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      Isa trudged to her room and sank into her chair. She wanted to stay with Grace after they told her about Jude, but Grace had raced away and locked herself in her room. If the tables had been turned, Isa would want to be alone as well.

      A few tears leaked out of the corners of her eyes. She loved Jude too. Not in the way Grace did, but he was amongst the favorites of her guardians. And now he was dead. Killed by the rebels who would love to get their hands on her. Rebels with an inside man in the castle who would like to kill her.

      Isa stared at the books and scrolls that had been abandoned when Drew rushed in with the news. She picked up the tiny paper that held the name of a guardian descended from wizards of old.

      She was still shocked by the name.

      Pierre.

      He couldn’t be the wizard. He was always on the lookout for her. But what were the chances that two people in the castle could possibly have come from a line of wizards? It was not very likely.

      Though, maybe it was. Maybe their history went so far back that multiple people could be descended from wizards. And just because they had wizard ancestors didn’t mean they were wizards.

      Pierre couldn’t possibly be the one trying to kill her. But not just her. Jude too.

      No, it wasn’t him. Pierre was a good man.

      “What does this mean, Your Majesty?” Marissa motioned to the paper, and Isa jumped. She hadn’t seen Marissa waiting when she arrived back at her room. She didn’t have time to deal with Marissa. She had more pressing things to think about.

      Isa met Marissa’s eyes. If Grace was here, she would help Isa understand exactly what this meant. But she couldn’t talk about everything with Marissa.

      Isa crushed the paper with Pierre’s name. “Nothing. It means nothing. Please take the books and the scrolls to the library. Thank you for finding the name. Don’t tell anyone what you found, including Bartlby.”

      Marissa’s face fell, but Isa didn’t care. Marissa’s disappointment was the least of her worries. Isa had a requiem to prepare for and a guardian to investigate.

      Dragon’s teeth! Why did it have to be Pierre?

      Marissa gathered all of the scrolls and books and trudged out of the room. Isa stared at the door for a long time after that.

      She wouldn’t be able to trust Pierre. But should she be worried that he might kill her? Maybe.

      She’d lost all of her confidants. There was no one to talk to. She should’ve made up with Grace ages ago, but now Grace would think she was being nice because of Jude.

      Missy nudged Isa’s toe, and Isa glanced down. “Are we friends again?”

      Of course, Missy didn’t answer. She just jumped onto Isa’s lap and curled up. Isa absentmindedly stroked her fur. Missy rarely left Liam’s side since Isa had killed him. She really should make up with him.

      Isa’s heart twinged.

      Jude was dead. Tavish was dead.

      Life was too short to hold grudges and be angry. She loved Liam. But his betrayal still lay deep in her heart.

      As if she could hear Isa’s thoughts, Missy stood and jumped down. She went to the door and scratched at it.

      “I’m not going with you,” Isa said, standing.

      She opened the door. Drew stood on the other side of it and met her eyes. His were red and swollen. Missy slipped past him, and Isa closed the door between them without a word.

      How many more people would die before the rebels were defeated?
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      Liam really should go to bed. But something was bothering him, and he wasn’t sure what. An unease had settled in his stomach. He wondered if Isa was okay. That was his constant concern.

      Or maybe it was his conversation with Grace. She’d been incredibly worried about Jude. He didn’t blame her. He would be too if he were in her shoes.

      But still. It was late, and he was wandering the halls of the castle, Missy trotting along beside him.

      He passed the door to the baths, and his heart constricted. He and Isa should be together right now. She probably wasn’t down there, but if she was, he should go and insist that she listen to him.

      Then, she’d probably kill him again.

      He kicked at a loose stone, and small pebbles went flying. He hated not having a plan other than to sit and wait.

      He paused in front of the kitchens. He wasn’t sure if anyone was in there. It was late. But he wanted to talk to someone—anyone really.

      He turned around. The guardians often stayed up late. He could go and talk with them.

