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      “Call the council and Valentine,” Sid told the eagle perched on his bedroom windowsill. He needed all of his available resources at the moment. He tried to ignore the knot in his stomach.

      His son was gone.

      Chasing after an unknown enemy.

      One that could kill him.

      The eagle bowed and flew away. Aspen paced in front of him. “Why would he do this?” Their bedroom, which was one of Sid’s favorite rooms in the house, felt small and claustrophobic. The heat was on because the temps had dropped below freezing again overnight, and it made the room stuffy. He wanted to fly out into the morning like the eagle.

      Sid gave Aspen a tight grin. “Because he’s like you.”

      And Liam had been. From the moment he could walk, he was fearless and adventurous. But Sid never thought that would someday put his life in serious danger. Well, he’d known it would, but not to this extent. He figured Liam would get stuck in an avalanche or wreck his car. Not go chasing after a murderous queen.

      Aspen glowered. “Don’t you dare blame this on me.”

      Sid sighed and reached for her hand. He didn’t want to blame her. “I’m not. I’m just stating a fact. He has no fear bone. Neither do you.”

      “I do now,” she shrieked and jerked her hand out of his. “He could die out there.”

      Sid grabbed for her again, refusing to let go. It was rare to see Aspen frazzled or upset. “Yes, he could. But he could also survive, so let’s not write him off yet. Why don’t you take a shower while I make breakfast? We need to eat so we can think properly.” He’d learned that in the last war. Food and sleep were essential to strategizing.

      She gave a stiff nod and escaped into the bathroom. Sid would never tell Aspen this, but if the queen was even half as evil as Jens said, Liam didn’t stand a chance. Though if he was with Felix, then he might survive.

      Why would Felix let him go?

      He wouldn’t. Which was Sid’s worry. If Liam was out there on his own, he could be in real danger.

      Sid dug out the eggs and bacon from the fridge, but before he could even so much as crack an egg, Pearl crushed him in a hug.

      “Liam is going to be okay.” Her voice was thick with emotion.

      He ignored her anxiety that poured into him. He had enough of his own to deal with.

      “You got here fast.”

      “I was actually on my way over to see if everything went okay with Felix. The eagle found me midflight. I didn’t expect Liam to hijack his trip.” She searched Sid’s face and extracted the egg carton from his hand. “Now, you let me take care of this.” She shooed him into the dining area. He wanted to make the eggs so he could distract himself, but Pearl was trying to be helpful, so he let her.

      Sid sat at the table and stared out the window. He was glad he’d had Aspen shower. She’d cry and get all of her anxieties out. Then, she’d come down.

      Jens walked into the room, and Pearl jerked her head around. “Who are you?”

      “He’s the dragon that came over from Europe and asked for help,” Sid said.

      “Thanks a lot. Now my nephew is in mortal danger.” She went back to attacking her eggs. Jens didn’t respond, just poured himself a cup of coffee and sat next to Sid.

      “What happened?”

      “Liam followed our assassin that was going to take out your queen.”

      Jens whistled. “That woman is right. He is in mortal danger.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. That’s my sister, Pearl.”

      Pearl slammed a plate down on the table. “And if anything happens to him, I’m holding you responsible.”

      Jens stood. “I understand. I will leave you two alone. If you need anything Obsidian, you know where to find me.” He turned and left the room.

      Pearl visibly relaxed after Jens left. Sid thought about scolding her concerning her behavior toward him but didn’t have the energy to do so. Breakfast was tense and quiet. Pearl tried to keep it light, but after her third story about the babies’ antics, she stopped talking as well.

      The side door banged open, and Valentine and Hazel rushed in. “What can we do?” Val asked.

      Sid shook his head. “I don’t know yet. The council will be here soon. Help yourself to some breakfast.”
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      Sid welcomed the council to his home, and Aspen stood at his side, studying the small band of dragons as he talked. After he finished his story, no one said anything for a good minute. Sid was disappointed that nobody had any ideas, and he could feel the collective dread in the group.

      The early morning air was cool, but not cold. Liam would be freezing because it was much colder where he was headed. Sid swallowed the lump in his throat. He couldn’t think about where Liam was right now.

      Finally, Pearl spoke up. Why don’t we send a small group of warriors to collect him?

      That’s a great idea, Kairi responded.

      “Yes, that is a good idea.” He looked up at his sister. She always was wise and made good decisions. It’s why he chose her as the council member who oversaw the babies. “We’ll send only the best. And I will go with them.”

      “Sid, no,” Aspen said. She crossed her arms and let out a breath.

      “Why not? This is my son. I’m going on the rescue mission to save him.”

      Aspen’s right. You shouldn’t go. Pearl stood tall, her silver scales reflecting in the sun.

      That was a bunch of bull. He had every right to go rescue Liam, and they couldn’t tell him no. He was just as good as his warriors, he hadn’t let himself go soft.

      “Why the hell not?” Sid clenched his fists. They would not convince him to stay behind.

      “Because you’re the king, and we need you alive,” Skye said. “If this queen is truly evil, she could capture you and use you as leverage to enslave not just Europe but America as well. You can’t go.”

      But he knew Liam like no one else did. He would find him and save him. He could not risk someone else going after him. They didn’t love him like Sid did. They wouldn’t risk everything for him.

