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        Year 430 A.D.

      

      

      Galedar stepped onto the island, the icy breeze sweeping against his unkempt beard. He hadn’t been there in a while. The last time, he’d lost a friend. Brom. He’d also gained a friend. His dragon. Now he was back. An icy shiver traveled down his spine.

      Noranda was full grown now, and his ally. But he was still nervous. A full-grown dragon had eaten Brom. Noranda had been just an egg. Now she was an adult. And she was intelligent. She spoke to him in his mind. He hoped she could help him talk to the other dragons. To form an alliance between dragons and men.

      The men of Kaeldroga were wild, and they needed to be tamed. They needed a leader. A ruler. Galedar planned to be that man. But he needed help. One dragon wasn’t enough.

      All his life, all he’d known was war. War between men. Between family. Between friends. All the needless killing. Almost tribal. So-called leaders all across the land fighting for dominance. Every city for themselves. Every able man drafted, forced to fight a war he didn’t believe in. It had to stop. Peace wasn’t an option without control.

      Ellisar stood next to him. Sweat frosted over his forehead. The northern island was cold in the heart of winter, when normally it would be scorching.

      He had a new ally now. Ellisar saw the same things Galedar saw. The chaos among men. The countless wars. Unnecessary bloodshed. He would be a true ally in what was about to be a dark time.

      “It’s incredible,” Ellisar said. “I almost didn’t believe you when you said there was an entire continent full of dragons.”

      Galedar smirked. He glanced up at the crimson sky. The large red sun was setting in the west.

      “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

      “What is this place?” Ellisar glanced from left to right.

      “It’s a utopia of dragons. I call it Dragonia.”

      “What’s the plan?”

      “We need to attempt communication with them. Try to bring them to our cause. To get their help. And… try not to get eaten.”

      “Wait…what?”

      Galedar kept what had happened to his friend Brom a secret. No one had missed Brom. At least, no one had ever asked about him. While saddened by the death of his friend, Galedar was glad it was his friend, and not he, who’d been eaten.

      He’d thought of reaching out to Brom’s family. Galedar knew little about the man who’d abandoned the war with him. He only knew Brom had a wife and child. A baby. That was more than Galedar himself had. Never had he desired a family. A fool’s dream. Companionship? He shook his head. Galedar didn’t need companionship.

      He had Noranda.

      His dragon was the only companion he needed. All he needed. He had to shut himself off from everyone else. Friendship was fragile. It would make him weak. He needed to be strong for Kaeldroga. With the endless wars over disputed lands and broken friendships, what the people needed was a man without emotion. All logic. Not what was best for a single person, but what was best for the entire land.

      Dragons were his solution.

      There was no way to stop the wars. The bloodshed. Endless fighting. Fear had to be established. They had tried treaties. And they had been broken. Alliances crushed.

      Leaders constantly tried to negotiate with each other. Trades had opened up. Friendships were formed. Betrayal was always the end result.

      Galedar knew what he had to do. It would not be easy, but he was the man for the job. He needed to convince these dragons to help him.

      With an alliance between dragons and humans, they could rule the land with fear. Fear was the only thing that could keep the factions in check. Fear of destruction. Anyone who opposed ’Galedar’s leadership would not be spared.

      Tales of his exploits would travel across the land until no one would oppose him. Then Kaeldroga could have peace once and for all.

      All Galedar wanted was peace. An end to the needless bloodshed. Yes, his plan would create bloodshed, but none of it needless.

      Wind intensified around the two of them, nearly blowing Galedar off his feet. A dragon approached. Wings flapped hard above them. It approached fast, then slowed as it steadied its wings to glide to the ground.

      It landed in front of them, stretched its neck down, and touched its nose to Ellisar’s head.

      “Incredible,” Ellisar breathed.

      “It talk to you?” Galedar looked the dragon up and down.

      “He did. His name is Alora.”

      “What did he say?”

      “He sees my heart. My thoughts. He...” Ellisar paused. “Chose me.”

