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To my son Brandon you never know how strong you are until being strong is your only choice.
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Chapter 1

“I despise packing,” Jade groaned, collapsing onto the clothes scattered across her bed. She didn’t want to move another muscle.﻿

“Just pick some outfits,” Benjamin chuckled, not looking up from the sketchpad on his lap. She tilted her head, glancing at him. He was sprawled against the headboard with one leg outstretched and the other bent, pencil smudges on his fingers from shading on whatever he was working.

“Easy for you to say,” she muttered. “You get to sit there looking all artistic while I run around trying to pack for a few months of boot camp.”

“Then my plan’s working perfectly,” he smirked, finally setting the sketchpad aside. She peeked over, curious about the drawing, only to find a self-portrait of himself with strong cheekbones, crystal-clear eyes, and that familiar unruly hair threatening to spill over his forehead. But there was more she saw the faint outline of her face next to his.

“What are you doing?” she asked, sitting up in surprise.

“Something for you to take to Crystal River,” he grinned. “You know, to show off to all the eighteen-year-olds.”

She rolled her eyes, even as she smiled. “I don’t date anyone younger than a hundred too immature.”

Benjamin grabbed her hand, pulling her against his chest. She giggled as her arms wrapped around him, feeling his steady heartbeat beneath her cheek.

“I’m going to miss you,” he whispered, his voice soft.

She tilted her head up to meet his gaze, memorizing his features. “I’m going to miss you too.” She kissed him lightly, already feeling the weight of the days ahead.

The last few months had been a blur since she woke from the coma. The Conclave had granted her time to recover before sending her to Crystal River, but now, after graduation, the day she dreaded had arrived. It felt impossible to say goodbye to him, even if it was for a few months.

“It’ll be fine,” he said, kissing her forehead. “You’ll be safe there, and that’s what matters.”

“I know, I just wish it wasn’t for so long.” She paused, glancing up at him. “Do you think you’ll find Skye soon?”

Benjamin’s smile faded. He hadn’t caught her yet, but he’d felt her presence in Georgia. Demons had come searching for Jade just last week, and though he had sent them away, they both knew it was only a matter of time before more came.

“I know where to look,” he reassured her. “She can’t run forever.”

“And... will you look for my mother too?”

His expression faltered. They’d had this conversation before. Aiden and Benjamin believed Skye had lied about her mother being alive, using it as a trick to distract Jade. But she couldn’t shake the gut feeling that her mother was out somewhere there.

“I’ll try,” he said quietly, though his eyes didn’t meet hers.

Jade let it go. She didn’t want to argue, not on their last night together. Instead, she inched closer to him, brushing her lips against his, savoring the feel of his cool skin against hers.

Then, a knock on the door interrupted them.

“Sorry to break this up,” Aiden’s voice called out, his figure appearing in the doorway, arms crossed and a smirk on his face. she sighed, pushing herself out of Benjamin’s embrace.

“Hi, Aiden,” she said, trying to fix her hair. As happy as she was to see him, his timing was terrible, and his smug grin didn’t help.

“Clearly, you’re almost ready to go,” Aiden teased, surveying the chaos of clothes and empty suitcases around the room. “If only we could teleport this mess to Crystal River.”

Jade tossed a pillow at him, which he dodged easily, raising his hands in surrender. “Okay, but seriously, what happened in here? It looks like a tornado hit.”

“This is how I pack,” she shrugged.

He snorted. “Sure, sure. You’ve got a real system going on here.”

She rolled her eyes, and Benjamin chuckled from the bed. Traitor, she thought, shooting him a look. His hair was still tousled from their make-out session, yet here he was siding with Aiden.

“I’ll be ready by tomorrow,” she insisted, even as Aiden’s doubtful gaze swept the room again. “It’s not like I’m meeting the Queen—”

“Is there a Seraphina queen?” she cut in, half-serious, eyes wide.

Aiden chuckled. “No, you doofus. Did you hit your head again?”

She huffed, grabbing a dress from the pile. She stared at it, debating whether she’d even need dresses there. After all, she wasn’t going there to date, she was going to learn how to fight.

“You’re overthinking it,” Aiden said, exasperated. “Just throw it in the suitcase.”

“That’s what I said,” Benjamin added.

Before she could argue, a car horn honked from outside. The gang was heading out for one last hurrah, which meant she could delay packing for a few more blissful hours.

