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      Liam waited for Isa to say something. Anything. The conservatory suddenly felt small and hot. He tugged at his collar. He should’ve found a place less hot and humid. But there was nowhere to go.

      He’d just bared his heart to her, and she hadn’t said a word. It was possible that she didn’t feel the same way, probable even, and if he was being honest, he wasn’t really in love with her. Sure, she made him feel things he’d never felt before. But he needed to save his own neck, and he would tell her whatever he thought would convince her to not cut off his head. Plus, this was the best way to keep her safe because then he could stay close to her.

      “Love,” she finally said. “That’s something I’m not entirely familiar with. I’ve lived my whole life behind these walls. I have contact with a total of five men my age and only one other that I’ve felt any sort of attraction to. I’ve read about love, and that’s how I know I wasn’t in love with Jude.” She hesitated and reached for his hands. “But, Liam, I’m not sure I’m in love with you.”

      Liam swallowed, the rejection stinging even though he wasn’t being honest with her. He took a step closer, keeping their fingers intertwined. “Is it possible that you could love me, given enough time?”

      He was young. Only eighteen. And he’d never been in a real relationship in his life. But this woman was unlike anyone he’d ever met. She was innocent in so many ways but held enormous power, and he had this overwhelming urge to protect her. He could see himself by her side for the eternities, and that terrified him.

      Plus, his parents would kill him. He wasn’t ready for this, and yet he was.

      A ghost of a smile flitted around her lips. “Maybe. But I just don’t know.” She went quiet for a few moments, and then her eyes lit up. “If you’re in love with me, then you must have the sealing mark. I’ve never seen one before. Can you show me?”

      Oh no. He hadn’t thought of this complication. He’d spent too much time with human girls. Of course, she’d expect a mark. That’s how dragons knew they were in love. They sealed themselves to each other. No wonder she immediately knew she wasn’t in love with him. He had to think fast.

      “Um. No offense, Isa, but I’m a little embarrassed that you don’t love me back. I mean, I already knew you didn’t because my mark doesn’t have your name yet, but I thought that maybe you were just holding back, and once I confessed my love to you, you’d seal back.” There was no mark at the moment, but she’d expect there to be one. Sealings were beautiful, marked with loops and swirls in the color of the dragon you are sealed to, but for the mark to be permanent, it would contain the name of the dragon they loved.

      Her face fell. “Okay, no peeking until I love you back. You know, the idea of taking a king has never been spoken of, but I suppose I must, at some point. If I have no heirs, the magic dies with me.”

      “The magic?” He swallowed and focused. This was what he was here for. Not to fall in love. Felix would call him a fool, and he’d be right. Liam was mucking his plan up even though he was trying to keep her safe. She didn’t even think there was any danger, but the day she nearly died by crossbow was burned into his brain.

      She furrowed her eyebrows. “Yes, the magic that protects the dragons from sight. I should speak to Pierre about us. He will know what I should do.”

      Liam pulled her close. Pierre was his most likely suspect, and if she went to him, asking to take on a king, he’d be threatened. Liam’s mind whirled with the implications. He wasn’t ready for this. Then again, maybe he was.

      “Pierre will tell you what to do with your heart? Come on, Isa, I know you like me, and you know what he would say to us being together. Why would you let him decide that?”

      She rested her head on his shoulder, and he stroked her hair.

      “Liam, I don’t think you understand what you’re asking. If you love me, and if you choose to become my king, you might never be able to leave this island again. Our children will be bound by the same magic I am and will be under constant threat from rebels and others who want to kill them. I know the sealing marks are forever if I seal back to you, but now, you still have a choice.”

      He leaned away and placed a finger on her chin. “Isa, there is nothing more that I want in this world than to be with you. I don’t care about the sacrifices.” These were lies that had to be told. He hated himself for the deceit, but it was necessary to save both of them.

