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      Ginny tilted her head to show her smile to the camera and watch Randall at the same time. In truth, she’d never been that interested in gardening, except when helping mom, but working with Randall made it fun.

      Randall stood straight and dusted off his hands. “And that, Ginny, ensures our new friend here, the Rosa ‘JACclam,’ better known as the American Rose, will cover the entire arbor in just a few years.”

      “That’s going to be beautiful, Randall,” said Ginny, wearing her most charming smile. “And the smell of these buds—I wish everyone could smell them. I can’t wait to see it in full bloom. Look, there’s the garden center delivering another batch of plants. What secrets have you got for us next?”

      “Well, if I told you, it wouldn’t be a secret.” He winked. “You’ll just have to wait and see like everybody else.”

      “Cut!” shouted Zach.

      Tabby shouted, “That’s a wrap! Good job. Everybody! Monday, seven o’clock. Don’t be late. Have fun at your eclipse parties.”

      “He’s really good,” muttered Doreen. “Who’d have thought? Poppy!” She turned and jumped to find Poppy standing behind her with a mug of steaming coffee.

      Poppy smiled, batting his long, rust-colored eyelashes. “Extra cream,” he said, turning the dimples of his chin into full charm mode.

      Doreen sipped. Her shoulders dropped, and she sighed. “Perfect.”

      Ginny and Randall strolled arm and arm toward the patio. “Poppy’s fitting in,” she said.

      Randall scratched his chin, looked back at Poppy. “According to Dilys, he’s pretty sneaky and needs watching. But he keeps Doreen happy.”

      “I think he wants to fit in.”

      Randall shrugged. “At least you like him.”

      Jasper walked toward them with a wheelbarrow full of rose bushes.

      “Awesome!” Randall picked up one plant and pinched the bottom of the stem. “Perfect timing to get these in the ground.”

      Ginny watched Randall examine the plant. “Thought you weren’t going to plant any more today?”

      Jasper jerked his head to look around him before pushing his head close to hers and lowering his voice. “Protection for the dragon.”

      “Oh,” said Ginny, nodding. “She needs more rings?”

      Jasper snorted and pointed toward Poppy. “If he weren’t here, I’d say we had enough.”

      “Give him a chance,” hissed Ginny.

      Randall picked up another rose bush. “Besides, Dilys said the rings were pretty but kind of thin. She likes lush.”

      Ginny nodded and winked at Jasper as he and Randall turned toward the rose rings. “Of course, all for the dragon.”

      Before Ginny stepped into the house, she spied Mark and Andre, heads together, arguing over plans for the new dining table. She turned around and shouted, “Hang on, Randall, Jasper. I’ll give you a hand. Been a long time since I got my hands in the dirt.”

      When she reached the ring of roses, most budding out with leaves of green, she found Randall planting stakes in the ground and connecting them all with a string. “Sure the spacing is good?” he asked Jasper. “I could put the plants a few inches closer, but any more and we won’t be able to move around to care for them.”

      “It’s good,” said Jasper, leaning on a shovel and watching Randall. “With these other rings here, she’s as protected as she’s going to be. Once she hatches, we’ll build her a little nest right there in the center, a place she’ll feel safe in until we finish the greenhouse.”

      Randall kneeled on one knee, ran a dirty hand through his hair, and narrowed his eyes. “Aw, sweet. This is going to end up a proper little maze.”

      Ginny picked up one of the new plants from the wheelbarrow. “Do we know for sure that the dragon is a she?”

      “Pretty sure,” said Jasper. “I mean, it’s a feeling I get. We’re really close to hatching. The closer it gets, the better the picture in my mind of what she’ll be.”

      Randall stood and wiped his hands clean on his shirt. “Still figuring out how to be you?”

      Jasper nodded.

      “Look,” Randall said, pointing toward the path leading from the river’s edge. “There’s my new friend.”

      The largest, ugliest red and white cat Ginny had ever seen strolled up the path. “Your friend?”

      “She seems to live around here,” said Randall, pounding another wooden stake into the ground.

      The cat, perhaps not enjoying being talked about, disappeared into the trees. “All creatures, great and small,” Ginny murmured absently. “Anyway,” she put her arm around Jasper’s shoulders, “we’re here for you. You know that, right?”

      Jasper’s cheeks flushed, but he nodded and hugged Ginny back.