“Time to go!” she chirped, racing out of the room before either boy could stop her. She slid into the passenger seat of Lacey’s car, with Aiden hopping into the back a minute later. Jade suspected Benjamin had slipped away, as usual not wanting to disrupt the group dynamic.

“So, where to?” Jade asked, glancing around at her friends. Lacey, as usual, was in the driver’s seat, while the boys piled in the back.

“We’re going to Alex’s house,” she announced, shooting a look at Alex through the rearview mirror. “His parents are out of town, so we’ve got the place to ourselves.”

“And we decided to throw a rager!” Aiden cheered, high-fiving Sam.

Jade groaned. “Wait, you threw a party?”

“It wasn’t my idea,” Lacey said apologetically. “But c’mon, it’ll be fun. Let’s leave with a bang!”

Jade wasn’t thrilled by the idea of a full-blown high school party, but before she could protest, Lacey pulled into Alex's driveway and the party was already in full swing. Cars were parked on the lawn, headlights illuminating groups of people dancing on the grass. Jade felt strange walking toward the house she’d visited so many times before, now filled with classmates who felt like strangers.

“We barely know these people,” she whispered to Lacey.

“I know, but it’ll be fun,” she replied. “Besides, wouldn’t you rather be remembered as the ones who threw the best party after graduation than... you know, the coma girl?”

She grimaced, she hadn’t thought about it that way. After all, everyone still whispered about the mysterious attack that left her in a coma. Maybe going out with a bang wasn’t such a bad idea after all.

As they approached the porch, Aiden pointed toward the dance floor. “I see Julia Hunt,” he said, eyeing a petite girl with blonde hair.

Jade slapped his hand down. “Stop pointing.”

Aiden grinned mischievously. “I may or may not have already told her that Alex has a crush on her.”

She laughed as they watched Alex lead Julia to the dance floor, giving them a not-so-subtle thumbs-up.

“You’re quite the matchmaker.”

“I try,” Aiden said, but as he looked over at Jade his smile faltered, their faces were close, too close. She could feel the shift in the air and knew what was coming before he moved. She broke eye contact, pulling away slightly, and Aiden’s expression fell as he stepped back, giving her space.

“So,” she said, trying to break the tension, “what about you? Hazel’s still up for grabs if you want one last hurrah.”

Aiden grinned, brushing it off, but Jade could see the lingering hurt. She wondered how long they could avoid this. He hadn’t been overt about his feelings, but moments like this made them hard to ignore.

“You excited for tomorrow?” he asked, changing the subject.

“Yeah... but I’m nervous too,” she admitted. “Being surrounded by Seraphina, it’s going to be... different.”

He smiled reassuringly. “Everyone’s gonna love you and my little brother can’t wait to meet you. He thinks you’re a shiny new toy.”

She smiled at the thought of a mini version of Aiden, running around with endless energy.

“And the Conclave’s not as bad as it sounds. You’ll be fine, I promise.”

Before she could respond, Aiden’s expression suddenly changed. His body tensed, his eyes narrowing at something behind her. “Lover boy’s here.”

She turned to see Benjamin weaving through the crowd, his eyes standing out against the darkness. She suppressed a smile and turned back to Aiden, silently promising she wouldn’t ditch him for her boyfriend.

“I’ll leave you two alone,” he said, pushing away from the railing.

“Aiden, stay,” she called after him. “I want to hang out with both of you.”

He shrugged as if to say that wasn’t possible and started to walk away. She heard the porch steps creak as Benjamin approached, his face grim.

“We need to talk,” he said urgently.

Aiden stopped. “What’s going on?”

“Privately,” he replied, glancing around. “Let’s go inside.”

Aiden unlocked the door, and the three slipped into the dark kitchen, leaving the party’s noise behind. The silence inside felt heavy, almost suffocating.

“What’s happening?” she asked, her voice tight.

Benjamin’s eyes met hers, a sadness lingering in them. “You and Aiden need to leave... Now. I packed your stuff and brought his car.”

Jade’s heart dropped. “What do you mean?”

“They’re here,” Aiden said, understanding immediately. “Demons.”

Benjamin nodded. “The horde I sent away they’re back. We have five, maybe ten minutes before they tear this place apart.”

She jumped off the counter. “We can’t just leave everyone here!”

“We need a plan,” Aiden said, stepping forward.

“No. You and Jade need to go,” Benjamin insisted. “I’ll lead them away, make them think you already left.”

“You can’t do this alone,” she protested, her hand reaching for his. “We can fight them together.”

He shook his head. “It’s too dangerous.”

