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      Isa stared at Liam, whose blood now stained her floor. Bile coated her throat, but she didn’t allow herself to throw up. She clutched at her stomach.

      She didn’t know what to do with him. She had about twenty-four hours to make her decision, and a part of her wanted to leave him dead.

      Another part of her didn’t.

      Love and hate warred within her. Liam was a trained assassin.

      She couldn’t believe he had betrayed her this way. She trusted him, and he admitted he’d been sent here to kill her. Never mind that her life really was in danger right now, and with Liam dead, she had to have someone else watch over her.

      Pierre and the others had tried to warn her about him, but she hadn’t listened because she wanted to trust him. She liked him. No, she loved him. She wanted him to show her the world.

      Dragon’s teeth, she’d been so utterly foolish.

      Liam’s face looked peaceful like he was just asleep. If it wasn’t for the blood, no one would know. But there was blood, and if she left him dead, he would be the first person she killed for good.

      She didn’t like that feeling.

      Missy leapt off the bed and sniffed at Liam. Then, she glared at Isa. Was Missy on Liam’s side? She never spoke to Isa, and she’d always loved Liam. Isa shuddered at the thought that she might have to get rid of her beloved fox.

      Missy curled up next to Liam but kept her eyes on Isa.

      She wasn’t sure why Liam had come. Perhaps he was working with the rebels and maybe even the wizard who was trying to kill her. She had no idea where his loyalties lay.

      Isa paced in front of the fireplace. She couldn’t look at Liam anymore. She tugged at her collar. It was too hot in here. Maybe she should head up to her tower where she could fling open the window. No, she had to stay here and think about the consequences of her actions.

      The biggest one being whether she would regret this later.

      Her mind raced through the things Liam had told her. He’d been sent to kill her, but instead, he fell in love.

      She snorted.

      Yeah, right. She wondered if the sealing was even real, if he faked it somehow. That would take some wicked magic, but obviously, there was a wizard in the castle, so not impossible.

      Everything was starting to make sense. The assassination attempts didn’t start until he arrived. He was sent here to kill her, and now she knew the Americans wanted her dead too, just like the rebels.

      She chewed on her bottom lip and stared at his face.

      Maybe he was the wizard like Pierre claimed.

      All the more reason to leave him dead.

      But he’d admitted the truth, and he could’ve kept that secret. There must be a reason why he told her everything.

      Maybe it was all part of his plan, and he thought by telling her, she’d trust him even more. He had to have been shocked when she killed him.

      Oh, she should’ve listened to Pierre when he wanted to kill Liam himself. Then, she wouldn’t be in this mess, and his death wouldn’t be her fault. She closed her eyes. She loved this man, and if she left him dead, he’d never touch her face and stare deep into her eyes. He’d never make her laugh or throw snowballs for Missy.

      Their relationship was all a sham.

      But still. If she didn’t revive him, she would have to live with those memories haunting her for the rest of her life. She would come of age in less than a month, and she wasn’t ready for this.

      She didn’t want any blood on her hands.

      She wasn’t a cold-blooded killer, and she’d acted out of anger, not self-defense.

      A knock sounded on the door, and Isa froze. It was early morning. She figured it was Grace, but Grace never knocked.

      “Yes,” Isa finally called out.

      “Are you decent?” Grace asked.

      Isa snorted. Of course, she wasn’t decent at this moment.

      But for reasons very different than Grace probably imagined.
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      Ruby brushed her hair out as she stared in the mirror. She absolutely did not want to go to school today after what happened yesterday. Dodging insults and being ostracized. It was Oregon all over again. Though this time, it was that prick Zack’s fault.

      If she was talking to Damon, that would make her life easier. But she was afraid if she did, she’d fall even harder, and she couldn’t do that. She had to hang onto the prospect of a life with no dragon influence. One where she didn’t have a mark that reminded her dragons loved differently than humans. She didn’t want to be different. She wanted to be wholly human.

      It wouldn’t be fair to Damon if she allowed their relationship to progress. She was close to getting rid of that mark, and as long as they stayed away from each other, it wouldn’t hurt as bad.

      She’d have to just be alone at school.

      A soft knock came on the bathroom door. That was weird. At home, she was used to it, but here, she had her own bathroom off her bedroom.

      She opened the door. Aspen stood there. A few lines had appeared on her face that Ruby was certain weren’t there before Liam disappeared.

      “Sid wants to see you before school.” Her voice was dull and flat, and Ruby wondered, when this was all over, if any of them would be the same.

      “Okay. Give me a minute to brush my teeth, and I’ll be down.”

      The last time Sid called a meeting, he told them to butt out of the baby search, and she hadn’t listened. After that, he’d made it very clear she was not welcome to help.

      She trudged down the hall, cracked open the door to the empty office, and sank into a chair across from Sid’s desk. Most offices were cold and uncomfortable, but Sid somehow managed to make this a warm and inviting place where people could hang out.