      As he pulled away, he pointed his chin at the roses. “With so few blooms on this first round, they’re not feeding her too much right now, but the more they grow, the more they’ll give.”

      “And they’re beautiful.” Randall drove a shovel into the weedy soil around a stake. “More oval than round. That okay? And what will we feed our baby dragon?”

      Jasper drove his shovel into the ground at another stake. “Oval, round, both will work. Why don’t you cut the turf where each goes? I’ll dig the hole, and Ginny can plant. It’s hard to explain, but dragons are sensitive to their surroundings. It’s like the pictures you make up of dragons surrounded by ice and fire. They’re going to⁠—”

      George arrived, pushing a wheelbarrow full of compost. “Here you go. Randall, we’ve got our meeting. Let’s go.”

      “Sure, let me just get Jasper started⁠—”

      “Now,” snapped George.

      Randall and Jasper stared at George, saying nothing.

      Ginny narrowed her eyes. “George?” she asked, her voice low. No anger, no scolding. “Are you okay?”

      “Sorry,” said George, shaking his head. “Lots on my mind.”

      Ginny put her around around George’s waist. “I get it. There’s so much to do, and with all the contractors and the production crew . . . We’re all stressed. But you’re the one who keeps all the wheels turning in sync.”

      George sighed and watched as Randall used his shovel to cut the turf in four different spots.

      “You got this, dude?” Randall asked Jasper.

      Jasper nodded but was watching George.

      George picked up one of the rose plants. “Thought you just wanted a ring to protect . . . it.”

      “Beauty,” said Randall, handing the shovel to Jasper.

      “We create a beautiful place for our little friend,” said Ginny, “and she’ll be beautiful. That’s why Jasper scolds us when we’re yelling at each other.”

      George chuckled, handing Randall the rose bush, and putting his arm around his sister’s shoulders. “We can’t ever really be angry with each other, can we?” He kissed her forehead and waved at Randall. “Come on, let’s get this meeting over with, then we’ll have a full twenty-four hours with no work to do, but only when this . . . this damn meeting⁠—”

      “George,” Ginny scolded. “The baby.”

      “When this gosh-darn meeting is done. Better?” George pushed, just enough to get her moving toward the house.

      Ginny looked back at Jasper. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. Planting roses sounds like a nice way to spend an evening.”

      Jasper barely nodded. He was already digging.

      As she walked away, she heard him talking to the dragon. “Don’t mind George, little girl. He’s just having a bad day. Without him, this whole project would collapse.”
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      “Perfect timing,” said Mark as Ginny and George walked in. He took her arm and sat her down next to him. “Andre and I finally agreed on the finish for the dining table.”

      “Oh, I thought—” began George.

      Ginny kicked his shin as he sat opposite her. “That’s great. Now, let’s get this done. I, for one, am looking forward to a little rest and relaxation.”

      Randall ran in after them, out of breath, and took the chair next to Dilys, who was scrolling through her phone. “Got more roses in, Dilys. The ones I planted earlier are already budding. Just imagine lying on the lawn tomorrow, watching the eclipse, listening to the river, and smelling the roses.”

      Dilys glanced up and smiled. “It’ll be nice if I don’t have to work. That is, if anybody wants me.”

      “That’d be so wrong,” began Randall, but his face flushed when Andre cleared his throat.

      Ginny lowered her head to not smile at Randall as his eyes beamed over Dilys like a puppy.

      Andre said, “My wood guy says he’ll do the segment, Doreen, but he’s not knocking down the cost of the wood.”

      “What the hell?” yelled Doreen. “Then we don’t show the name of the place. Tabby?”

      “Got it,” Tabby said, combing her hair behind her ear with one hand and tapping on her tablet with the other.

      “Tell them no shirts with the company name or logo . I don’t want to spend time editing it out,” added Zach.

      “Got it,” said Tabby, without looking up from her tablet. She was still combing her hair with her fingers.

      “Damn,” said George. “Was hoping he’d knock a bit off. That wood’s expensive. It’s bad enough the custom folding doors for the patio are delayed again.”

      “You might have more luck with him if you ask,” said Mark. “He doesn’t like Andre.”

      George opened his mouth to reply, but Ginny jumped in. “I’ll talk to him.”

      The veins and muscles on George’s neck bulged as his eyes narrowed. Ginny recognized the warning signs too late and braced herself for his yell.

      But George kept his voice low. “I’ll take care of it, Ginny. Stick to decorating.”

