled softly. “I know you probably have a lot more questions, but I also know you found the warriors to help free the queen from King Nag.”
“Jade went with them to protect me. I’m not going to let her sacrifice everything, and none of us should.”
The warriors nodded, those still in full form puffed steam from their snouts. 
“She won’t,” Thane said. “We won’t let it happen.”
Gaia clutched my hand, her eyes soft and inviting. I probably could have spent the entire night sitting close with her. “I will answer any questions you have. You and your father are what matter the most to me. There is a power when strong families are united. Because of you, we are together again. I made a vow long ago to defend the jade bloodline. My bond may be severed, but I promise you tonight, I will never stop until she is free.”
I saw, from beneath her sheer black top, Gaia had a large seal on her back. I recognized the beautiful design of the wyvern warrior—the green dragon head with jaws open and flames spilling toward her neck in beautiful, gilded ribbons. I smiled, feeling a deeper connection to her, and to Thane.
They understood how deep my bond went with Jade, having experienced it themselves. Everyone around the fire agreed to stop at nothing until King Nag was destroyed. 
I knew a dark battle was coming. I knew I would face Bron again—now I had much more to lose. Yet, Gaia was right. Sitting with Thane, Gaia, and all the people who had been a part of my life there was a burning, subtle power building in strength and energy. 
In the distance, I heard the soft whispers of the trees. Dark power was rising. It was dangerous, but like the rise of the sun, there was also a burning truth that the power of the mage and elemental wyverns would be there to face the darkness head on.
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The room was comfortable, though it was still a prison. A large, canopied bed lined in a black satin duvet was supposed to bring me rest, but I wouldn’t rest. Not when my soul was tormented. Perhaps it was all in my mind, but I had sensed all day something had happened to Teagan. 
I feared the worst, but still maintained hope that all would be well when the seal on my arm burned against my skin. 
I had yet to see King Nag. The elusive lindworm king remained hidden away in his expansive manor. 
We’d flown for a full day, far from Wyvern Willows. As I’d flown, I felt each heart breaking amongst my people as the knowledge that their queen had joined with the lindworms swept across the elemental race. I wiped away a tear, praying to the stars that they might one day forgive me. That Teagan would forgive me. 
The desperation in his eyes when he was powerless to stop me haunted my nights, my days, my waking thoughts. Each crack in his heart weighed heavy on my shoulders as I sat in the still of the night across the lindworms’ borders. 
The only breath of relief was Prince Ced had yet to unite with me. 
The prince said little while we’d traveled to his father’s home, and after we’d arrived, Aldwin had whisked me away. I hadn’t seen Ced since, partly because I refused to leave the bed chamber, but perhaps the lindworm prince wasn’t anxious to have me for his mate either. 
I startled when a soft knock came to my door. Heat flashed through my neck. It was inevitable. I’d be forced to meet with Ced, perhaps Nag. My stomach lurched—maybe even Bron. I was queen. I needed to be brave and— 
Another knock, followed by a soft voice. “My queen.” 
I nearly crumbled to the threaded rug when she peeked inside. “Amber?” 
Amber was years older than me, but no one would know by looking at us when we were both in our human forms. Her blonde hair trailed below her waistline, and her golden eyes glowed in the dark. Amber wrapped her strong arms around my neck—she was a head taller than me and thicker boned. But Amber had a genuine beauty about her soul. 
I’d been young when our families were divided, but my heart swelled as though my child’s memory could recall every beautiful thing about the amber bloodline. 
“I knew you’d arrived. I sensed your presence immediately,” Amber said. “How did they take you? Do they have your stone?”
I shook my head and sat beside the bay window at the back of the manor. “No, they don’t have the stone. I don’t know who has my stone, to be honest. Amber, I . . . came willingly.”
“Why would you do that?” Her voice wasn’t angry, simply surprised. 
I stared at the black sky again and sighed. “They had the ability to slaughter everyone I hold dear. Onyx, Ruby, and Sapphire were with me. You and I would have been the only royals left. And . . . my mage.”
“Your mage? I knew the other bloodlines remained intact. Even my mage burst from the shadows when the lindworms came. She barely escaped with her life. I didn’t realize there was still a mage bond with the jade bloodline.”
I nodded, and without invitation, I dove into the entire tale of how Teagan Ward had become part of my life. Amber listened intently, clutching tight to my hand when I revealed the mage seal on my arm. 
“Jade,” she whispered. “I think . . . I think I’ve heard Nag speaking with the dark High Priest about this mage. Nag is intrigued by him. I imagine he will be left alive until the lindworms have a fair shot at corrupting him.”
My body slumped forward, and I had the crushing desire to be close to Teagan. I didn’t know what had become of anyone. No doubt, if Bron had returned and killed them, everyone would lie to me anyway. 
“Even if I despise their reasons, it gives me hope he is still alive.”
“The dark High Priest is angry tonight, but I didn’t hear what happened,” Amber whispered.
“The High Priestess broke free from her prison.”
Both Amber and I whipped our faces toward the open doorway. I swallowed a jagged ball of hatred and protectively took my place in front of Amber when Prince Ced stepped from the shadows.