      A knot formed in her stomach. He would probably reiterate that she wasn’t allowed to follow him anymore, but in her experience, things rarely went the way she hoped.

      If she was here, Damon would be too. She wished he’d go home. She had no idea why he was even sleeping here. Well, she did. He told Sid it was because he wanted to feel close to Liam, but she knew the truth. Sid probably did at this point, too.

      The door opened again. Speak of the devil. Panic rose in her chest as she was very aware they were alone. She desired to go to him and flee from him at the same time. She hated the emotions roaring within her.

      “Still not talking to me?” Damon asked, collapsing onto the chair next to her. He stared at her with those eyes that she always got lost in.

      She swallowed and dropped her gaze. “The mark was a mistake. I’m sorry.”

      Damon gave her a grin. “No, it wasn’t. You love me. I just have to be patient. I can do that.”

      Ruby let out a breath. If he was willing to be patient, that was the best thing she could ask for. He’d leave her alone, and she’d wait for the babies to come back, and then she’d no longer be a dragon.

      The mark would disappear.

      The door opened again, and Sid and Aspen trudged in. Ruby turned her attention to them.

      “We didn’t feel right making plans without you two, seeing as you were the ones who discovered what the babies could do.”

      An eagle pecked at the window, and Sid groaned. “Now what?”

      He opened the window, and the eagle entered. It stared at Sid for a while and then flew off. Sid’s face fell.

      “What is it?” Aspen asked.

      “Another attack by the green dragons. This time, they killed two more river dragons.”

      Ruby moved to stand. “We can go.”

      “No. I’ll deal with that in a few moments. Those reports come nearly every day now. I have dragons out looking for them, but they keep eluding capture. I need to talk to you two first about this.” Sid patted a book on his desk.

      Ruby creased her eyebrows. She was confused.

      Sid lifted the book. “I read this last night. It was most enlightening.” He paused for a moment. “Actually, this might explain why we can’t catch the green dragons who are attacking our people either.”

      Ruby tried to make sense of things. That book had been hidden deep inside another book. “Where did you get that?” she asked.

      Sid’s brows drew in. “Damon brought it to me. He said you found it.”

      Ruby glared at Damon. He was so dead.
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      Damon tried to act contrite over the book thing, but he wasn’t. He was glad he went and snooped in those books and found it. In fact, he was a little pissed that she hadn’t shared it with him. He’d thought that she hadn’t even read it. But the look on her face said it all. She knew about that book, and she had deliberately hidden it.

      Why?

      He straightened in his chair and decided that was a problem for a different day. He was still reeling from the possibility of becoming a dragon, and Sid had so easily agreed, too. He supposed he would probably have to tell his parents, but he didn’t think they would care. His dad would be ecstatic and would want to become one as well, but his mom would say no.

      “So, what are you going to do?” Ruby asked. Her voice was laced with concern. Damon didn’t understand why she was upset that Sid had the book.

      “I’ll be spending the next couple of days consulting with Skye, Pearl, and Sequoia. Based on the book, it sounds like the forest children will be able to change into whatever they want and could also change the mountain children as well. Did Damon tell you what he suggested?”

      Ruby shook her head, and Sid quickly went over the plan. “It’s not without risks, but it’s the most likely to succeed. Once we have a solid plan in place, we’ll consult with the eagles and then execute. I’m hoping to have all the babies home in two days.”

      Damon studied Ruby and her serious expression, but she had relaxed slightly. He wished he could be like those canyon dragons and read her mind. He desperately wanted to know what she was thinking.

      “That sounds excellent. What will you do with the babies after you’ve rescued them?”

      Sid rubbed his chin. “I’m not sure yet. Part of me wants to bring them here and not let them out of my sight, but that’s a lot of kids. We’ll discuss it and determine a secure location, and I’ll have several dragons guarding it.”

      Damon jerked his eyes away from Ruby. “But what about…you know…what we talked about?”

      Sid’s lips twitched. “Don’t worry. We’ll get that taken care of, but our first priority is the safety of the babies.”

      Ruby looked at him curiously, but Damon didn’t want to reveal what he was planning. He wanted to surprise her. She was angry with him, but those marks meant something real, and she’d get over it.

      “Thank you for involving us,” Ruby said.

      “Of course. I know your purpose was to find something that would help Liam. However, I’ve had word that Liam is fine for now. He’s not out of the water completely, but he’s not in any immediate danger. But the babies, they need your help.”

      “What do you mean Liam isn’t in any immediate danger?” Ruby asked. Damon had forgotten that Ruby wasn’t there when Sid told him.

      Aspen giggled, and Sid sighed. “Instead of killing the queen, he fell in love with her and she with him.”

      Damon was still trying to wrap his head around that bit of news. Forget Liam giving him crap about Ruby.

      Falling in love with the queen he was supposed to kill.

      Liam would never hear the end of this.
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