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      Isa’s feelings were a jumbled mess. Grace stood frozen, staring at her like Isa was a bomb waiting to go off. Maybe she was. This was a development she could’ve never foreseen.

      Isa’s lungs constricted, and she could hardly breathe. She gripped the edge of the dressing table and caught a glimpse of her very pale face. Grace stood behind her, hairbrush in hand, her face equally white.

      Isa couldn’t have Grace in the room right now. She had to think, and she couldn’t do that with Grace watching over her. The betrayal rocked her right to the core. How could Grace keep this from her? And Grace told Liam of all people, but she didn’t trust Isa. Isa’s chest tightened, and she was certain she would burst into tears at any moment.

      “Get out.” She pointed to the door.

      “But your hair.” Grace spoke in a soft voice, clutching at the hairbrush.

      “Liam can finish it.”

      He chuckled nervously. “Not sure I can.”

      Isa stood and stalked toward Grace. “I don’t want a backstabbing wizard in my room. Get out.”

      Grace recoiled as though Isa had slapped her. She dropped the brush on the dressing table and rushed from the room.

      Isa didn’t mean it. They were the wrong words. What she really wanted to say was, “Why didn’t you trust me?” But her throat closed up, and she had to send Grace out of here before she lost it.

      Isa stared at the door that Grace just raced through. A few tears slid down her cheeks. She wiped at them and squeezed her eyes shut, trying to pull herself together. Her very best friend in the whole world kept a secret she should’ve shared. A secret that changed everything. Wizards were feared by everyone, but Grace should have trusted her. Grace knew Isa loved her, and yet she kept this from her.

      “That wasn’t very nice,” Liam said, his voice laced with disappointment. How dare he judge her.

      She scowled at him. He knew all along. She was nearly as angry with him as she was at Grace.

      “She’s a wizard. And you knew.” Isa couldn’t help the sharpness of her tone.

      “I did.” He smirked at her. Oh, she wanted to slap that smirk right off his face, but she didn’t. Because the truth of the situation suddenly pressed in on her. Grace didn’t say anything because she was afraid of Isa. Why in the king’s name would she ever think that Isa would hurt her?

      Isa ground her teeth, trying to find her bearings. Nothing made sense anymore, and Liam’s flippant attitude wasn’t helping.

      She sank onto the chair at her dressing table. She had no clue what to do about Grace but should’ve seen this coming. Missy had all but told her, but the thought that Grace could be a wizard never occurred to her.

      Grace never did anything wizardly. She was just her lady-in-waiting and best friend. She trusted Grace beyond anything, but Isa couldn’t believe she was one of them. If Isa were being honest, that wasn’t what bothered her. She didn’t want Grace to be a wizard, and they’d have to figure out the magic stuff later. However, Grace should’ve told Isa about this years ago.

      Liam knelt in front of her, and she turned her face away so he couldn’t see how upset she was.

      “I should kick you out too,” she muttered.

      He reached for her and pulled her close, wiping a stray tear away with his thumb. She thought she’d gotten them all.

      “But you won’t because you love me.”

      She wiggled out of his embrace and stood in front of him, her arms taut at her sides and her fists clenched. If she relaxed, she’d lose it. “No. Because I need you to protect me.” She perched on the edge of her chair at the dressing table, her fists still tight in her lap. “Can you do a braid?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “I can honestly say I’ve never done that in my life.” He shouldn’t be so cavalier right now. She’d basically found out that Grace wasn’t who she thought and that Isa was a horrible person because, otherwise, Grace would’ve told her.

      Isa scowled and reached back and gave herself a sloppy braid. She was used to feeling betrayed—by both Liam and Pierre—but this was something else altogether. Grace was supposed to be her best friend, and best friends don’t hide who they truly are from each other.

      Honestly, the disappointment was stronger than the anger. Grace should trust her like she trusted Grace, but that obviously wasn’t the case. And perhaps Grace was keeping other big secrets from her.

      Maybe Isa didn’t know Grace at all. Her eyes stung with tears, but she brushed them away.

      Liam had flung himself onto the bed, so he couldn’t see her face.

      Well, that boy was in for a rude awakening tonight. She took three deep breaths to compose herself. Then she faced him.

      “You’re not sleeping there,” she said.

      He put his hands behind his head and gave her his best grin, the one she fell for more often than not, but it wouldn’t work on her today.

      “Come on, Isa, you know you want to snuggle.” He patted her blankets and blinked his puppy dog eyes.

      She ripped a pillow off the bed and threw it onto the couch. “Not tonight, I don’t.” She pointed at the couch. “You’re sleeping there.”

      He grumbled as he climbed off the bed. At least, he was cooperating. “For what it’s worth, I’ve been trying to get her to tell you for weeks.”

      “I don’t care.”