“Leave us in peace,” I snarled. 
Ced ignored me and sat on the edge of the bed. “Aren’t you a little curious about what I just told you?”
Amber cleared her throat and glanced at me before stepping forward. “What do you mean the High Priestess escaped?”
Ced smiled playfully. “Just what I said. The dark High Priest had her trapped in a prison. Well, tonight it was made clear by a bloodied lindworm warrior who escaped the battle that the High Priestess was broken free. Of course, that soldier died shortly after when Bron started raging. What a waste of a life.” 
Ced leaned back on his elbow. 
I studied the prince—he was known as the Prince of Night, but his eyes were surprisingly bright when I imagined they wouldn’t be. Ced had wavy ebony hair that hung around his face, and his mouth always seemed to be smirking, like he knew something no one else did. I guess he could be considered handsome—except he was a lindworm.
I crossed my arms over my chest. “How did she escape?” 
I hoped Ced couldn’t hear the tremble in my voice. He smiled, and I suspected he was playing with my emotions a bit. “This is the part I thought you’d be most interested in. Curious things happened today according to the dead warrior. The morning began as usual, boring, endless protections of the invisible prison. In my opinion, a complete waste of forces. No one has come close to the area in nearly twenty years. But Bron insisted on guards at all times.”
“Are you going to tell us what happened or give us a history lesson on Bron’s prison?” I snapped. 
Ced rose to his feet, brushed his shoulder against mine, and stared out the window. “I’m creating the setting, Queen Jade. As I said, the morning started as usual. Then, everything changed. The report came that an army of elemental warriors, complete with mage, attacked the prison.”
I drew in a painful breath. “Our warriors broke her free?” 
I shot a glance at Amber, daring to hope. 
“Oh, yes. They fought valiantly—the entire protection of the prison was slaughtered.” Ced wasn’t smiling now. “Pointless bloodshed. But the interesting part—a piece of the story Bron didn’t hear because the lindworm warrior returned to true form when he saw the anger surging from the dark High Priest—but I heard.”
“Heard what?” I shrieked when Ced stared at me for a deafening pause. 
“He spoke of an unusual mage. A mage that had the blades of Bron.”
I stumbled backward. “That’s Teagan. He found her.”
“Yes,” Ced replied with a grin. 
I narrowed my gaze at the prince. “Why do you seem so pleased? Aren’t you angry that he’s alive? That he’s found his mother? Because I promise you, prince, they’ll be coming for you.”
“Oh, I hope they do, Queen Jade.”
Amber shoved in front of me. “You can’t force her to unite with you! I will die before I allow you to take my queen.”
Ced studied Amber’s face for several heartbeats before he stood once more and paused only a few paces away. “I wouldn’t want to see you harmed in any way, Amber,” he said sincerely before his eyes drifted to me. “I don’t wish to be mated with you, Jade.”
The silence enveloped the room, and the only sound I heard was the rapid pounding of my heart. “I don’t understand.”
Ced smiled and folded his hands behind his back. “Don’t mistake me, you are a very enticing wyvern. But I agreed to this arrangement, so I might get you to come here.” Ced stepped closer, his face mere inches away. “I want my father’s plans to be destroyed. I do not want the power of the stones, but I do want to unite the wyvern race. The energy of the night is valuable, but unlike my father, I want all the energies of the earth to remain. All I desire is the lindworms and elemental wyverns be joined again as one people. I value the human race, all magis, even the mage people. I wanted you here so we might end this war once and for all and bring peace to the wyverns.”
I couldn’t speak while the truth of Ced’s words overwhelmed my body. My skin prickled as I considered everything he was saying. Finally, I blinked my stun to his gaze. “You’re not loyal to your father?”
Ced scoffed. “My father hardly knows I’m alive. I’m his youngest son, and he clearly sees I don’t have the same bloodlust as him or my brothers. I haven’t been loyal to the lindworm way of thought since my first breath. I know how powerful the elemental royals are, Jade. I know how strong your bonds are with the mage. I hope you’ll help me see this through.”
“What if we choose not to trust you?” Amber snapped. 
Ced sighed and looked at the threads in the carpet. “Then I will find a way to free you both. But I hope you will stay a little longer and help me plan a way to end this war.” 
No one spoke. I sensed Amber’s eyes on me, but I only looked at Ced. He never faltered. He only waited for a response. 
“You will have to betray your family; you will be forced to conceal any inkling of your plan from Bron,” I offered. 
“Things I have been doing for years.”
“How will we put off the union?” I asked. 
Ced tugged on the ends of his hair and cocked his head. “That might be difficult, but we can find reasons to postpone. I see the seal on your arm, Jade. If this mage is strong enough to free the High Priestess, mating with you is the last thing I want to do.”
I dared smile. Even Amber scoffed, though she tried to hide it. Straightening my shoulders, I lifted my chin and held out my hand between me and Ced. Cautiously, the prince took hold, a shock of energy passing between us. “Agreed. Consider me an ally, Prince Ced. I look forward to destroying the war of ages with you.”
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