Aiden grabbed her hand. “He’s right we need to leave. Now.”

She glared at him. “It’s not like you wouldn’t gladly watch him die,” she spat, immediately regretting the words. He flinched but said nothing.

“This isn’t about that,” he said quietly. “It’s the best way to keep everyone safe.”

He started pulling her toward the door, but Jade tugged free, turning back to Benjamin. He stood in the shadows, his face unreadable. She knew this might be goodbye Aiden disappeared outside, leaving them alone.

Benjamin crossed the room in an instant, cupping her face gently. “It’s going to be alright,” he whispered, though neither believed it.

“I love you,” she whispered, pressing her forehead against his.

Their kiss was soft but filled with urgency. Benjamin held her tightly as if letting go meant losing her forever. When they finally broke apart, his expression had changed. He gave her one last look, memorizing her face, before he vanished into the night.

And she was left alone, holding nothing but the air.


Chapter 2

Jade dashed through the house, bursting out the front door and down the driveway. She wasn’t just running to outrun the demons she was racing to escape her own emotions, which threatened to spill over like a dam about to burst.

Before she reached the street corner headlights pierced the fog, and she heard the familiar rumble of Aiden’s pickup truck. Of course, she thought, rolling her eyes.

“Get in, Jade!” he shouted, leaning out the driver’s side window as the passenger door swung open. Without hesitation, she jumped inside and slammed the door shut. He floored the gas pedal, the sudden acceleration slamming her back into the seat.

“Do we even have a plan?” she asked, yanking the seatbelt across her chest and snapping it into place.

“Yes,” he said, his eyes fixed on the road. His hands were tight on the steering wheel, his knuckles white. “We’re heading to the airport. The demons won’t attack us there are too many people, too many cameras.”

“How far?” she asked, her voice strained.

“Half an hour, maybe less.”


Thirty minutes. She clung to the thought as he sped through the foggy, empty streets. It wasn’t far, and maybe they were in the clear. After five minutes of tense silence, she began to hope. Maybe Benjamin threw them off or maybe, she thought bitterly, they found another target.


She twisted in her seat, peering into the darkness behind them. Just as her heart began to settle, she spotted a blur in the distance something moving fast, closing in.

“Aiden!” she shouted, grabbing his shoulder.

He flicked his eyes to the rearview mirror and his frown deepened. “They’re here,” he muttered. His voice held the weight of disappointment like he’d been holding on to a faint hope that had just been crushed. “Jade, I need you to break the back window—”

“What?” She shot him a look, her eyes wide with disbelief.

“Okay, maybe not,” he admitted with a grin. “But it would’ve been cool.”

“Aiden, be serious!” she snapped, but her heart wasn’t in the scolding. She could already feel the demons closing in.

He reached behind him and slid open the truck’s small rear window. “You’ll have to fight them off, Jade. Remember stay quick, keep moving. Don’t get fixated on just one demon; we’re probably surrounded.”


She nodded, already climbing through the narrow window into the truck bed. The wind whipped her hair wildly around her face as the trees blurred by in the darkness. This is one of the worst ideas we’ve ever had she thought pulling herself fully through the window.


She tried to stand but was immediately knocked off balance by the rush of air and the jolting ride. Her shoulder slammed into the truck’s metal bed, sending a sharp pain down her arm. She spotted a coil of rope and, crawling on her stomach, grabbed it. She tied it around her waist and fastened it to one of the truck’s loops securing herself. At least now she wouldn’t be thrown overboard.

The wind roared in her ears, drowning out everything else. She didn’t even see the demon leap from the trees until Aiden shouted her name.

Instinctively, Jade flung her hand out, and flames burst from her fingertips, lighting up the night.

“Control it!” Aiden yelled from inside the truck.


She pulled back, realizing the demon had already disappeared into the shadows. Focus, she reminded herself, steadying her breath. She pressed her back against the truck bed, scanning the dark forest.


Suddenly, a blur of blue hair shot out from the right. Jade’s flame flew out, hitting the demon square in the face and sending her tumbling back into the trees. Before she could catch her breath, another demon charged from the left. She hit him with a burst of fire, watching as he somersaulted through the air and landed on his feet, still advancing.

Jade narrowed her focus, pouring more power into her next shot, forcing him to retreat into the shadows.

A chill crept up the back of her neck. She turned just as Aiden shouted, “In front!”