      “Chose you?”

      “To be his rider.”

      “Ask him if the other dragons will choose riders if we bring them.” Galedar rubbed his hands together.

      “He”—Ellisar paused—“wants me to ride him.”

      “What did he say about the other dragons?”

      “He will not answer until I ride. A ritual of bonding. It’s funny… he can feel my emotions. I felt him pry into my memories. And now… his mind is open to me. I can see memories through his eyes. I can feel his desires.”

      “What are his desires?”

      “Companionship.”

      “Ride. When you return, we can offer our proposition to him.”

      Ellisar nodded. The beautiful sapphire dragon knelt on the ground. Ellisar tried to climb the dragon, but the beast was massive. He couldn’t jump high enough to get onto the dragon’s back. A dragon paw, larger than a carriage, planted on the ground by Ellisar.

      Galedar chuckled to himself. He’d at least had the luxury of finding his dragon when it was a hatchling. She’d grown with him, and he’d learned how to ride her before she grew too large for him to get on top of. Now he used a roll-down ladder to climb her. Ellisar wasn’t so lucky. His dragon was already full grown.

      Ellisar paused as he looked at the large dragon paw. He tilted his head as he looked at the dragon. A conversation seemed to go on in their heads before Ellisar stepped on top of the paw.

      Galedar watched as the two of them flew into the air. He still remembered his first flight. The bliss of soaring in the sky with the ravens. There wasn’t another feeling like it in the entire world. He almost felt like calling out to his dragon, but he restrained himself. Today wasn’t about him. It was about connecting with the other dragons.

      Ellisar was to be that connection. While they didn’t respect Galedar, most of the people respected Ellisar. Galedar needed Ellisar on his side. At least for now. If they both returned with dragons, with the promise of more, it could be the start of their empire.

      He grinned at the thought. No more dukes, earls, and barons scattered across the land, starting wars with each other. All they needed was an emperor to rule them all. If they dared get in his way, his dragon would smite them to a pile of ashes.

      Everything was going according to his plan.
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      Lilianya leaned back in the rocking chair, gently moving back and forth. Red from hours of crying, her eyes ached, and chill bumps covered her arms. She was worried. And she shouldn’t be. She cared nothing for Paedyn, didn’t she? Yet, here she was, sitting by his bedside for the last few weeks while he lay in a coma.

      She wasn’t the only one who had been there, of course. Devarius, Aquila, Zaviana, and several others had all come to see Paedyn, but Lilianya had never left. She wasn’t even interested in this arrogant, annoying man. She’d rejected all of his advances. Yet she couldn’t get him out of her head.

      There was something about him she couldn’t shake. Sure, others had pursued her in the past, and she hadn’t given them the time of day either. Something about her bright red hair lured men with twisted fantasies toward her. She despised her hair. But Paedyn looked at her differently… somehow. His eyes weren’t hungry when he glanced at her. Though his personality almost contradicted the looks he gave her. He talked tough, like the others. But his eyes. She tried her best not to get lost in them.

      No one knew if Paedyn would ever wake up. He’d been frozen with an entire vial of blue wyvern oil. The only chance they had to save him was pouring red wyvern oil down his throat, like the dragomen. The fear with wyvern oil being ingested was how addictive it was for the dragomen, but there was little choice for Paedyn.

      His body was nearly frozen solid. The fire oil had worked, and his body’s temperature increased, but it went to an almost dangerous level. Now, he breathed just fine. His temperature was back to normal. His breathing was fine. But he hadn’t opened his eyes. Instead, he slept.

      White blankets and sheets covered him. Lilianya realized she’d taken a little nap. Getting to her feet, she yawned, then sat on the chair next to his bed. She reached her hand out, touching his. A gentle electric shock transferred from his skin to hers. Warmth filled her as it passed from him to her. His breaths came at consistent intervals. His chest moved up and down. He wore nothing, and Lilianya admired his muscular upper chest and shoulders. Blankets covered the rest of him. He was way more muscular than she’d imagined before she saw him lying in the hospital. His outward appearance was scrawny. But he wasn’t. He hid his strength. Either that, or muscles had formed on him after his accident, but that couldn’t be right.

