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      Hughie, Benjamin, and Judy searched the whole castle from top to bottom, but there was no sign of Nikolas or his family. In some ways it was good that they had left because the immediate danger was gone, but in most ways this was a very bad thing.

      “Dragon’s teeth!” Hughie exclaimed as he collapsed onto a chair in the study. Judy sat across from him.

      Hughie watched Benjamin pace, and then he hung his head in his hands. “We had him. Right here. And now he’s gone. I’m an idiot.” He truly was. Grace had given him control of the castle, and he’d ruined it all.

      Judy creased her eyebrows. “Why do you say that?”

      “Because I was too busy worrying about how things looked with Penny to see what was going on right beneath my nose. I should’ve never let myself get distracted with her.” But even as he said those words, his heart still stung. He liked her way more than he should, and he didn’t even understand why.

      That kiss though.

      He scowled. That kiss ruined everything.

      Judy leaned forward. “I’m glad you and Penny found each other. I’m not convinced that’s over, and it was nice seeing you smiling for once. Unless of course she’s in on it. Then well, at least we found them.”

      “I smile.” Hughie wasn’t sure why that was the thing that bothered him from the conversation.

      “Not very often.”

      He ignored the comment. “It doesn’t matter. She’s the daughter of an evil wizard. Not gonna make that mistake again.”

      “Hey, my mother was the daughter of an evil wizard.” Judy leveled him with a look. He shouldn’t judge, but he was struggling with all his emotions at the moment.

      “I know. I’m sorry. I’m still ticked that we had the wizard, and he escaped before we found a solution to the sleeping dragons.”

      “He might not be the evil wizard. Maybe he’s just an overprotective dad.”

      Hughie sniffed. “No way. We’ve never seen that spell before, and suddenly he’s doing it in the castle? It has to be him.”

      “What if it’s not?” She grabbed his wrists and stared at him.

      “You don’t really believe that, do you?”

      Judy shrugged. “Maybe I do, and maybe I don’t. I liked them all though.”

      That’s the hardest part of this whole thing. They were friendly, likeable people. Even Nikolas. Hughie didn’t want to dislike them. He wanted them to all live happily ever after in his castle and learn from each other. He wanted to wake up to Penny’s pretty face every day and listen to her laugh.

      “Me too. Believe me. I know exactly what you’re saying. But we have to face reality. He’s evil.” Hughie jammed a hand through his hair. “What if we aren’t strong enough to fight him? What if we never get the dragons back?” His voice caught a little. His mother and the others had been gone for so long already. They’d missed out on so much.

      Judy reached over and gripped his hand. “We will. Don’t worry. Now at least we know who he is, which is something we didn’t have before.”

      She was right, but they let him go, and Hughie had no idea how to find them again. The whole situation seemed hopeless. And maybe it was. Maybe his whole life would be one disappointment after another, and he’d never get the girl or defeat the evil wizard.

      “I don’t know how we’ll find him again.” He was being pessimistic, but he was frustrated with the whole situation. And, if he was being completely honest with himself, he was missing Penny.

      “Let’s not worry about that now. It’s been a long day with a lot of crap that happened. Why don’t we wait for Mom to get here, and we’ll figure it out then?”

      Hughie nodded. He wanted to keep hashing things out, but that would be pointless. It would just make him more depressed.

      Both Judy and Benjamin left. Hughie wasn’t quite ready to go to bed yet, and he didn’t know what else to do, so he wandered around the castle and found himself in front of the Honor Room. At least they’d managed to keep the dragons in there safe. If something happened to his mom, he’d never be able to forgive himself. She was the one he really needed to protect.

      He undid the spell that closed off the space and entered the room. This room never changed, except when they had to move new bodies in here, and he hated the sameness of the room. It was just one more indication that life stopped the day the dragons went down.

      He checked on Sid, Liam, and Isa first. They were all sleeping and no worse for the wear.

      As were the other dragons who’d been affected.

      Hughie wasn’t sure why he’d been avoiding his mom. He wanted her to sit up and be shocked by how much he’d grown. He wanted her to hug his neck and kiss his forehead. He wanted her to tell him that his hair was too long and lecture him on not being rude to Judy.

      “I thought you were going to bed.” Judy’s voice echoed around the room.