A female demon stood in the middle of the road, her hands outstretched, ready to stop their truck. Jade shot an arc of flames, sending the fire spiraling toward her target. The demon disintegrated into a cloud of ash just before Aiden sped through the spot.

Jade blinked, astonished at the force of her power. She had never so fast been this accurate. She glanced at her hands. The scars on her palms glowed, pulsing like embers, bright against the night.

A sudden thud against the truck’s bed jarred her out of her thoughts. Jade whirled, throwing out another jet of fire, knocking the demon off the truck. Another came from the left she hit it. Then two more attacked at once, but she flung her arms wide, sending flames in both directions.

She was almost starting to feel in control when something cold closed around her throat. A demon had grabbed her from behind, the force of his grip making the rope around her waist slip free. Jade fought to breathe, her hands flying to her neck. She grabbed the demon’s face, letting her fire loose. He screamed, a high-pitched wail, but she held on until his body exploded into dust.

Before she could catch her breath, another demon lunged at her, slamming her down against the truck bed. His growl rumbled through the night, his blood-stained fangs inches from her face. He was poised to strike when the truck screeched to a halt.

Before Aiden could react, another figure launched itself at the demon, sending it crashing into a tree with a sickening thud.

“Go, Aiden! Drive!” Benjamin’s voice rang out as he pounded on the roof of the truck. Jade stared at him in shock, her eyes wide as she took in his ripped clothes and bloodied body. But his grin was as cheeky as ever, dimples flashing.

“Love you!” Benjamin shouted over his shoulder, winking before launching himself at another demon emerging from the trees.


He’s enjoying this, she thought, stunned. But before she could dwell on it, her heart dropped as she watched him disappear into the dark, locked in battle with a demon. She couldn’t risk using her fire without hitting him, and within moments, both he and the demon were lost to the forest.


The rumble of engines pulled her attention forward. The highway they had made it.

“Get back inside,” Aiden called, slowing the truck enough for her to scramble back through the window and into the passenger seat.

“You okay?” he asked once she was buckled in.

She took a moment to assess herself a bump on the head and a few scrapes, but she was fine, exhausted but fine. She raised her hand, letting her palm glow as she healed her injuries. The warmth flowed through her, reviving her energy. She sighed and leaned back into the seat.

“Let’s never do that again,” she muttered.

Aiden grinned. “You were pretty amazing out there. That move where you torched that demon... comic book level awesome.”

She smiled. “That was pretty badass.”

“Jade, the Demon Slayer...no, wait...Jade, the Human Flame Thrower!” he teased.

“Aiden?”

“Huh?”

“Stop.”

“Fine.”

They drove in silence for a few minutes before Jade stopped staring out the window and reached for the phone on the armrest. She dialed, and after one ring, it picked up.

“Hello?” Her mother’s voice was tinged with panic.

“Mom, it’s me.”

“Oh, thank God! Are you alright?”

“I’m fine. I’m with Aiden. We had to leave early.” She didn’t mention the demons or the fight.

“I know,” her mother replied, her voice softening. “Benjamin explained we didn’t get to say goodbye.”

“Maybe it’s for the best,” she said gently. “I’ll be back soon, Mom it will fly by.”

“I know,” her mother sniffled. “Your father wants to talk.”

“Jade?”

“Hey, Dad.”

“Aiden better be treating you right.”

Jade rolled her eyes. “Dad, I’m fine.”


After a few reassurances and promises, she finally hung up, settling back in her seat. Maybe these few months would be good for her. An adventure, she thought. And maybe she’d come back with more answers about who she was, about the Conclave’s true intentions.


She let her fingers trace the locket and ring she always wore, wondering if she might finally learn something about her real parents.

The rising sun began to color the sky in soft pinks and purples as Jade drifted off to sleep. She didn’t notice when the plane began to descend.

“Jade,” Aid’s voice softly woke her, his breath warm against her ear. “We’re here.”

Her eyes shot open.


Chapter 3

Jade jerked awake, her body shooting up faster than her mind. She moved to stand, only to smack her forehead right into Aiden’s chin.

“Ow,” she groaned, rubbing the sore spot on her head. “Aiden, ever heard of personal space?”

He cupped his jaw, working it around as if trying to realign it. “Hey, I was just trying to wake you up. How was I supposed to know you’d pop up like a Mexican jumping bean?”

She ignored him, this time easing herself out of the seat more carefully. She grabbed her things and followed him off the plane.


The first thing that hit her when she stepped outside was the heat. Scorching, oppressive heat. Almost instantly, a light sheen of sweat rose on her arms, and without a hint of breeze, the still air let the sun bake her relentlessly. Great, she thought, fanning herself as she glanced around the small airstrip.


