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      Isa woke to blinding sunlight. She flung her arm over her face. Then, she remembered last night and sat up in a hurry, sending a mewling Apple flying. Grace was tying the curtains back and dutifully ignoring Missy, who wound her way around Grace’s legs.

      Isa jumped out of bed. “Stop. You don’t need to do any of that. I’ll get Marissa to make up the room.”

      Grace didn’t listen. She went over to Isa’s bed and started stripping the bed covers. She glanced up at Isa, and while she didn’t smile, her face wasn’t completely distraught. “I realized last night that this is exactly what I need. I can’t stay in bed forever. I felt better this morning than I have the last three days. There is still a knot in my chest, but it’s manageable. Please, let me work.”

      Isa sighed a breath of relief. There would likely be more nights where she would hold a sobbing Grace, and maybe even a few daylight hours, but she had Grace back, and that was all that mattered.

      Apple jumped down and sniffed at Missy. Missy stilled and watched Apple with suspicion. Then she flicked her tail, and Apple pounced on it. Missy swatted at Apple playfully, and the kitten attacked Missy’s paw. Looked like they would get along just fine.

      Isa sank onto her couch. A roaring fire blazed in the fireplace. Grace was better at this than Marissa.

      “I’ve missed you so much. I’m sorry I accused you of taking Liam’s side.”

      Grace fluffed the pillows and didn’t look at her. “Are you still not talking to him?”

      Isa chewed on her lip, the anger still sitting heavy on her chest. “I don’t know that I’ll ever talk to him again. He’s a guardian now, right?”

      Grace nodded.

      “I told him that he could be my personal guard.”

      “That’s good.”

      “I lied. I’m not letting him anywhere near me.”

      “Why on earth would you lie about that?”

      “Because Pierre was right. He should be a guardian. But I still don’t want him close to me.”

      Grace gave her a look that said she thought Isa was nuts, a look Grace gave her quite often, actually. Missy jumped onto Isa’s lap, and Isa stroked her ears. Apple couldn’t make the jump, so she clawed her way up the couch and curled up on top of Missy.

      Isa watched Grace as she expertly made the bed. Isa had tried once to make her bed, and it ended up a lumpy mess. She didn’t know how she would survive if she ever had to live on her own. She supposed that was possible someday, but she doubted it. She’d be more likely to die than manage to live as a pauper.

      Grace settled onto the chair across from her and leaned forward. “Isa, I’m going to say something, and I hope you know that it comes from the deepest part of my heart. You are being a fool.”

      Isa opened her mouth to argue, but Grace forged on. “Yes, Liam was sent here to kill you. Yes, he lied about it. But then you two fell in love. Everything changed. Stop judging him for his past mistakes. Take it from someone who lost the love of her life. You would be crushed if something happened to him, and then you would regret every moment you didn’t spend with him. Love him and let him love you. There are so few moments of true happiness and joy that we get in this life. Take it and run with it.”

      Isa stared at Grace’s pleading eyes. She wanted to listen to her and do those things, but the anger still overrode every emotion she had where Liam was concerned.

      She needed to change the subject.

      “I need some advice,” Isa said.

      Grace threw up her hands. “Finally. I thought you’d never come to your senses. You should march down to his room and climb into bed with him.”

      Isa chuckled, but she couldn’t ignore the slight thrill that went up her spine at the thought. Maybe she would come to forgive him after all.

      “No. Not about that. I’m still mad at him, and in spite of your beautiful words, that’s not changing right now.”

      Grace flopped backward. “Fine. What do you need help with?”

      “I think I’ve discovered the wizard in the castle.”

      Grace sat up, her face pale. “Dragon’s teeth! You have? How?”

      “By going through family histories and searching who has wizards in their past.”

      “And who is it?” Grace swallowed audibly.

      “That’s the thing. I don’t think it’s possible for him to be a wizard.”

      Relief passed over Grace’s face. “Him. Who is it?”

      “Pierre.”

      Grace gripped her hair, wild panic in her eyes. “I have to go.”

      She jumped up and raced from the room, letting the door bang shut behind her.

      Okay, that was slightly overdramatic. Isa wasn’t even sure if Pierre could be a wizard since he was a dragon. But Grace looked scared.

      Missy nudged her hand. “Sorry,” Isa muttered. She’d stopped petting her.

      None of this made sense—between the possibility of Pierre being a wizard, Liam’s betrayal, and Grace’s reaction to everything.

      Even to Jude’s death.

      It all felt connected, but she was definitely missing pieces.

      “What do you think, Missy? Should I go talk to Pierre or try to find Grace?”

      Missy just blinked at her. “Grace it is then.”

      She glanced down at her nightgown. Grace had run off before she’d gotten Isa dressed.

      “I guess it’s a simple dress for me again today. Too bad you don’t know how to braid hair.”

      Missy blinked at her again. She really, really wished that fox would talk to her.
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      Jens had a lot on his mind.

      Last night while he was sleeping, a memory slammed into him. This was quite often how information worked within the rebels. They were given tasks, but then memories were removed until it was time for them to be revealed so if they were caught, then the information would be safe from interrogation techniques.

      Now he realized that his original mission was a massive failure. He wasn’t supposed to be babysitting children. He was supposed to be working with Obsidian and helping the rebels to overthrow the queen. But he’d lost his temper when he found out about the babies, and it clouded his judgment, leading him to take the wrong path.

      Obsidian would attack the queen, but he had no inside information. He’d be walking into an ambush. The queen had so many protections in place on the island that she’d know they were coming long before they arrived. No, Obsidian needed help, and Jens was the only one who could give it to him. The memories now revealed to him included the weak points in the queen’s defense.