      Ginny shrugged. He was so stressed these days. “Sorry, just thought I’d lend a hand.”

      “If I need help, I’ll ask for it!” George snapped, a little louder.

      Ginny opened her mouth, her eyes narrowing on George’s face, but he was no longer looking at her. He was staring at one of the documents in his production folder. She opened her own folder and shuffled through it, but as hard as she tried, she found nothing  untoward.

      Doreen cleared her throat. “Moving on. What’s this on the list about a new greenhouse? And what the hell is NPST?”

      Tabby looked up from the tablet and fixed her gaze on Doreen, looking as though she was incredibly bored before saying, “Nurserymen’s Preservation Society of Texas. Got in touch with us two days ago.”

      “What do they want?” grunted Doreen.

      Randall, his cheeks burning bright pink, coughed before saying, “Preservation of old greenhouses is their thing, and we have a really old one here, possibly of important historical significance.”

      “What?” said Zach. “Those old stones and metal bars? Hell, most of the metal is gone. That’s not a greenhouse; it’s rubble.”

      “It was beautiful once,” said George, looking up from his papers. He pulled out a handkerchief and wiped away sweat forming on his brow, his eyes fixed on no one. His fingers tapped the pages in front of him. “And huge. It would be something to see restored, but it’ll cost a fortune.”

      Ginny tapped on her tablet, swiped a few times, then held up a drawing. “I did a little research based on what I saw and what George described to me. Probably looked something like this.”

      Tabby smiled. Without looking at the drawing, she said, “Gorgeous.”

      Doreen grabbed the tablet. “Shit! We don’t have time or money for this. Besides, we already put in a greenhouse on the other side of the garage, didn’t we?”

      “Not part of the program,” said Tabby.

      “If you’re putting it where the old one was, it is,” said Zach. “Can’t shoot around a crew the size this would need.”

      “Won’t have to,” said Tabby, her gaze once again fixed on her tablet. “They’ll put it in quickly and work around your schedule.”

      “Dilys,” said Doreen, “you can’t throw these things⁠—”

      “My fault,” said Randall, his face burning even brighter. “I kind of talked to one of my old professors about the place. It all happened sort of behind the scenes and so fast, Jasper was the only one I really had time to tell.”

      Dilys looked at Randall. She opened her mouth to speak but shook her head and returned her gaze to her phone, her thumbs continually tapping.

      “George?” asked Doreen. “What do you say?”

      George’s eyes remained fixated on the papers in front of him.

      Ginny almost reached out to him, but he looked up, catching her eye. He gave his head a tiny shake, and Ginny laid her hand back on top of her folder.

      George managed a kind of smile for Doreen. “As long as it doesn’t cost me time or money or interfere with my schedule, I’m good with it. If they do it right, it’ll be something to see.”

      “Next,” said Doreen, but stopped as the ground beneath the house shook, rattling the table. Randall and Andre each grabbed their water bottles before they spilt. Doreen’s coffee wobbled in her hand and spilt its contents on her lap. “Eek!” she yelled.

      Poppy, who’d been sitting unobserved on the catwalk watching the meeting, jumped to his feet. His face burst into a wide grin, and his eyes widened as he yelled, “Almost time!”

      Doreen, now standing with Tabby wiping off her spilt coffee with a wad of paper towels, looked up. “What the fuck was that? And almost time for what, Poppy?”

      Poppy put his hands in his pockets and stared at his feet. “Oh, almost fell off?”

      “Fracking,” said Ginny, standing and repositioning the papers from her file back into neat order.

      Dilys left the table and headed toward the backyard. “Poppy!” she yelled, not looking back at him but pointing to the back of Doreen’s head.

      Poppy shrugged and then ran down the stairs. “Doreen! Are you alright? Sit down. You’re too stressed. Let me rub your shoulders.”

      “You’re so sweet, Poppy,” Tabby said. She stopped cleaning the coffee off Doreen and gazed into Poppy’s face, eyes wide and wearing a blissful grin.

      Ginny stood, sat, and then stood again. “Sorry, I just remembered, I left . . . I mean, I was supposed to check on something. Be right back.”

      George and the other dragon conspirators were in various stages of following her, but she shot them a look and added, “Go on without me. Won’t be a sec.”

      She jogged to catch up with Dilys. “You think it’s our dragon?”