The airport was barely more than a landing strip. Just one runway, one tiny building, and a couple of small planes resting under the glaring sun. She spotted a car parked a few yards away, its engine idling, waiting for them. She assumed it was there to take them into Crystal River and started walking toward it.

“Excited to be home?” She asked as he slid into the back seat beside her, closing the door.

“More than you know,” he replied, a spark of energy lighting up his expression. His excitement was almost tangible, crackling in the air between them.

A driver sat down in the front seat and revved the engine. “Where to, Mr. Francis?”

“The town square, please,” He responded, flipping through some papers in his bag.


She raised an eyebrow at the formal use of Aiden’s last name. Mr. Francis? To her, he was the goofy, slightly cocky best friend but here, in his hometown, he seemed to carry a different status. There was an air of respect toward him that she hadn’t seen before. Watching him now, with his serious, focused demeanor, was strange. He looked… grown-up.


“What?” he asked, catching her staring.

“Nothing,” she muttered, quickly turning her gaze to the window.

For the first few minutes, everything outside seemed normal. Trees zipped by the sky stretched clear and blue above them, and the road was a simple gravel path marked with yellow lines. It felt like any other quiet, rural town. But then, they stopped outside a pair of tall, ornate, scroll-topped iron gates.

She watched as the driver pressed a button on a remote, and the gates slowly creaked open, allowing the car to inch forward.

For some reason Jade expected something monumental to happen as they crossed into town. But the deeper they drove, the more ordinary everything appeared. White picket fences, shingled roofs, perfectly manicured lawns—it looked like any picture-perfect suburban neighborhood. The unsettling part, though, was the eerie silence. No children playing outside, neighbors chatting on front porches. Just an empty, sunlit street that seemed frozen in time.

“Where is everyone?” she asked, her voice cutting through the stillness.

“They’re waiting for you,” he replied with a laugh. “You’re kind of a big deal, Jade.”

“Me? Why?”

“Jade, you’re the only Seraphina ever heard of who’s a mixed breed and everyone’s curious. You’re a huge deal.”


A knot of anxiety twisted in her stomach. The last thing she had ever imagined was being the center of attention. Training with the Conclave, sure. But being some kind of spectacle for the town? Definitely not. Stupid, she chastised herself. Of course, it’s a big deal.


As they pulled into the town square, her nerves intensified. Every citizen of Crystal River seemed to be there, packed into the grassy park surrounding the square. The excited chatter of voices filled the air, and the scene was a sea of blonde heads Vindicators of all ages. Now and then, she saw streaks of flame shoot into the sky, only to land softly in someone’s open palm, absorbed back into their skin.


They look so… happy, she thought, taking it all in. These people were comfortable with who they were, and content with their lives. She felt like an outsider crashing into their world.


Aiden stepped out of the car first, and the crowd began to quiet. Jade followed him, and when her feet hit the pavement the silence was deafening. She had never felt so self-conscious in her life. Her fiery red hair stood out like a beacon against the sea of blonde. Her flame-tinted blue eyes were the same as theirs, but that similarity felt insignificant compared to how she stood out.

“Well,” he whispered, taking her hand, “you sure know how to make an entrance.”

She couldn’t even respond. She let him lead her through the crowd, which parted for them like the Red Sea. Everywhere she looked, people avoided her gaze. Children clung to their parents, wide-eyed and nervous.


Are they scared of me? she wondered, but she didn’t have time to dwell on the thought. He had stopped walking, and when she looked up, she saw them: the Conclave.


Seven men were seated on large, carved thrones, each looking more serious than the last. Jade assumed this was where town meetings were held, but after seeing the modern airplane they’d arrived in the sight of this archaic wooden platform felt jarring. There was an air of ancient authority about them, and her legs wobbled as she climbed the steps.

“Aiden Francis,” a booming voice called out. Jade jumped at the sound and glanced at the man who had spoken. He sat in the center, his hair shockingly white, his presence commanding. “Won’t you join us?”

Aiden smiled reassuringly at Jade and ascended the steps beside her, calm and collected.

“Councilmen,” he greeted them with a respectful bow. Jade resisted the urge to roll her eyes no way she was bowing. She wasn’t going to let on how scared she was not when all eyes were on her.

“Hello. Nice to meet you all,” she said, trying to sound confident. But to her ears, her voice came out like a squeak. Aiden shot her a look, his eyes flashing with a mix of frustration and concern.