      He slid into the study. Bartlby sat by the fire, sipping a drink. Mateo and Giovanni were playing chess. These weren’t his favorite guardians, but they would do.

      He sat across from Bartlby, who nodded at him but didn’t say anything and just stared at the flames. Liam felt weird saying anything, so he kept his mouth shut.

      “Drink?” Bartlby asked, holding up his glass.

      “No, thanks.”

      “More for me then.” He downed the brown liquid and poured another one.

      The door burst open and banged against the wall. Pierre stumbled in, and Liam jumped out of his seat, his adrenaline surging.

      Pierre’s face was grim. Mateo and Giovanni raced for him while Bartlby stayed in his seat.

      Mateo held Pierre up.

      “What’s happened,” Giovanni asked.

      “Jude is dead,” Pierre said, collapsing into a chair.

      Liam wasn’t sure he heard correctly. “Dead?”

      Pierre gave a slow nod. “We have his stone. I left it with Grace.”

      Oh no. Poor Grace. She would be devastated. He had to go talk to her to see how she was doing, but something about this wasn’t adding up. Grace said Pierre had chased after Jude, and now Jude was dead?

      “Is Isa safe?” Liam asked. That was his first priority. He couldn’t let anything happen to her.

      “Yes. Jude was killed out on a mission. Drew is still with her.”

      “She needs to know,” Liam said. He thought through the ramifications. Grief hadn’t hit him yet. Jude was close to both Isa and Grace. Oh, Grace. She had to be heartbroken.

      “She already does. She helped me deliver the bad news.”

      Pierre would never let Isa be in Grace’s presence if he knew she was a wizard. Even to deliver news like this. Pierre knew Grace was a wizard, and now he was acting like he didn’t.

      Liam knelt in front of Pierre. “How did you find out?”

      “Tad and Ewan brought me his stone. They immediately left again to track down his killers.”

      Liam rocked back on his heels. Jude was one of his biggest allies, and now the man was dead. Plus, he wasn’t sure he bought Pierre’s story. Liam couldn’t make sense of it.

      Liam was nervous. It felt like something wasn’t quite right, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. The thing was his instincts were almost always correct.

      He just had to follow them to figure out what was wrong.
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      Jens clamped his hands over his ears. The wailing had continued all through the next couple of days, and Jens and his companions were all over it. Their only quiet had been when the children were sleeping. They couldn’t get the babies to do anything, and everyone was getting frustrated.

      Seamus made vague mutterings of killing them all, but Abella and Maya kept a close eye on them. Though, Jens wasn’t sure what good it would do them. If the kids starved to death, the end result would be the same.

      He was nervous about staying in this cave. They should be building up their strength and exercising their wings so they could fly back to Europe, where they could be in their rightful homes, with dragons who were their rightful parents.

      Later that night, Pepper came crawling over to them. Her dragon scales had gone a mottled green. She was not well. Neither were any of the others.

      We have decided to eat.

      Relief flooded Jens’s chest. “That makes me very happy. Is there anything, in particular, you would like?”

      She shook her head. You have provided more than enough, but we have conditions.

      Jens rolled his eyes. These kids were proving more conniving than anyone he’d ever dealt with before. Obviously, this was a result of the upbringing Obsidian and his minions gave them. They taught the children to be brats. Jens and his companions would change that. He guessed her demands would have to do with being let go, but that was out of the question.

      “And those are?”

      The dragon Seamus must leave. We will stay with the rest of you until rescue comes, but we won’t eat until he is gone.

      Jens ran a hand over his face. The request wasn’t all that unreasonable. Seamus might not see it that way, but Jens understood the appeal for the babies. Seamus was the only one who had killed any of them.

      “I will see what I can do.”

      Do it quickly as some of the younger kids are about to perish.

      He moved over to the other side of the cave and leaned casually on the wall. He didn’t want Seamus to suspect there was anything going on.

      He started with Abella. The babies said they will eat if Seamus leaves.

      She didn’t even flinch. I’ll kill him if you want me to.

