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      Flying never induced anxiety in Sid before, but heading home this morning, it sure did. They left Sequoia and Murdoch behind, not knowing when he’d see them again. Not only that, but he’d received four reports of new attacks from a small band of green dragons. Not all resulted in death, but most did. They only attacked when a dragon was flying solo.

      Sid touched down in their backyard with a breath of relief, and Aspen scrambled off his back. She hadn’t said a word to him all morning. She would eventually, and when she did, he would make her understand why sending the babies into hiding was necessary. He thought, for sure, she’d see the reason in it, especially with the green dragons randomly killing, but she stormed into the house and slammed the door.

      Sid changed into his human form and collapsed onto a patio chair. The last time he’d sat out here, he’d been teaching Liam and Damon how to make steaks on the grill. They’d burned three of them, produced two raw pieces, and cooked one perfect steak. He missed his son. The ache in his chest was ever-present.

      He stared off into the tree line, watching the clouds float lazily by. A small speck was flying straight toward him.

      What now? He wasn’t ready for more bad news. It was likely news of another attack by those green dragons.

      He stood and debated whether or not to turn into a dragon. If he didn’t recognize the form in a few moments, he would. It was smaller than most. Maybe a river dragon. But it looked darker than a river dragon. He thought for a second it might be Baden, but the dragon was bigger than him.

      The clouds shifted and illuminated the dragon, and Sid’s stomach dropped out.

      A tiny green dragon landed in front of him. One he knew quite well. This was no river dragon.

      “Pepper! What are you doing here?” She could’ve easily been killed on her way. Or seen. He couldn’t believe she’d take such a risk.

      She cowered in front of him. Please, Your Majesty, don’t be angry. I heard you and Sequoia talking last night. I don’t want to go deeper into hiding. I want to stay here with you and Aspen.

      He tried to keep his voice level. “Who saw you leave?”

      No one.

      “Did anyone follow you?”

      I…I…don’t think so. She trembled on the ground, her head lowered.

      Sid looked around his yard. For all he knew, Jens saw her fly in. Perhaps he was wrong to keep his enemy close.

      “I need you to change into your human form, quickly.”

      She did as she was told, and Sid breathed a sigh of relief. Her wide green eyes looked up at him in fright, and her bright red hair exploded around her head. He didn’t know what on earth he would do with her.

      He knelt before her.

      “Pepper, it’s very, very important you listen to me. I will not bring you back to Sequoia because it’s too dangerous. By following me, you have put all your brothers and sisters at risk. I need you to make me a promise. Can you do that?”

      She nodded solemnly.

      “I need you to promise me that until I tell you so, you cannot turn into a dragon. You must remain human. Do you understand?”

      “Why?” Her voice quaked a little.

      “Because there are some very bad people who want to kidnap the green and purple children. We are trying to protect you, but we can’t do that if you take unnecessary chances. As long as you stay a human, they can’t tell what you are.”

      “Will they know I’m a dragon?”

      “No. For now, just stay human, and I’ll let you know if there is anything else I need you to do. Your brothers’ and sisters’ lives depend on you.”

      Sid hated putting that much pressure on a child, but he had no choice. She had to know the risk she’d taken.

      This was one more complication he didn’t need right now.
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      Dragon’s teeth!

      Grace ducked as a jewelry box went flying past her head and shattered on the wall behind her. This was not what she’d planned on walking into this morning when she came to wake Isa.

      Grace wasn’t even sure Isa had slept since her bed was completely made up.

      Isa stood in the middle of the room, rage on her tearstained face. Grace’s stomach clenched. Did she find out Grace was a wizard?

      Grace approached her cautiously. “Isa, what’s wrong?” She had to get to the bottom of this quickly.

      A shivering Isa clutched at her nightdress and shook her head as Missy cowered in a corner. The fire had gone out, and all of Isa’s shelves had been cleared off. Most of her trinkets were on the floor in pieces. If Isa wasn’t careful, she would get glass in her bare feet.

      Grace took Isa’s hand, and Isa didn’t punch her, so she was safe. This wasn’t about her. She let out a sigh of relief, but she still had to figure out what was going on. “Come on, let’s go back to bed.”

      Isa nodded and let Grace lead her to bed. Isa climbed under the purple covers and sobbed quietly behind Grace, and Missy slunk by her and jumped onto the bed.

      After the fire was going, Grace lay next to Isa, facing her. Isa’s eyes were drawn down, and her lips formed a frown. Grace wanted to eviscerate whoever made Isa feel this way.

      “Did you sleep at all last night?” Grace asked.

      Isa sniffed. “Yes, on the couch. But when I woke up, everything hit me, and I just lost it.”

      Grace gripped Isa’s hand. “What in the queen’s name happened?”

      Isa’s face screwed up. “He doesn’t love me.”

      She found out Liam wasn’t sealed to her. Grace would kill that boy. She warned him, and now look what he’d done. Oh, he was going to get a piece of her mind after this.