“Miss Cooper,” one of the men said, his voice cold and authoritative. “We are aware you are not familiar with our customs, but when the Conclave is in session, you are expected to address us with respect. We are a society built on tradition, and though you are new to our ways, we expect you to follow them.”

Jade stared at him, stunned by his arrogance. He looked down at her as if she were some insignificant insect under his boot. His hair was slicked back, his skin weathered, and his voice grated on her nerves.


Who are you to judge me? she thought, her anger rising. After keeping my entire life, a secret?


Aiden reached for her hand, sensing the shift in her mood, but she swatted him away. Her fear had vanished, replaced by fury.

“I meant no disrespect,” she began, her voice steadier than before. “But considering I had no idea you people even existed until recently, maybe you could cut me a little slack.” Her eyes bored into the man who had spoken. “I’ve spent my whole life in the dark, and if it wasn’t for Aiden, I’d still be clueless about who I am and what I can do.”

The man’s face tightened, but Jade pressed on, her anger fueling her words.

“You were the ones who failed, not me. You kept everything from me. Aiden was the one who saved me he taught me to trust myself when I had no one else.”

Her words hung in the air like a challenge. The silence around them was thick. No one dared move, and the crowd held its collective breath.

Just then, Jade caught sight of an elderly woman in the crowd, her face glowing with a small, knowing smile. Her white hair gleamed in the sunlight, and something about her expression felt familiar and comforting. She felt a wave of calm wash over her.

But the moment was short-lived. The man from the Conclave stood slowly, using a cane she hadn’t noticed before. He descended from his throne, his steps heavy, and stopped directly in front of her.

“You remind me of my daughter,” he said after a long pause. Jade let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. “She, too, struggled with following the rules and it killed her.”

Jade's heart clenched. The man’s eyes were full of sorrow as he turned and walked away, supported by the woman who had smiled at Jade moments before. Together, they disappeared into the crowd, leaving her stunned.

“Aiden…” she whispered, turning to her friend. “Were they…?”

He nodded solemnly. “Your grandparents.”


Jade’s legs gave way, and she sank to the ground, the weight of the revelation crushing her. Her fingers closed around the locket around her neck, her thoughts racing. How hadn’t I realized? The woman had her mother’s eyes and the same gentle smile.


“Miss Cooper,” Councilman Byrne called, breaking through her thoughts. His tone was firm but not unkind. “Shall we continue?”


She glanced at Aiden, who offered her his hand. She took it, tucking the locket back under her shirt. There will be time to process this later.


“Now,” Byrne said, addressing both Jade and the crowd, “you were brought here to learn about our society and strengthen your abilities but before we can begin your training, we must test your current skills. In two days, we will gather here for a formal examination.”


Jade’s stomach dropped. Two days? That hardly seemed like enough time to prepare for something this important.


“You will stay with Mr. Francis and his family until then,” he continued, his eyes flicking back to Jade. “Is that agreeable?”

She nodded, too overwhelmed to say anything. Her mind was still buzzing from everything that had happened the confrontation, the reveal about her grandparents, the looming test.

“I call this meeting to an end,” he said. “ Om Bhaskaraya Vidmahe Mahadutyathikaraya Dheemahi ”

“ Tanno Surya Prachodayat,” the crowd echoed, their voices rumbling in unison.

Jade heard Aiden murmuring the words beside her, and the foreignness of it all hit her once again there was so much she didn’t know that separated her from these people.

“Ready?” he asked as the Conclave members exited the platform.

She took a deep breath, following his lead. “I guess.”


Chapter 4

“So, where to now?” Jade spun to Aiden, ready to follow him to wherever he was headed.﻿

“I’m going to find my family. I know they’re here somewhere,” he said with a smirk. “But I don’t think you’ll be able to get very far.”

She frowned. “What do you mean?”

He nodded toward the stairwell, where a small crowd of children had formed and been staring at her. Their eyes were wide with curiosity, and their small bodies buzzed with energy.

“Aiden, you can’t leave me here alone with them,” she said, her voice tinged with mild panic. Little kids, she could handle but a playground of them? Not so much.

“Welcome to Crystal River,” he replied with a wider grin. He leaned in close, whispering, “Oh, and one more thing—no healing, okay? It’s the one thing I never told the Conclave.”

She nodded in understanding, but before she could ask anything more, he had already jumped off the stage, disappearing into the crowd to find his family.
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