      She pulled away, determination on her face, and studied him, her eyes roaming his body. “If you really love me, then I’m willing to explore this and see where it goes. But I want to make sure you fully understand our world, and I want to know more about yours.”

      He gave a nod.

      “You’ve given me a lot to think about. I will send Grace for you later. Goodbye, Liam.”

      He wanted to reach for her, kiss her, hold her, something, but she’d dismissed him. This certainly wasn’t what he wanted, but he’d take it for now. To protect himself.

      To protect her.
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      The hike was Aspen’s idea. Sid was too wound up. Every day that passed was one day closer to Liam’s death, closer to war, but Aspen seemed to think this would calm him down. He said he’d take her for a ride, but she wanted to walk.

      The eagles reported another attack by the green dragons. This time it was a sea dragon. Kairi was ready to pack up and head to Europe but they weren’t ready. He wanted to capture the green dragons and question them, but so far they’d eluded his trackers.

      After he gave Jens the eggs, Jens had been meeting with him and his council, but so far the information had been lacking. At least, they were on the same page now, and he didn’t have to worry about Jens mutinying on him.

      They drove into the park in the quiet car. Silence was a near-constant companion recently, which was odd with him and Aspen. The conversation had always flown freely, and they were always at ease with one another, but now there was nothing to say.

      Aspen pointed to the trail she wanted to take, and Sid grinned. It’d been years since they’d been here.

      “Trying to remind me of our early days?” he asked her.

      “Maybe. Or, maybe I just thought it would be good to hike, and I’ve always liked this trail.”

      This was the trail he’d taken Aspen down to convince her to go seek out Obsidian, but at the time she didn’t know they were one and the same.

      She walked in front of him again, though this time, instead of her braid swishing back and forth, her hair was cut short, and he could see the back of her slender neck.

      He definitely preferred the current one.

      He was more in love with her now than he was then, but he knew his past self would never believe that. He’d been with her for twenty-two years, and every year, he loved her more. He just wished their walk this time wasn’t so full of anxiety.

      He didn’t know what they would do if they lost Liam.

      He shouldn’t be thinking about that. Liam would be fine. He’d survived so far. Baden had yet to return, and though Sid worried about it, he figured no news was good news. A knot formed in Sid’s throat. Liam had to survive because if he didn’t, Sid wasn’t sure he would. Sid wondered if it made him a bad king to worry more about his son than he did the green dragons randomly killing his people.

      Aspen stopped and grabbed his hand.

      “Are you okay?” She looked up at him with those wide blue eyes, and he just stared back, not sure how to answer. Because he wasn’t. His thoughts were constantly full of Liam and his fate.

      “I’m not sure. Are you?”

      She shook her head. “I’ve got a knot in my stomach that I don’t know will ever go away. I can’t stand it. I just want Liam home and safe.”

      He rested his forehead on hers. “I know. Me too.” He wanted to comfort her and tell her everything would be okay, but he didn’t know how with these doubts raging inside him.

      They’d nearly reached the clearing, and he grabbed her hand and tugged her forward. He didn’t want to think about Liam’s situation anymore. He couldn’t. For just a few minutes, he had to push it away.

      They ducked out from under the trees, and sunlight bathed the field. A herd of buffalo was scattered along one side, and a couple of dragons lounged on the other.

      He pulled Aspen to a downed log, and they sat, not speaking, both lost in their own thoughts.

      An eagle landed in front of them, and Sid’s stomach fell. Not more bad news.

      Sequoia requests your presence.

      Sid nodded. Sequoia could just want to talk to him, or it could be something worse.

      “We have to go see the babies,” Sid said.

      Aspen’s eyes widened. “Is something wrong?”

      “I have no idea. The eagle just said we had to go.” He didn’t need this. He had enough on his mind and didn’t want to worry about the babies as well, now that he’d pacified Jens for a while with the eggs he’d given him.

      He’d give anything to wind the clock back a few weeks before Jens showed up and ruined everything.