      Lilianya wondered what it was about Paedyn that intrigued her. Besides his eyes, of course. Perhaps he was better to look at when his mouth wasn’t moving. He aggravated her whenever he spoke. He didn’t seem to know how to talk to women. His confidence bordered on conceitedness, and his jokes were less than poor. However, now that he was hurting, and hadn’t been around to torment her—she missed him.

      The door creaked open. Naveen stepped inside. Lilianya twitched. Another woman. Devarius visited a few times, but that was to be expected, since they were best friends. However, besides Devarius, Lilianya had witnessed three different women coming to visit him. And now with Naveen, a fourth. Did he come on to them the same way he came on to her? Or had he been involved with them? Had Lilianya been fooling herself? Was she special to him at all? Or was she just another pretty face for him to flirt with?

      “How is he?” Naveen asked.

      “His toes wiggled yesterday.”

      “His toes?” Naveen asked.

      Lilianya nodded. “Yeah, which is a significant improvement since the only thing that has moved in weeks is his lungs.”

      “Well, thank the Creator those are still working. I don’t know what Paedyn would do if he couldn’t talk.”

      Lilianya laughed. Naveen wasn’t wrong. Paedyn would have a hard time if he couldn’t speak. That was about all he did... talk. His mouth moved from the moment he awoke until the moment he fell asleep at night.

      “Have you been here the whole time?” Naveen asked.

      Lilianya shivered. She dared not confess the truth. “No, I—”

      “You care for him, don’t you?” Naveen set a small bag of jerky on the table next to Lilianya.

      “I just don’t want him to wake up alone. To think nobody cares.” Lilianya faced away from Naveen and to Paedyn lying still on the bed.

      “We all care. But we all have things to do. Paedyn would understand that.”

      “What is there to do?” Lilianya asked. “I brought back bags of wyvern scales from the caverns in the northern mountains, and for what?” Her jaw tightened and her lips pursed as she remembered returning to find her exploration had been useless. Her lip twitched. “Devarius brought back the dragon stone. What good are my wyvern scales?”

      “Plenty good,” Naveen said. “And you found the drakes. You helped tame them. You understood how beneficial they would be.”

      “I...” Lilianya wiped the tears from her eyes.

      “What is it? You can talk to me. I understand. Really, I do. I, too, have fallen in a shadow. I thought I knew magic until I met Zaviana. Now, barely anyone comes to me.”

      “Still, you help. You train people to use magic. I don’t even have magic.” Lilianya sighed. “I don’t have a wyvern either. None would hatch for me. None would choose me.”

      “You’ve still been instrumental to the resistance.”

      “I was the one who sent Devarius and Paedyn to Saefron. I found them. I found the drakes. I found the wyvern scales. Yet, every time I think I’ve done something great for the resistance, someone else steps up in front of me, outshining me.”

      “That already has been so much help to the resistance. You should be proud of what you’ve accomplished.”

      “And what am I to accomplish now? I am no warrior, nor can I use magic. I have no wyvern. What am I supposed to do? Sit and watch as everyone else contributes?”

      “Are you sure you can’t use magic?” Naveen asked.

      Lilianya tilted her head. “What do you mean?”

      “Zaviana is starting a school. Anyone wanting to learn magic can join. She believes anyone can learn it if they give it an honest effort.”

      “Because of the dragon stone?”

      Naveen wrinkled her nose. “Zaviana doesn’t want to use the dragon stone on anyone. She doesn’t even want the power it gives her, but it won’t let her give it back. At least, not yet.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The souls of dragons are trapped in the dragon stone. That’s why whoever touches it can use magic. The souls go into the person, allowing them to use magic. At least that’s what Zaviana believes. No, Zaviana doesn’t want people to touch it. She has hidden it. I imagine we will use it if we have no other choice.”