      She slid into bed and punched at her pillows to fluff them up. This was usually Grace’s job. Not that Isa cared if she had plump pillows or not, but it was one more reminder of Grace’s place in her life.

      Grace was Isa’s favorite person in the whole world.

      Yet, she didn’t trust Isa.

      That hurt worse than a knife to the chest.
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      Damon stretched out his wings and shuffled his feet. His body felt different but right. He was finally a dragon. This was where he belonged. Damon was itching to fly, but Sid rubbed the back of his neck, and his brow furrowed. Something was wrong.

      Damon tried to shift around and see if he was missing a tail or something. It was too dark to see clearly, but he seemed to have all of his parts. Maybe he was just a really ugly dragon. Even if he were, he didn’t care.

      He was a dragon, and nothing else mattered.

      “Can you come closer so we can see you in the light?” Sid asked and swallowed audibly. Whatever it was, they could deal with it.

      Damon crawled forward on his claws. It felt like the most awkward thing ever, but eventually, he made it to the patio.

      Sid brought a hand to his chest. “Oh, thank goodness,” he said. Aspen’s face brightened, and she scooted closer to Damon.

      What? Damon asked.

      Aspen laughed and examined his flank. “We thought you were black. But you’re not. You look like a Hershey bar.”

      That would’ve been a problem. There was no way in hades he’d be a dragon king. Damon let out a laugh, but puffs of smoke came out of his nostrils instead. He shuffled back, startled.

      “They take the color of their eyes.” Pepper approached him warily. He wasn’t sure why she was nervous. She was the one who made him this way.

      Wait, so I’m brown?

      “Yeah, but not the same brown as the underground dragons,” Aspen said from behind him. “Their color is rather pale. You are a rich brown. I’m excited to see what you look like in the sunlight.”

      Damon craned his neck around to see her. She was feeling the edge of the spikes on his tail.

      Can I fly?

      “Go ahead, but just for a few minutes. It’s dark, and we have many enemies. Just stay close. You can fly more tomorrow.”

      Damon spread his wings and leapt into the air. He soared high above the house, relishing the cool night air rushing past his face and body. The sheer freedom was exhilarating. He couldn’t get over how it felt to have wings. Wings!

      He wished Ruby were here to see this.

      His heart clenched. If he had done this before she did away with her dragon form, maybe he’d still be sealed to her. Heat surged in his belly, and he let out a flame. Whoa. That was cool. It didn’t take away his anger at Ruby for not caring about the sealing, but still. He did it again, this time on purpose. Bright brown flame shot from his mouth.

      Sid rushed up to meet him.

      You can’t be doing that right now. Remember, we don’t want you to be seen. Come down. You can fly in the morning.

      He deflated a little and followed Sid to the ground. He landed hard and thought himself back into being a human. His body shrunk, and his claws became fingers. The whole sensation was weird, but he loved it. He grinned at Sid and Aspen.

      “Thank you. This is a dream come true.” And it was. He’d wanted to be a dragon since he was a little boy. Though back then, he just wanted to be able to fly after Liam. But now, he’d have to do it all by himself. He swallowed back the tears that threatened. He missed Liam so much.

      Aspen looped her arm through Sid’s and rested her head on his shoulder. “It’s the least we could do. Thank you for being a good friend to Liam over all these years.”

      Her eyes shone with tears, and he had to look away. He cleared his throat. “Am I allowed to fly to school tomorrow?”

      Sid chuckled. “I know you’re excited, but no. We can’t let anyone know you’re a dragon. You understand, right?”

      Damon tried not to let his disappointment show. “Yeah, of course, I understand. Can I tell Ruby though?” She was the only one he really cared about, but every time he thought about her, he wanted to hit something.

      Sid nodded. “Yes. We’ll tell Ruby and a few other dragons. We just can’t let your human friends know. Once the war is over, we’ll figure out what we’ll tell people.”

      At least, he didn’t have to keep it a complete secret.

      Aspen flung her arms around him. “Goodnight.”

      He held her tight. Sure, he’d lost his best friend, but they’d lost their only child. In that moment, he vowed to be there for them as a son would be. He could never replace Liam, but he could involve himself in their lives as much as possible.

      He crept up the stairs and hesitated in front of Ruby’s door. If only she’d given him a chance, given their relationship a chance. He hated and loved her at the same time. This was not something he expected. He had thought with the mark gone, he’d not have any feelings for her, but he still did.

      He left her door and crashed in the guest room he’d been using.

      Maybe they’d make up tomorrow.

      Maybe not.
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      Jens woke from another memory-dream. His role was a little clearer, and he hadn’t screwed up the plans like he had last time.

      The rebels were coming to fight with him. Most of them would fight the queen and Obsidian’s men at the castle, but he would still have a good number of dragons to help him obliterate all of the American abominations—yes, that would mean years of war, but he’d known that when they started.
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