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      Jens waited on top of a mountain near a coast in Washington. His people should be there soon. He had considered tracking down the dragons who had been hunting Obsidian’s people, but those were hardened warriors, and for this, he needed a softer hand. So the rebels assembled a team of five dragons to assist Jens, and they were on their way to him right now.

      Normally, he and the other rebel leaders wouldn’t send dragons like Maya and Abella on a mission like this: they were too uninformed and untested. But those in the inner circle—the ones who knew the real reason Jens was in America—would never have the patience for several young dragons. Especially if they wanted to raise them right. So Maya and Abella were here solely to care for the dragon babies.

      Jens and the others would have to be careful what they said around the two. He didn’t know who was accompanying them, but he’d make sure they understood that it was critical they kept the true mission of the rebels quiet.

      Jens shuffled back and forth. He liked being in his dragon form. It was one he didn’t get to take very often. But after they were done, he wouldn’t have to hide anymore. The time of the rebels had come.

      Or, as he liked to refer to it, the time of the true dragons had come.

      Dragons weren’t meant to be in a range of colors like they were here in the United States. In the beginning, there were only green dragons. But that was before the dragons and wizards became enemies. Back then, they were friends. Well, the dragons thought they were friends. The wizards crafted spells to manipulate the dragon forms, and over time, the different dragon clans emerged. But those abominations were about to be destroyed.

      The American dragon wars had wiped out several of the unnatural creatures, and while thousands remained, Jens and the other rebel leaders felt like this would be the best opportunity to take back their kind.

      Obsidian was now planning to attack the queen’s castle with many of his dragons. Her army would fight and create enough casualties for the rebel army to come in and take care of the rest of them.

      If the rebel army did their job, by the time the war was over, only the forest dragons would remain, and all the wizard creations would be done for.

      He’d screwed up though. His original mission had not involved retrieving dozens of young forest dragons, but he couldn’t help himself after he found out that the American bastards were holding their children hostage.

      The other leaders had argued with him that they needed to wait until the war was over, but he couldn’t imagine the damage that was being inflicted on the children. They were being raised by dragons who were of mixed clans. Those were the worst abominations.

      Once the war was over—and it would be a long one—the children could be hidden so deeply Jens and his people might never find them.

      Several green specks flew off in the distance. He’d made no less than four phone calls to convince the other leaders that this was worth their time. But in the end, he’d won.

      Five dragons landed. Jens was having trouble not showing too much excitement at the sight in front of him. He hadn’t seen his people like this for a very long time, and he couldn’t wait until the queen was dead and they could fly freely.

      Lotte and Pietro were the best trackers he’d ever met. Jens was surprised that the leaders sent them. He figured they’d be better suited for the war, but he’d take them. Maybe his associates realized this was just as important as any other mission. Abella and Maya would take good care of the kids, and Seamus would kill someone for breathing on him wrong. It was the finest team he could hope for.

      Where are the babies? Abella asked.

      I don’t know. That’s why I called you. I have no idea how many there are or where they’re being kept. I was able to find the last known location, but they are gone. One child is on the run with Obsidian’s wife.

      Take us to the last spot. We can track them from there, Lotte said.

      Jens shook out his wings and took to the sky, savoring the cool air rushing past his face. He’d take them to Yosemite, and once they found the other children, he’d personally go after Aspen and Pepper.

      And if Aspen wouldn’t give Pepper up, he’d have no problem killing her. She had no right to that child. Those dragons belonged to him and his people.
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      Isa watched Baden change a thousand different colors. It was fascinating. She’d stayed up way too late, listening to him talk, and each story left her feeling closer to Liam and more in love than ever. He probably wouldn’t appreciate some of the stories Baden told, though.

      This morning Baden and Missy woke her up by roughhousing on the end of the bed. She’d finally got them to quiet by brushing Missy.

      Baden flitted around the room and chattered at her. “You’ve asked me a lot of questions about Liam, but I know nothing of you. You’re a dragon, but I’ve never seen your wings.”

      She sighed. “Neither have I.”

      He landed with a thump in front of her and cocked his head back and forth. “Why not?”

      “It’s part of the spell that protects the dragons from the humans. If I turn into a dragon, I will break the spell, and my people will be left unprotected.”

      Baden bristled but didn’t say anything. She wondered for a moment why that bothered him.

      “Are you sure?” he asked.

      “What do you mean?” Anger flared in her chest. He had no right to question her knowledge. Of course, she was sure.

      Baden crawled forward on her bed and changed to the stunning colors of fire, all orange and red. “Isa, I’ve been here long enough now to know that all is not well in your castle. You question nothing. How do you know that stretching your wings or leaving the grounds will break the spell? You have no proof that what you’ve been told is the truth.”

      Isa’s heart skipped a beat. She’d never thought to question the spell before. Things had been odd lately, but she didn’t want to think she’d been deceived. If the spell wasn’t really what she thought, then her whole world would change.

      “My grandmother told me all of this. Why would I question her?” She brushed Missy a little harder than she meant, and Missy snapped at her.

      “How old were you when your grandmother died?” Baden asked, his eyes boring into hers like he was trying to figure out this puzzle.

      “Twelve.”

      “Then, you were basically a child. Did she know she was going to die?”