      “How is she teaching magic, then?”

      “The wyvern scales. She’s teaching one element at a time, using the wyvern scales you brought us.”

      “My wyvern scales?” Lilianya smiled.

      Naveen touched Lilianya’s hand. “You just have to believe in yourself.”

      Naveen stood, took one last glance at Paedyn in the bed, then walked out of the room.

      Magic.

      Could Lilianya really learn magic?

      Lilianya glanced at the jerky Naveen had left her. She grabbed a small piece and dropped it into her mouth.

      She’d been infatuated with Zaviana after seeing her use magic. There was little chance she could be as powerful as Zaviana, but if she could learn a little, if she could help fight the Dragonia Empire in her own way, she had to try. Lilianya owed it to herself. And she owed it to everyone else. She would prove to the resistance—and to her family—that she could accomplish something in life.

      Lilianya dropped her head into her elbow. Another long day. She was exhausted. She knew she couldn’t stay there forever. Tomorrow would be a new day. She would leave. Paedyn could be unconscious for a long time. She needed to go on about her life. She needed to find new ways to help the resistance. They had to defeat the empire to save everyone in Kaeldroga. For Paedyn.

      She attempted to pull her hand away, but she couldn’t. The grip on her hand tightened. Lilianya jerked her head out of her elbow to look at Paedyn. His hand squeezed hers.

      “Paedyn?” she whispered.

      His eyes opened. Beautiful hazel eyes sparkled at her. A smile spread across his lips.

      “Lilianya?”
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      Paedyn opened his eyes, and what he saw warmed his heart. Lilianya sat next to him, holding his hand. He squeezed her hand as he admired her beauty. How long had she been there? What had he done to deserve this? A warmth spread through him where he had once been so cold.

      He felt… unnatural. His emotions couldn’t stabilize. He wasn’t good with his emotions. Never was. It was why he used humor to hide his true feelings. He hid his emotions deep. Now, they boiled, wanting to reach the surface. He felt his blood run cold, then warm again as he took in Lilianya’s beauty. This wasn’t normal for him. Sure, at times he would get warm or cold, but this was so much more. His skin burned or turned to ice. What had happened to him?

      “Lilianya?”

      She smiled at him, but quickly hid it. It was too late. He’d seen her smile. Genuine. Sincere. But like him, she hid her emotions. Had he really made such an impact on her?

      “You’re awake,” she whispered.

      “Have you been here the entire time?” he asked.

      Her mouth parted, like she wanted to say something, but instead, she closed it and gulped. Her legs shifted slightly as she cleared her throat. “No. I just wanted to come check on you.”

      A grin crept up the left side of Paedyn’s face. “Oh, is that so? Did I make that much of an impression on you?”

      Her expression turned deadpan, and eyes sunk. “No, you did not.” She uncrossed her legs, leaning forward, prepared to stand up and leave.

      “No, wait.” Paedyn’s mouth had got him into trouble again. He hated himself for it. He hated pushing people away. Yet, somehow, he couldn’t help it. “I’m sorry.”

      Lilianya leaned back in her seat, raising her eyebrows with curious suspicion.

      “How long have I been here?”

      “Three and a half weeks.”

      His jaw dropped. “What happened?”

      Lilianya’s lips pressed tightly together. “I don’t know if I should be the one… Let me get Devarius.”

      “No.” Paedyn firmed his grip on her hand. “I want to hear it from you.”

      “What do you remember?”

      “Fighting. Pyro and I were helping fight the empire. Then… just…”

      “What?” She touched his arm.

      “Cold. I remember cold.”

      “Ice wyvern oil spilled onto you. Your entire body went cold. We didn’t know what to do.”

      “Wyvern oil? How much?”

      “An entire vial, or at least close enough.”

      “How did I survive that?”

      “You weren’t going to. But Zaviana had an idea. Fire oil.”

      Paedyn’s eyebrows furrowed.

      “You were given fire oil as an elixir.”

      “Like the dragomen?”