      “You seem nervous.”

      Jens jumped and held his hand to his chest. “Abella, I didn’t hear you come near.”

      She chuckled. “What’s the matter?”

      He studied her, wondering if he could confess his worries to her. “I’m afraid Obsidian will fail. Then, what will we do?” He didn’t want to tell her that he was the failure.

      “We can’t think that way. Obsidian is a grieving father. Don’t underestimate the power of a wrathful parent.”

      “Wrath is one thing. But you know how she is. Even with a massive army, they won’t get close unless they know where the less-guarded parts of the island are.”

      “And you know?” She sounded skeptical.

      “Yes. I do. I was given quite a bit of confidential information when I was sent here. The problem is I didn’t know that I had the information until last night.”

      Abella’s eyes grew wide, but she knew exactly what he meant.

      Jens continued. “My purpose was to guide Obsidian in to defeat her. I know the parts of the island to approach from, the weakness in the castle, and how to best defeat her guardians.”

      “You fool.” Her voice rose three notches. “Why did you even embark upon the babies? You could’ve easily rescued them afterward.”

      Jens gripped his hair. He couldn’t help his feelings, and he hadn’t thought through the idea to get the babies. Now he understood Broheim’s instructions. Jens was supposed to have stayed by Obsidian’s side and allowed the others to rescue the children. He wasn’t supposed to be part of the mission. But he’d gotten carried away.

      “I know. I know. I don’t know how to make this right though.”

      “Neither do I, but with information like that, you have to get it to Obsidian. We should tell the others.”

      “Why? So they can call me a fool as well?” This was a disaster. Jens needed to be with Obsidian, and now that would never happen.

      She chuckled. “No. Because four minds are better than one. We’ll figure out a way to get Obsidian the information, and you might still come out of this a hero instead of the fool.”

      She was right. It was just the four of them now as Lotte was out retracing their steps to the cave to see if Obsidian had any men on their trail.

      Now, he just hoped Pietro’s temper didn’t get the best of him when he found out what Jens did. He should have sent Pietro instead of Lotte. Because if Pietro lost it, then Jens was a dead man.
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      A knock sounded on Sid’s office door.

      “Come in,” he called.

      Val entered with his son, Ember. Sid hadn’t seen Ember in a while except briefly in passing when their families got together. Ember was thirteen and reminded Sid more of Rowan than Val. He wore glasses and always had a phone in his hand, playing video games.

      “I hope you don’t mind that I brought Ember. I thought this would be a good training opportunity.”

      “Yeah, and it’s not a problem. Someday, this might be valuable information.” Sid hoped not though, because if Ember found this valuable in the future, then that would mean there was another war.

      Ember grunted and sat down on the couch. He immediately dug into his bag and pulled out his phone. He turned it on, and his finger moved rapidly. Val glowered at him but didn’t say anything. Sid wondered why he didn’t just let Ember be.

      “Thanks. I told him he could skip school today to learn from us. I should’ve made him leave the phone at home.”

      Sid chuckled. “There will be plenty of boring bits for him today, I’m sure.”

      “Are we waiting for anyone else?”

      “Skye will be in and out. She’s not good at war strategy, so for now, we’re just waiting for Baden. He’s the one with the inside information. He’s been sleeping a lot though. I had Aspen go get him up.”

      There was an awkward silence, which was strange because usually, things were easy between him and Val. Sid supposed it was because of Liam. He also wondered if maybe it was because, truthfully, Val and Skye couldn’t really do much during this war. They lost their dragon forms to an evil dragon during the last dragon wars. Sid supposed they’d do just about anything to get them back.

      The door banged open, and Baden staggered in. “Coffee,” he slurred.

      Sid shoved his half-finished cup toward Baden, and he slurped it up, spilling it everywhere. It splashed onto Ember’s jeans, and he jerked, wiping at the brown liquid.

      “Ugh,” he groaned. “You never did this kind of stuff to Liam, I bet.”

      Baden glowered at Ember but didn’t respond.

      Sid’s heart clenched, but he swallowed the feeling away. He had to focus on revenge.

      “Mom can wash your jeans,” Val said. “It’s not a big deal.”

      “Well, Mom can’t win my game now, can she? I have to start all over again.” He waved the phone in the air and then made an exaggerated show of starting over.

      Val gave Sid a tight smile. “Sorry,” he said. “Ember, why don’t you come over here?”

      Ember acted like he hadn’t heard his father at all.

      “I understand,” Sid said. Thirteen was a difficult age for Liam. He’d been ornery and surly too. Though, he was never into video games. Sid would give anything to have his ornery and surly child back.

      “Baden, tell Val what you know about the castle. We’ll be attacking soon, and we need a plan.”

      Baden left the coffee cup behind and jumped onto the desk. “The queen doesn’t have that many people. Just the twelve guardians and a few servants. There’s a wizard, but she’s harmless. Beyond that, Isa’s in a castle on an island. Should be easy.”

      Sid glanced over at Ember. The kid had his head turned like he was listening.

      “Yes, but we need to know the best places to enter the island, how to get to the castle, and how to get inside.”

      “You need a map,” Ember muttered, his eyes on his game.

      Sid’s lips twitched. So he really was listening.

      “He’s right. We need a map.”

      “Well, I don’t have any hands,” Baden grumbled, “so you’re going to have to draw it.”

      The ever-present knot in Sid’s chest began to loosen. Once he had a plan in place, he’d bring it to his generals, who were training in the park. After that, he’d bring Kairi into the loop. She’d be angry she was left out of this part, but Sid couldn’t lose time, arguing with anyone.

      He wanted this war won quickly and the queen eliminated.
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