      Of course, she didn’t. If Grandmother had, she wouldn’t have gone to try to make peace with the rebels. “No.”

      “Then it’s possible she left out a lot of the truth to protect you until you were old enough to understand the whole story. Perhaps it would be unwise to spread your wings or leave the grounds, but it might not have the repercussions you think.”

      These ideas had never occurred to her before. She felt foolish and young, accepting things so blindly. She’d always assumed others had her best interest at heart, but if the last few weeks had taught her anything, it was that things were not as they seemed. Plus, she just realized that her grandmother left the grounds of the castle. That meant Isa should be able to as well.

      Perhaps he was right. She flung the blankets back, sending both Missy and Baden into the air. Baden took flight, but Missy squealed.

      “Sorry,” she said.

      Baden chuckled, but Missy jumped onto the bed and climbed under the covers, pouting.

      “You’re very wise, Baden.” She liked this little dragon. Perhaps after she and Liam were bonded, they could find another like him for her.

      “Thank you. Liam never appreciates that.” He stood a little taller.

      Isa checked the time. Grace should be here by now. She was ready to head out into the castle and find answers, but she was still in her nightdress. Perhaps she could just get ready on her own. She’d never done it before, but she could try.

      She found a simple dress, one that didn’t require a corset, and slipped it over her head. Then she brushed out her hair and did a single braid. It didn’t have the magic that Grace’s hairstyles did, but it would do for today.

      She washed her face and put on a little makeup. It felt good to do something on her own. She wasn’t waiting for someone else. This was something she could control.

      The door cracked open, and Grace rushed in. “I’m sorry I’m late, but there was an accident in the…” Grace stopped in her tracks. “Dragon’s Teeth! Who helped you get ready?”

      “I did it myself.” Isa beamed at her.

      Grace set down the tray of fruit and oatmeal with a slight grin. “Well, look at you. You’d survive without me after all.”

      Isa laid a hand on Grace’s arm. “Maybe for a day or two, but then I would definitely die. Perhaps my would-be assassin should simply kidnap you and just give it a couple of weeks.”
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      Sid had another death on his hands. This time one of his warriors. He hadn’t known Payton well. The man joined the ranks a few months ago, but he was certain Liam had known him. How many more friends of Liam’s would die before he returned?

      Sid was grateful it wasn’t Skye who died though. Payton had barely taken over for her when Jens killed him. He should feel guilty for that, but he didn’t.

      Sid didn’t know where Aspen went with Pepper, and that was good. If he couldn’t find her, then neither could Jens. He flew Skye and Rowan to the private training fields where his warriors were preparing to battle the queen.

      He was so tired of worrying. About Liam. About his people. About the dragon babies. About Aspen and Pepper. He felt like he’d aged two hundred years in the last few weeks.

      Skye patted the back of his neck as they glided through the air. You’re tense.

      And you’re not?

      I’ve learned that stress changes nothing. Things almost always work out.

      People died in the last war. People we loved. Dragon races went extinct. You call that working out? You lost your dragon form, and Runa died. He was being snappy, but he couldn’t help himself. This would not end well.

      “I know. But we still managed to win the war. We’ll win this one too.”

      But at what cost?

      The training dragons stopped what they were doing and lined up on the ground, awaiting his arrival. They bowed when he landed, and his friends slid off his back. He turned into a human.

      “I would like you all to take your human forms, in respect of Skye and Rowan.”

      It wasn’t always necessary, but it made things easier to involve them in the conversation. The dragons quickly changed.

      Sid took in the few hundred warriors surrounding them. He didn’t need that many to protect the babies, maybe ten or twelve. The rest could resume their training.

      He looked for his general. “Franklin, I would like to speak to you.”

      Franklin wove himself out of the middle of the crowd. He made a good leader because he immersed himself with his people instead of watching while they did all the work. It’s why Sid often had trouble finding him when he visited the training fields. He was never out in front despite being the general of his army.

      Franklin gave a bow. “How can I help, Your Majesty?”

      “I need a small delegation of dragons. Ten or twelve. A few good trackers and a few fierce warriors.”

      Franklin looked at the men at his left and right, and they dropped their eyes to the ground and shuffled their feet.

      “Is something wrong?” Sid asked.

      “I mean no disrespect, but the last time you asked for a band of dragons, they were all killed.”

      Sid rubbed his eyes and sighed. He didn’t want them to be worried.

      “I’m aware. This is a different sort of mission. Still dangerous of course, but we will not be going after the queen until we have an army ready to do so.”

      Sid and the others stood off to the side while Franklin fetched the dragons they needed.

      “What are you going to tell them?” Skye asked.

      “The truth.”

      “But you’ve been hiding the babies for so long.”

      “I know. But we can’t hide them anymore. They are in danger, and if we don’t tell the others the truth, then that will be worse. The babies will have to be outted. I can’t keep the secret any longer.”

      Rowan shoved a hand through his hair. “Is it me, or does it seem like things are getting worse and worse?”

      “It’s not you,” Sid said. Every time they turned around, another catastrophe hit.

      Skye gave a forced smile. “Come on, you guys, you can’t keep thinking that way. We’ll get out of this. We have to think positive. By this time next year, Liam will be heading off to college, and the baby dragons will be fending off little kids at the park. Everything will be fine.”
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