      Lilianya nodded. “It was the only way anyone could think of to save you.”

      Paedyn licked his teeth as he considered her words. He couldn’t remember anything after feeling cold. He couldn’t even remember how it happened. Wyvern oil. One of their greatest saviors to fight against the empire was now his arch enemy. His body turned cold again.

      “Your hands are freezing,” Lilianya gasped.

      “I don’t feel so well.”

      “You’ve been in a coma for weeks.”

      Paedyn shook his head. “No, it’s not that. Here.”

      He refocused his thoughts, and instead of loss and confusion, he focused on Lilianya. Her beauty and kindness. How he desperately craved her affection. His hands felt like fire.

      “Now your hands are burning up.” Lilianya’s eyes widened.

      “What have you done to me?” Paedyn’s body trembled.

      “We—”

      “The oil… it went into my bloodstream, didn’t it?”

      Lilianya tensed. She avoided his gaze.

      “What am I?”

      “You’re Paedyn. Nothing will ever change that.”

      He pulled his hand out of hers and focused on it in front of himself. Paedyn concentrated on it. Trying to keep his emotions in check, he locked eyes with Lilianya. His hand continued to burn. Hotter. Hotter. Unbearable. He focused on his hand, as if willing all the burning fire within to exit out of his fingertips. To let it get out of his body. He didn’t want it anymore.

      Flames appeared in his hand. Small at first, then climbing up and up toward the ceiling. Lilianya jerked to her feet, stepping backwards. Her feet caught on the chair and she stumbled to the ground, crying out in fear.

      The flames reached the ceiling before Paedyn clenched his hand into a fist. The fire disappeared.

      “What am I?” Paedyn repeated.

      “Paedyn.” Lilianya’s eyes grew wide.

      She hated him. He was a monster. The way she looked at him. All his hopes shattered and his body grew cold. And yet, he couldn’t blame her.

      “Behind you.”

      Paedyn turned around. The curtain behind him on the window was aflame. He jumped out of the bed, but his strength was depleted. His knees buckled, and he crumpled to the floor. He rolled over to sit as he watched the fire spread throughout the room.

      Stunned, he took a deep breath and tried to concentrate. He’d created fire. Fire was beautiful. He loved fire. No. He shook his head. He tried to concentrate again. His body had been injected with wyvern oil. Both fire and ice. He’d created fire. Surely he could create ice as well. He needed to concentrate.

      Closing his eyes, he focused on his emotions. Love and passion filled him with fire. Loneliness and isolation filled him with ice. He needed to focus on that. Paedyn recalled his childhood. The bullies pushing him down. His parents calling him worthless and good for nothing. After setting one fire by accident, everyone in the town blamed every other fire on him. He fueled his shame with cold. Paedyn concentrated on it, then opened his eyes. He pushed his hand outward, and ice traveled from it.

      The flames froze in place as ice crystals wrapped around them, suffocating the oxygen from around the flames and cooling the room off. It only took a few seconds, but the moment seemed to stretch on forever. The flames disappeared, and the room cooled.

      He sat there for a quiet moment, not moving. The room was still. Only he and Lilianya were in the room, and neither moved, neither spoke. The shame continued to consume him. His entire body was colder than the southern border. Lilianya must be terrified of him. He was a monster. His parents were right.

      “Paedyn?” Lilianya finally spoke through chattering teeth.

      He lowered his head and stared at the floor, focusing on a small, unclear spot. Paedyn couldn’t look at her. He couldn’t meet her eyes. Paedyn refused to see her fear.

      A hand entered his eyesight. Out of reflex, he glanced up and saw Lilianya’s face. Her eyes were hard. Determined. She didn’t look horrified. He paused, staring at her hand, but she didn’t falter. After a moment, he reached and grabbed her hand.

      Lilianya leaned backward, leveraging all of her weight to help Paedyn up from the bed. He staggered a step before planting his butt on the sheets.

      “Are you all right?” she asked.

      Paedyn shrugged.