      Pearl nodded. And then, so did Xanthous, Kairi, and Nedra. His eyes met Aspen’s.

      “They’re right,” she said.

      His jaw clenched. They couldn’t tell him no. He would put himself on the front lines to protect his son. What was the point of being king if you couldn’t even save your own family?

      He would not be left behind.
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      Felix shoved Liam into the shadows, and he stumbled back. “You hide in the trees, and I’m going to fight.”

      Cold bit at Liam’s face, but he barely felt it. A fight was coming, and he was not about to be left out. Baden perched on his shoulder, claws digging into Liam’s skin.

      Liam stepped forward, his feet sinking to his knees in the snow. “No way. I’m fighting with you.” He fought loads of times and was ready for some real-world action. He knew Felix could handle this on his own, but he could at least do something.

      Felix grabbed Liam by his jacket and pulled him close. “Our purpose here is to find the queen. We’ve been spotted by other dragons, and we don’t know their purpose. If I am captured, then you will need to carry on by foot. With any luck, they don’t know about you, and this can be used to our advantage.” He shoved a sword into Liam’s gloved hand. “If I die, kill her. Under no circumstances will you come to my aid. The mission comes first.”

      Liam didn’t like it, but he understood. Information was gold in these situations, and the fighting would have to wait. If the queen thought only one dragon was coming after her, she’d be caught off guard by two.

      He glanced at his hand and saw that he held the dragon slayer. Felix had never let him wield that weapon before. Liam attached it to his belt and retreated into the trees while Felix turned into a dragon.

      Liam wanted nothing more than to turn into a dragon himself, but he would not let Felix down. Felix could handle this. He’d told Liam stories of times when he’d faced up to twenty enemy dragons on his own. Felix was the best at what he did. Once he defeated these dragons, maybe he’d trust Liam to help with the queen. But he’d only do that if Liam listened to him now. The first rule in war was to listen to your general. So he followed the directions even though his instincts were screaming at him to fight.

      He spotted the wave of emerald green dragons up above. He’d never seen dragons that color. Sure, they had the green babies, but they were tiny and darker in color. He thought back to his history lessons, but he couldn’t recall learning about the green dragons. He was never a great student unless the lesson involved swords or battles.

      The approaching dragons were bigger than the royal dragons, but not like the arctic dragons—which his mom had said were as big as houses.

      The dragons rose high above the trees and out of Liam’s sight. The area reminded him of the mountains in Yellowstone. All snow and tall pines. He tugged his coat tighter and pulled his hat farther down over his ears. This was colder than most winters on the ground at home, and he wouldn’t last long as a human out here. He stepped out into the clearing, just a few inches, but he couldn’t see anything.

      Baden, can you go watch?

      Yes, Your Highness.

      Stay below the canopy. Don’t let them see you. If Baden was spotted, Liam risked Felix’s task. Silence and invisibility were key.

      Yes, of course.

      Baden flew into the trees, turning green and brown. His camouflage was handy like that. When Liam was a kid, Baden would sneak into the kitchen for him and get snacks in the middle of the night. As he got older, Baden was instrumental in helping him sneak out of the house. He’d also been a great partner as Liam started training to be an assassin.

      Liam followed the sounds of slashing and the occasional flashes of fire. The snow was hard to navigate, but most of it was packed down. Snowshoes would be handy right about now.

      Some of the fire was green, but he saw his fair share of gold as well. Felix was holding his own as Liam knew he would. This would be a fight they’d be talking about for a long time, and Liam wished he could see it and learn from it. He’d never fought more than one dragon at a time.

      The trees above him suddenly rained pine needles, and Liam crouched down as a green tail swished above him. He retreated farther into the trees, but the fight rose high in the sky again, and Liam still had no idea what was going on.

      Baden, talk to me. What do you see?

      The green dragons are fierce. It’s four against one. Felix is doing good though.

      Liam’s stomach soured. Four against one. Sure, Felix could handle it, but Liam wanted to be a part of this. He could do this. He could make sure that Felix won.

      I’m coming up there. He projected his thoughts to both Felix and Baden.

      NO. DON’T YOU DARE, Felix roared in his head.

      Liam clenched and unclenched his fists. This was so frustrating. He didn’t want to just be a tag along. Well, he’d deal. When this was over, they would have a fire, eat some fish, and Felix could relive the whole fight.

      Maybe then Liam will have felt like he was there. He wondered what scars Felix would have. Felix had scars from all of his fights, and he always said the scars told the story of his life.

      Out of nowhere, Baden rushed at him, pushing him farther into the trees. Claws dug into Liam’s chest, and tree branches scratched his cheek. He fell, hitting the snow-packed earth. Wet cold seeped into his neck as branches above them snapped and fell. Pine needles and snow showered down.

      A loud thump hit the ground where he’d been standing, and Liam scrambled up. A great gold headless body lay in front of them. It took Liam a second to register the scene.

      No.

      This couldn’t be happening.

      Liam rushed forward, ignoring all the blood, toward the scarred and lifeless body sprawled out in the snow,

      Felix was the best-trained tracker and assassin his father had. He’d fought in countless battles. He’d hunted down evil and vile dragons. He’d known how to handle it all.

      But not this.

      Felix was dead.
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