      “That’s why I’m going to Jasper—to find out.” With a sideways look at Ginny, she added, “Fracking? That’s the best you could come up with.”

      “Didn’t hear you coming up with anything,” muttered Ginny.
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      “Jasper!” Dilys yelled, but Jasper was squatting in the center of the rose circles, his face turned away from them, his hand on the earth.

      When they reached him, Ginny squatted next to him and touched the earth with her hand. “It’s hot.”

      “Cool,” said Dilys.

      “We’re close,” said Jasper, standing. His grin was as wide as his eyes. “The tug of the eclipse might call her out—I mean, speed things up a bit.”

      “Tomorrow?” asked Dilys.

      “For real?” asked Ginny before Jasper could answer Dilys. She stood, but a sudden pain—as though someone yanked a string from her head, down her spine, through her groin, and into the earth—made her wobble.

      Dilys also cringed and grabbed Ginny’s arm. They leaned against each other until the pain passed and they could stand on their own.

      “Whoa,” Ginny said, and seeing Dilys’s face added, “You felt it too?”

      “Like a big tug, someone pulling me into the earth?”

      “That’s it!” exclaimed Ginny.

      Jasper laughed. “Told you, not just any tremor.” The excitement in his voice continued to rise. “She’s working hard to be born.”

      Poppy sauntered towards them as if doing them a favor. “Doreen’s fine,” he mumbled, wiggling his fingers. “No magic needed, just a little compassion, someone being nice to her. What’s got you three grinning like you’re guilty of spilling her coffee?”

      “Our dragon,” said Ginny.

      “Maybe as early as tomorrow,” continued Dilys.

      “Whatever,” mumbled Poppy.

      Dilys slapped the side of Poppy’s head.

      “What?” whined Poppy.

      Ginny reached up and brushed a strand of loose hair behind Poppy’s ear. “Be a little happy, Poppy. “Births are joyous occasions—a new life, a new opportunity.”

      “Whatever,” said Poppy, but he no longer pouted. Instead, he beamed a smile at Ginny. “By the way, who’s down there at the river?”

      They all looked toward the river.

      Jasper spread his feet and planted himself over where the egg was buried as he turned to face the river. His voice deepened and almost screeched, “Where, Poppy?”

      “He’s messing with you,” said Dilys.

      “Am not,” said Poppy, pointing to the edge of the river near the property line where a thick copse of trees and underbrush grew. “He was right there. He stepped out of the shadows for just⁠—”

      “No one’s there now,” said Jasper with a sigh, his shoulders relaxing. “I’d know if someone crossed the property line who didn’t belong here.”

      Poppy stepped forward to head toward the river, but Dilys grabbed his arm.

      Turning back to her, he whined, “Dilys! I should check it out.”

      “Leave it, Poppy,” said Dilys, amazingly calm and unusually without scolding. “I’ll check it out later. Besides, it’s probably just the neighbor.”

      Poppy’s lips twitched into a giant smirk. “Tall, dark, and shadowy?”

      “Enough,” muttered Dilys through clenched teeth.

      “I wouldn’t worry about it, Dilys,” Jasper said. “Something I’ve learned recently: I know who’s near. I know all the birds that should be here and which squirrels are new and when the neighbors’ gardeners are working, and⁠—”

      “They get it,” said Poppy. He turned to face Dilys. “I, with your permission of course, have whipped up a bit of a magical ward around the place too. Much better than a dragonfly’s instincts, especially one with memory difficulties.”

      Ginny tugged on Poppy’s arm before Dilys could slap his head again. “That’s not nice, Poppy.”

      Dilys stared at Ginny for a moment. She opened her mouth to say something, but shrugged and turned her gaze to Poppy. “If you’re messing things up again with your magic, I’ll lock you away where no one will accidentally let you out.”

      “That’s not fair,” whined Poppy, staring hard at Jasper. “You don’t complain about his magic, and he admits he doesn’t know what he’s doing. You don’t get what’s happening. An eclipse causes a lot of strange goings-on in the magical world. Add to that a dragon! It’s not like your dragonfly friend can protect this place properly. Besides, you can’t trust them. They lie.”

      Jasper laughed. “Like you know anything about dragonflies. You’d never even talked to one before you met me.”

      “I’m talking to you now, aren’t I?”

      Ginny stepped between Jasper and Poppy. She placed her hand on Poppy’s chest. “I’m sure you saw someone by the water, Poppy. Probably just a neighbor, like Dilys said. I trust Jasper when he says he’d know if anyone who didn’t belong was close.”