      “I’m here for you,” Lilianya said. “I want you to know that. Whatever is going on with you… I’m here for you.”

      Paedyn clenched his eyes shut, trying to stop the tears from falling. He couldn’t show weakness. The last time, when he was a child, he’d been ridiculed for years for showing weakness—for showing tears. A lump stuck in his throat as he shook his emotions off. He would be strong, like always.

      A fake smile came across his lips. “Looks like I finally found a way to get you to spend more time with me.”
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      Lilianya stepped onto the training field. She hid behind the others, at the back of the crowd, and watched as the men and women practiced magic. It was open season. Anyone who showed any promise or any desire to learn magic was invited to the training.

      She didn’t have any talent. Lilianya just got by. She’d been with the resistance for years, trying to prove herself, but something had upstaged her every step of the way. In Ceydar, she’d found people interested in the resistance and pointed them in the right direction. She’d brought countless people over to the resistance, including Paedyn and Devarius, which would help turn the tide of the struggle against the empire. But they overshadowed her. She’d discovered the drakes and wyvern scales on Adeth Peak Isle to help aid them in their struggle, but when she returned, Devarius had returned with the dragon stone. What were mere wyvern scales when compared to the power of the dragon stone?

      All she wanted to do was prove herself. She wanted to be worthy of the resistance. Her mother and father had fought for the resistance. They fought against the tyranny of the empire, and they had died for their cause. She was a little girl at the time. And everything she’d tried to do to help them had failed. She always got in the way. Whatever she did wasn’t good enough. Lilianya wanted to make them proud. She wanted to do as much as they had. Her head dipped at their memory. She would never live up to them.

      “All of you are here today because you want to learn magic. You want to help fight against the empire. You want to make a difference.” Zaviana walked back and forth in a straight line as she assessed everyone.

      It was quite the turnout. Over a hundred people made up the crowd. Zaviana met each of their eyes.

      “Not all of you will make it. Not all of you will have what it takes. We will train just as hard as the warriors. Our training will be more mental than physical, but we will have physical exercises as well. We need to be in shape. If someone needs us on the battlefield, we’ll need to be able to get over to them without being winded.”

      Zaviana stopped right in front of Lilianya and grinned. “We’re going to study each element and practice with them. We have lots of wyvern scales. I’ll provide one of each color to you.”

      “What colors are there?” a young girl asked.

      Lilianya glanced at the girl. She remembered her. Her name was Faelyn. She’d helped save the resistance from being discovered by the empire with Kaia. Faelyn had a golden dragon named Sparkles.

      “Gold for lightning. Blue for ice. Green for poison. Red for fire. Purple for wind. Silver for metal.”

      “Metal?” Lilianya asked. “How does that work?”

      “We’re still unsure how to use all the elements properly. We’re still learning, as will you. The ones we understand the best are lightning, ice, fire, and wind. We’re still trying to understand poison and metal.”

      “That’s all the colors?” the girl, Faelyn, asked.

      “All that we’ve found.”

      Lilianya stroked the black wyvern scale in her pocket. She’d only found a few of them in the cave, and she’d kept one with her. None of them knew what element black was. They’d never even seen a black wyvern. Or at least, not more than a glance.

      One day, while watching all the wyverns fly in the sky, Lilianya swore she saw a black wyvern. But it disappeared as soon as she saw it. A mirage? She no longer knew.

      In a cavern full of wyvern scales, with hundreds of each color, there’d only been a few black scales. She had kept one of each color. Lilianya didn’t know what to make of it.

      Still, it resonated with Lilianya. She wanted to know more. Lilianya almost considered taking the scale out, but she restrained herself. No one knew she had it. And it was hers. She didn’t want anyone to take it away. If it truly was unique, they would want to study it. Especially Zaviana. She was the one with all the power. The power of the dragon stone itself was inside of her. Besides, Zaviana might already have the four other black scales. Lilianya didn’t know what they’d done with all the scales, but clearly they hadn’t mentioned the few black scales Lilianya had found to anyone else.