      I’m afraid he would kill you first. Killing him is out of the question. We just need to present a united front. He could never kill Seamus, and it bothered him that Abella was willing to. Seamus was too important to the mission.

      Yes. I will inform Maya.

      He’d known Abella and Maya would be easy to convince, but Pietro and Lotte would be a little harder. Lotte especially. He practically worshipped the ground Seamus walked on. Jens would have to start with Pietro. He was guarding the cave entrance.

      Pietro, we have an issue. But please don’t let on that we are talking.

      I understand.

      The babies said they would eat if Seamus leaves. I think we need to convince him to go for just a few days.

      But he’s the only reason they haven’t escaped. If he hadn’t started killing all of them, they’d be gone by now. If he leaves, they will find a way to get away from us.

      Jens bristled. Although Pietro was basically saying Jens had no control over them, he might be right, but Jens still didn’t like to hear it.

      I understand that. I’m not saying we make him leave forever but just for a few days—until they get their strength back and we can move them.

      I suppose that makes sense. I doubt he’ll agree to it though.

      He will if we all agree.

      Pietro was quiet for a long moment.

      Okay. I will stand by you.

      Thank you. Will you convince Lotte to do the same?

      Yes.

      Jens moved to sit with Abella and Maya.

      Maya leaned back on her hands and scooted closer to him. “Is there something you’re not telling us?”

      He jerked his head around. “What are you talking about?”

      “Well, I didn’t see it before, but now things don’t seem right. You brought us out here to rescue the babies from the American dragons, but from what I can see, they were in no danger. Seamus here makes no sense either. He’s not good with the kids, and I’m afraid he’ll kill more of them. Why are we really here?”

      “To rescue the babies.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Yeah, see, I’ve been thinking. So far, the whole mission of the rebels was to take out the queen and establish a ruling council instead. But I don’t see how taking these babies away from a loving, caring home achieves that. It’s more dangerous for them in Europe now, and until the queen is killed, they’re safer here.”

      Jens clenched his fists but hid them from Maya’s view. Of course, she didn’t get it. They couldn’t let those abominations raise the babies. That was preposterous. But he couldn’t say that to her.

      “You’re right. There are things I cannot tell you. Please just trust that Broheim knows what he is doing.”

      She creased her eyebrows. “This was Broheim’s idea? I thought it was yours.”

      “Right, but Broheim would never have agreed to it if it didn’t further the mission of the rebels.”

      A child approached and tugged on Maya’s hand. She glanced down. The child’s face was red, and snot dripped from his nose. Maya reached down and scooped him up. “We’ll talk about this later,” she said and disappeared into the mass of kids.

      Not long after, Lotte and Pietro joined him, and Maya suddenly reappeared.

      “What is the meaning of this?” Seamus stalked over. “You cannot leave the entrance unguarded.”

      Jens glanced over at his crew. “It’s only for a few minutes. I called them over here to talk,” Jens said. He didn’t really call them over, but now that they were here, it was time to confront Seamus.

      “What’s going on?” Seamus asked.

      “The babies have agreed to eat.”

      Seamus threw his hands in the air. “Thank the gods. My ears can’t stand another second of the howling.”

      “Don’t get too excited. They will only eat if you leave.” Jens stood amongst his other companions, all staring at Seamus.

      Seamus snorted. “I’m not leaving. You’ll lose them if I do.”

      Jens wiped his sweating hands on his jeans. “Just for a few days. Let them eat, and then come back.”

      Seamus rolled his eyes. “No.”

      “We all think it’s a good idea,” Pietro said, though his face betrayed his fear.

      Seamus looked around the small circle. “I have orders to be here just like the rest of you, and I’m not risking my neck because the babies are selfish brats.”

      The wailing continued to grow louder, and Jens didn’t know what to do now, short of killing Seamus, and that was out of the question.

      Though, if the racket continued much longer, they might all be willing to kill him if it meant the noise would stop.
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