      Dilys smiled at Ginny and nodded in agreement.

      Poppy lifted his finger and pointed at Dilys.

      Before he could comment, Dilys said. “I’ll deal with it! Back to the tremors. Jasper, are my neighbors feeling them too?”

      Jasper looked up at the sky. He sniffed, then squatted and dug his fingers into the grass. “Not likely.”

      “But possible,” said Poppy.

      Jasper ignored him. “Wasn’t surprised you felt it in the house, but if the tremors are felt much farther away, they’ll be too faint for any human to think much about it. It’ll be more like a heavy piece of furniture being dropped or a shelf falling over and spilling all its books. What’s so funny?”

      Ginny turned, realizing that Dilys was laughing. “It’ll sound crazy, but the sound, the tremor, even that little tug it gave us, Ginny. Reminds me of contractions. Sorry, been working too much in labor and delivery lately.”

      “Not crazy,” said Poppy. “After all, it’s a birth process.”

      “Oh, come on. It’s in an egg in the ground,” mocked Dilys.

      “He’s not far off the mark,” said Jasper, causing Dilys and Ginny both to raise their eyebrows. “Yes, the dragon is hatching, but this dragon’s been buried there for four months. The earth around her has made her—it’s become part of her. In a sense, the earth is birthing our dragon.”

      Poppy smiled. “Told you.”

      “Fascinating,” said Ginny, staring down at the ground and imagining the tiny dragon encased in an earthy womb.

      “I’ll be damned.” Dilys put her hands behind her back, turning away. “Kind of makes me wonder . . . Anyway, Ginny, don’t you need to get back to your meeting? Go with her, Poppy. Make yourself useful, and speaking of magic, get that bloody glamour off poor Tabby. She doesn’t even like boys.” She faced the river.

      “What’s up with her? Did I say something?” Poppy asked Jasper.

      “Was going to ask you what I’d said,” replied Jasper. He shrugged and proceeded to return to the hole he was digging before the tremor.

      Ginny put her hands on her hips and watched Jasper. “I miss helping my mom in the garden. I’ll come back and help, Jasper, as soon as we’re done. Come on, Poppy.”

      Poppy pouted. “Why do I have to go to the meeting? It’s so boring.”

      Ginny shook her head but stepped close to Poppy, wrapping an arm around his and pulling him with her. “You know, having you around keeps Doreen calm, or at least calmer. And that’s good for all of us. Plus, there’s Tabby to work on.”

      As they walked toward the house, she glanced over her shoulder and caught Dilys walking along the edge of the river near the copse of trees and the property line where Poppy claimed to have seen someone.
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      Ginny walked arm-in-arm with Poppy down the broken brick path of the yard, across the patio, through the still-gaping hole where the old sliding patio door once stood, and into the cavernous great room. Most of the production crew was already gone. A few interns were packing up the last of the equipment. Others were heading out the front door. In the opposite corner, where it was always dark, just under the stairs near the hall to the wing behind the kitchen, Doreen and George were deep in a quiet but heated conversation.

      George, larger than everyone, loomed over short, square Doreen like a thundercloud. His face coiled into thunder clouds as flames like lightening shot out of his eyes, but Doreen held her own, matching his fire with ice. They spoke quickly and quietly, but the anger rolled off them and around the room, silencing all conversation as it shrouded their exchange in a furious cloud that slapped anyone who looked their way.

      Silently, Tabby slid away from the interns to Poppy’s side, leaned close, and whispered, “You’ll spend tomorrow with me, won’t you, my love? I’m getting together with my family, and we’re having a big barbecue down at the park to watch the eclipse.”

      Ginny had to shake herself to stop staring at George and Doreen. She tugged on Poppy’s arm as she looked down into Tabby’s smiling and blushing face, staring with absolute adoration at Poppy. Ginny almost forgot the storm raging in the other corner of the room. “Oh, that sounds like a wonderful day, Poppy. What do you say?”

      Poppy rolled his eyes, but Ginny pinched the back of his neck.

      Poppy jumped but turned his snarl into a pleasant and very false smile. “Thanks so much, but I’ve already committed to spending the day here with my cousin.”

      The disappointment on Tabby’s face touched Ginny’s heart, but at least Tabby’s interest was no longer focused on her.
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