      Jealousy crept through Lilianya. She pushed it aside. Lilianya could not afford jealousy. She needed to earn the trust of Zaviana. More than anything, she wanted to learn the secret of magic. She wanted to become useful to the resistance.

      Zaviana tucked her hands behind her back. “I don’t expect all of you to last the month. What we’re going to be doing will be exhausting. A crash course in magic. None of us are masters. While I may know more about wielding magic than anyone else on this island, I still am no expert. Magic is new to this world. We’re going to be learning together.

      “However, we cannot afford the time to learn it properly—if there is a proper way to learn magic. Training is going to be intense. You will cry. You will be so exhausted you won’t be able to make it to your bed at night. But for those of you who overcome, you will be an asset to the resistance.”

      Lilianya beamed at that. An asset. All she ever wanted was to matter. To make a difference.

      Now she could.

      “For those of you who fail, perhaps after this long war is over, you can try again. If we survive. If we win.” Zaviana paused, looking over the recruits. “If I’m still alive at the end, I would love to open an academy.”

      “When do we start?” Faelyn asked.

      “Magic meditation is tomorrow. For now, we begin physical training. We need to be in shape if we’re to help the resistance. Is everyone ready?”

      “Ready for what?” Lilianya whispered.

      Zaviana didn’t respond. She turned around and began jogging. No one else moved. Zaviana turned around and motioned for them to follow her.

      Physical training. Lilianya groaned.

      How could Lilianya get so unlucky? She wasn’t exactly out of shape, but she also didn’t exactly exercise. She wasn’t wearing the clothes for it either.

      Grunts and moans escaped the rest of the crowd as they trudged after Zaviana. Lilianya was the last to move. A part of her hoped Zaviana was joking. If they were to use magic, why should they need to complete a marathon? It wasn’t like they would be on the front lines. Magic was a long-range attack method, was it not?

      Yet, she couldn’t be left behind. She would not let another obstacle stop her from accomplishing her desires. No matter what it took.

      Over half an hour of jogging was only the start of it. Zaviana had them do everything from aerobics to strength building. By the time they were done, dusk had fallen. Exhaustion didn’t begin to describe how Lilianya felt. She was sore in places she hadn’t known’ existed.

      “Well done, everyone,” Zaviana said. “Remember that strength training will become routine for us. Magic is about more than mental strength. Physical strength is going to play a factor as well.”

      “How”—Lilianya took a deep breath—“routine?”

      Zaviana smiled, her perfectly white teeth sparkling in the moonlight to complement her dark complexion. “Twice a week. Do not fret, though. Tomorrow, there will be a break from physical training. Tomorrow, we will explore meditation. Get a good night’s sleep and be ready for the morning.”

      “Sleep,” Lilianya muttered. “Not going to be a problem.”

      Lilianya turned away from everyone, only one thing on her mind. She wondered how fast her head could hit the pillow. Lilianya realized she had her work cut out for her.

      Walking alone in the dark was peaceful for her. Lilianya was used to always being alone. The night air chilled her to her bones. It was still winter, but not for long. Spring was right around the corner, and Lilianya couldn’t wait for the warmer weather.

      She opened the door to her small room. The island was too small for everyone to have their own cottage. They had built large buildings with multiple rooms, so at least everyone could have a bit of privacy.

      Or so she thought.

      When she opened her door, someone was sitting at her wooden table. Her mouth dropped open as her eyes focused on him.

      “Paedyn?”

      “I know… you missed me.”

      “You’re out of the infirmary already?”

      “Kaia had a minor flight accident, and they needed the room. I was happy to let her have it. I felt I needed to stretch my legs and try to get back to being a civilized person once again.”

      “You… civilized?” Lilianya laughed.

      “I am the most civilized Paedyn I know.” He winked.

      “That still doesn’t answer why you’re here. You have your own cabin, don’t you?”

      A few members of the resistance had their own cabins. The heroes of the resistance. Devarius. Paedyn. Zaviana. Not Lilianya.