      Grace scooted closer to Isa and laid a hand on her arm. “How do you know? He talks about you all the time. I thought he was pretty smitten.”

      Isa scooted back and flung her leg into Grace’s face. Grace had to jerk back to avoid being knocked in the head, but then her eyes caught sight of a sparkle. On Isa’s ankle was a gorgeous golden swirl. Grace’s heart flip-flopped.

      “Oh my. It’s beautiful.”

      “But it’s missing his name,” Isa wailed.

      “It is. But that doesn’t mean it will always be like that.” Liam was head over heels for Isa, so it wouldn't be long.

      Isa sat up and gathered the blanket in her lap. “I wouldn’t have let my guard down if I thought he hadn’t.”

      Grace thought quickly of how to diffuse this. “Look, I know Liam. He’s young and confused. He’s away from home, infatuated with a gorgeous queen who just sealed herself to him. He wants to love you, but I’m not sure he completely understands what that means. He likes you a lot, but it needs to go deeper for him. Give him another couple weeks, and that mark will change.”

      Isa stared at her hands that were pinching the blanket. “And if it doesn’t?”

      “Then, I’ll cut his head off. I’m excellent with a sword.”

      Isa laughed, which was good. They were getting somewhere.

      “Tell you what. Let me clean up your mess while you rest. Then, I’ll make you breakfast, and we’ll hide out here today and have a girls-only party. We haven’t done that in ages. Then, tomorrow, you can face Liam.” Grace crawled off the bed and straightened the comforter over Isa’s lap. “This isn’t as bad as you think. He cares for you a great deal. If I hadn’t seen that mark, I wouldn’t have a clue that he wasn’t sealed to you because he completely acts like it.”

      Isa flung herself back onto her bed. “You’re probably right. But right now, I just want to be mad.”

      Grace tried to hide her smile. It was such an Isa thing to say. She was grateful for this crisis and how it distracted her from her own confusion over Jude. Maybe she’d be able to talk to Isa about that later.

      For now, she had a massive mess to clean up.
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      Sid led Pepper upstairs to his room. Aspen would help him figure this out. He shut and locked the door behind him and pointed to a couch. “You can sit there for a minute. I’ll get Aspen.”

      Pepper nodded, clutching her arms around herself. She looked so scared. Maybe he’d been too hard on her. He slipped into the bathroom and found Aspen in a loose pajama top and shorts, towel- drying her hair. In another time, he would’ve wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her close. But today, she’d probably punch him in the nose.

      “I’m still not talking to you.” She turned away from him.

      “I need your help.”

      “Not gonna give it to you.”

      Sid chuckled at her defiance. He expected nothing less.

      “This isn’t funny, Sid. You basically told Sequoia and Murdoch to hide the children indefinitely. I love them, and I don’t want to lose the relationships I’ve built with them.”

      “I know, and I understand your frustration. But I still need your help, and you’re still going to give it to me.” He should tell her what’s going on, but he was enjoying this too much.

      She spun around and glowered at him. “No. I’m not.”

      “Get dressed. I’ll be waiting in our room.”

      Aspen took an extraordinarily long time getting ready, and Pepper fidgeted on the couch but remained quiet. Aspen entered, gasped, and rushed to put her arm around the girl. Pepper’s face lit up.

      “Why didn’t you tell me Pepper was here? Wait. What is Pepper doing here?”

      Sid looked down at Pepper. “Go ahead. Tell her why you’re here.”

      She cowered away from him and wrung her little hands. He needed her to see how serious this situation was. “I followed you home. I didn’t want to go that long without seeing you.”

      Aspen frowned at her. “That was very dangerous.”

      “I’m sorry. I know. Obsidian made me promise not to become a dragon while I’m here.”

      Aspen jerked her head up and met Sid’s eyes. “What are we going to do? We can’t very well just show up at breakfast with a new kid. Jens will be suspicious.”

      “Is Jens the bad guy?” Pepper asked with a squeak.

      “We think so, but we aren’t sure,” Aspen said.

      Pepper wouldn’t look up at either of them. “Where is he?”

      “A few doors down.”

      “He’s at your house?” Pepper’s voice raised three notches.

      “Yes, because we don’t know who the bad guy really is, but he might be it. Do you see now how dangerous it is for you?” Sid asked.

      She nodded.

      Sid paced. This was more of a headache than he’d anticipated. “Aspen, you’re right. Jens won’t buy any explanation for Pepper. He’ll ask too many questions.”

      Aspen absentmindedly stroked Pepper’s hair, and then she snapped her fingers. “I’ve got it. How much time has Jens spent with Skye and her family?”

      “Not much.”

      “Then, she can just join them. He won’t even notice.”

      Sid stroked his chin. “There’s only one problem.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Her hair. It’s bright red, and Skye’s kids are all blonde-haired with blue eyes.”

      Aspen chewed on her lip. Then, she jumped up. “I know what to do. Wait here. I’ll be back in a flash.”

      Sid watched her rush out the door. He had no idea what she was up to, but if she came back with a bottle of bleach and rubber gloves, he would veto it.
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