      Sid turned into a dragon, and they flew off toward the sun, sending the buffalo stampeding.
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      “You’re an idiot. You know that, right?” Baden sprawled out on Liam’s bed.

      “I’m aware.” Liam wasn’t sure how he would get out of this.

      “Let’s go home now. We’ll tell Obsidian that Isa isn’t evil, and we can figure out what’s really going on from there.”

      Liam shook his head, his heart tightening. They’d had this argument many times. “I can’t do that. For one thing, if I abandon Isa now, she’ll hate me.”

      Baden snorted, sending out brown puffs of smoke. “I thought you didn’t love her.”

      He liked her a lot, and she made his blood sing, but it was more than that.

      “I don’t.” Liam flopped onto his bed. “But the threat to her kingdom and possibly the rest of the world lies within these walls. I’m better off here.”

      A knock sounded on the door. “Hide,” he hissed to Baden.

      He climbed out of bed, grabbed his sword, and cracked the door open. Grace stood there, holding a stack of linens. He wanted to talk to her, and she’d be suspicious if he didn’t let her in, but she didn’t know about Baden.

      Baden wasn’t dumb though. He’d stay hidden.

      Liam pulled the door open farther, and she slipped inside, glancing at the sword in his hand. “You’re a little paranoid, don’t you think?”

      He shut the door and put his sword on the dresser. “I have many enemies.”

      “That is true,” she said matter-of-factly.

      He nodded to the linens in her arms. “Since when are you a maid?”

      “I offered to help Marissa. I figured it would give me time to talk to you about how things went with Isa.”

      He ran a hand through his hair. Grace would probably have better advice than Baden did on this matter.

      She walked to his bed and dropped the linens on top of Baden, who hadn’t moved but camouflaged himself.

      Grace froze, staring at the linens draped over Baden’s small body. “Dragon’s Teeth! What’s going on?”

      Liam had to think fast. He’d been doing a lot of that lately.

      “Baden, show yourself.”

      He wiggled out and made himself a deep blue. Grace squeaked and covered her mouth, and Liam went to her side.

      “Grace, meet Baden. He’s my…” But he didn’t know how to describe Baden. “He’s my guard.”

      Grace snorted. “A little small for a guard, don’t you think?”

      Baden stretched his head high. “I could kill you six different ways before you even realized I moved.”

      Grace jumped back. “Oh, my queen! He speaks.”

      Liam chuckled and sat next to Baden. “He does. He’s a river and underground dragon mix. River dragons speak, and underground dragons can camouflage themselves. Handy in a guard.”

      Grace leaned forward, bringing her face dangerously close to Baden. “I’ve never seen such a thing. I didn’t even know they existed.”

      Baden snapped at her, and she jumped back. Baden laughed. “I don’t bite.”

      “You won’t tell anyone about him, will you?” Liam begged. Baden had been helpful so far, hearing and seeing things Liam couldn’t.

      She glared at him. “More secrets.”

      “Sorry. I wasn’t planning on you meeting him.” Liam would have to be more careful from now on.

      “I won’t tell. But what is he doing here?”

      “My father sent him after me. Baden said he’s not leaving without me, so for now, he’s staying here. He’ll guard Isa when I’m not around.”

      Baden opened his mouth to argue, but Liam shut him up with a look. He knew Baden didn’t like Isa.

      She nodded and began stripping the pillowcases. “That’s a really good idea.”

      “You should go now,” he said to Baden. He hadn’t thought about it until now, but it was one way to keep Isa safe when he couldn’t be there. Her life was the one he worried about. He opened the door, and Baden flew out without a word but gave Liam a look that said, “This isn’t over.”

      Liam shut the door again. “So how did things go with Isa?” Grace asked.

      “Not good. She thinks I’m sealed to her.”

      Grace whipped around. “Why on earth does she think that?”

      “Because I told her I loved her.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Grace jerked the sheets off the bed. He leaned against his dresser, and she gathered everything and approached him with a fierce look on her face.
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