      She had one temporarily while the cottage apartment was being constructed. But it was short-lived, as were all of her achievements. She clenched her teeth.

      “Someone reassigned it while I was out. Apparently, a little girl and her dragon, Sparkles, claimed it after some heroic adventure that I missed out on. She moved in there with her family.”

      “Oh.” Lilianya shook herself from her thoughts.

      “They offered to leave, but how could I do that to that family? They need it more than I do.”

      “Where are you planning on staying?”

      “Here with you, of course.”

      “Excuse me?” Lilianya asked.

      “Well, I’m still recovering. Don’t you think someone should watch me to make sure I’m safe? I can’t think of anyone better than you.”

      “Why me?”

      “You’re the one who spent the entire time with me in the infirmary while I was healing.”

      “I told you… I wasn’t there the entire time.”

      “You did tell me.” Paedyn’s half grin caused butterflies in her stomach. “But you lied.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Paedyn tilted his head to the side. “I may have asked around about you. Rumor has it you haven’t left my side. I figured I could put your mind at ease and just stay here for you to monitor me.”

      Lilianya rolled her eyes. “If you think that you’re going to get in my—”

      “Couch?” Paedyn beamed. “I’m sure it’s more comfortable than it looks.”

      “I—all right. But don’t try anything funny.”

      “Funny? Wait—since when is that a rule? All I do is funny.”

      “Ha ha. Real funny.”

      “See. I rest my case.” Paedyn rubbed his hands together and plopped on the couch.

      Lilianya rolled her eyes. “How are you feeling today, anyway?”

      “Still a little freaked about what I did to the infirmary room. They barely got it cleaned up in time for Kaia before I left.”

      “You know, I started magic school today with Zaviana. Perhaps you could join me in the morning. Learn how to use your new powers.”

      Paedyn considered it for a moment, rubbing his chin before shaking his head. “No. I’d rather not. Not yet. Besides, I can’t do all magic. Fire and ice.” Paedyn chuckled. “Opposites. Heh. Well, they say opposites attract. I guess that’s why you’re so attracted to me.”

      Lilianya sat across from him. A playful smile without showing teeth graced her lips as she looked down her nose at him. “Oh, is that a fact?”

      “Most certainly.”

      “In your dreams.”

      “Every night.” Paedyn leaned back on the couch. His smile vanished as he laced his hands behind his head and looked at her. A look that went deep into her soul. He looked into her eyes and nowhere else.

      “Well, I’m exhausted. I think I’m going to lie down.” Lilianya prepared to stand, a shiver running down her spine.

      “Wait.” Paedyn’s eyes remained locked on hers. “You haven’t told me about your day yet.”

      “My day?”

      “It was your first day at magic training, was it not?”

      “It was.”

      “I want to hear all about it.” He moved his hands to his knees and leaned forward.

      “Truly?” she asked.

      “Truly.”
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      Lilianya sat at her desk, six wyvern scales lying in front of her. Blue, gold, silver, purple, red, and blue. Each a unique element. Learning magic was still new for everyone. However, Zaviana and Naveen had the most experience with it, and they’d learned a few things.

      This was meditation class. Clear the mind of all thoughts to focus on each element. According to Zaviana, you had to use a different emotion and a different thought to wield the different scales.

      “Touch the red scale,” Zaviana said.

      Lilianya gently lifted the red wyvern scale into her palm, squeezing gently.

      “Now close your eyes and focus on your anger. Think of a time when you were the maddest. Use that anger to fuel you. But contain it. We don’t want this entire room to catch fire. Focus on it. Let it consume you on the inside. Imagine that anger leaving you and becoming fire in your hand.”

      Anger wasn’t a hard emotion for Lilianya. Abandoned. Neglected. How infuriated Paedyn made her. She funneled all of it into her consciousness. In her mind, she focused. She saw herself standing in a field of blackness. Nothing around her. A gentle breeze swept against her cheek. Quiet. Alone.
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