      He turned to face her. “I am. I just wanted to check on them.”

      “Me too.” With her hair pulled away from her face, she looked just like her mom.

      Most of the time it was easy to think of Judy as a child, but in moments like this, he realized she was nearly an adult.

      She walked into the room and glanced around at the bodies. “I barely knew them, but I miss them all. I want to know them.”

      Hughie gave her a sad smile. “I know what you mean. I was older when they went down, but I still feel like I don’t know them as an adult, you know.”

      “Yeah.”

      They moved to where Skye lay. Even though she was his mom and way older than most humans on earth, she still looked like she was in her early twenties, with smooth skin and long platinum blonde hair. She was always the prettiest woman in the room though she never realized it. Because of the bond between them and their spouses, Aspen and Rowan had looked younger than their years as well.

      He smoothed her hair back and stared at her face. He wanted desperately for her to sit up and start talking to him, but she didn’t. And her breath still came slow and even. He’d spent way too many hours down here talking to her and not having her talk back.

      “Hughie!” Judy called.

      He jerked his head up. “What?”

      She stood next to the dragon they found in the woods, her face ashen. “There’s something wrong.”

      Hughie rushed over to her and the man.

      “I don’t think he’s breathing,” she said.

      Hughie put his face right up to his nose, but no breath tickled his cheek.

      “He’s not.” Panic rose in his throat.

      Judy placed her fingers on the man’s wrist, her face twisted in worry. “There’s no pulse.”

      No. No. No. No.

      This couldn’t be happening. He knew CPR. He’d been trained in the medical arts, and he began pushing on the dragon’s chest. But even as he did so, he knew it wouldn’t work. The whole body was ice cold. The man had been gone for hours.

      Hughie was supposed to protect them, and he’d failed.

      He continued pumping up and down on the man’s chest, but Judy tugged at his arms and pulled him away from the body.

      “Nikolas killed one of them,” he said, his voice wooden.

      She shook her head. “Do you really think he’d do something like that?”

      “He was pretty angry at me for kissing Penny.”

      “Yeah, but murder?”

      Hughie swallowed. The stakes had just been raised, and he wasn’t about to let Nikolas get away with this.

      He would pay for what he’d done.
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      Pepper raced down the hall toward the baby dragons. She couldn’t think about the fact that she was now permanently sealed to Gage. They would be together forever, no matter what. Forever was a really long time.

      She wasn’t sure where she was going because she couldn’t go home, not with all those forest dragons there. When she got to the cave she saw several of the kids playing a game of keepaway.

      “Pepper!”

      She spun around, and the ball hit her. She jerked forward and rubbed the back of her head.

      Ruby stood there, panic on her face and her hands shaking.

      Oh, no.

      “I’m all done, guys,” Pepper jogged over to Ruby. “What’s up?”

      “I need your help.” She grabbed Ruby by the hand and dragged her away from everyone else, down a few halls, and into the egg room.

      “Are you okay?” Pepper asked, now really worried.

      Ruby shook her head and looked around as if checking for eavesdroppers. She kept her voice low. “Gale’s power is harnessing electricity. He accidentally hurt Mason, and Damon went and got the council. They’ve just arrived, but I managed to sneak away before they got to the cave. I’ve hidden Gale, but that won’t last. I need you to go to Aspen and ask her to come help me. She will.”

      “Okay. Let me get Gage, and we’ll head back.”

      “There is no time. If you don’t leave right now, the council will kill Gale. Please.” A few tears leaked out of the corners of Ruby’s eyes. Pepper wanted to help her, but she couldn’t face those dragons at home without Gage. He would protect her from them.

      “The land is covered in forest dragons. Some of who tried to attack me. Send Mason and I’ll follow after I find Gage.” There, she had another solution. It wasn’t a good one considering Mason was just a kid. But it was something.

      Ruby pursed her lips. “I can’t do that. I can’t even make a phone call. The council is watching our whole family. But not you. Please. Do this for me.”

      Pepper squeezed her eyes shut. She would have to be brave. Again.

      “Gage is in the infant room. It won’t take me long to find him.”

      “Please just go. I’ll send Gage after you.”

      Pepper squeezed her hands into tight fists. She’d have to go by herself. She could do this. Ruby had done so much for her over the years, and she couldn’t let her down now.

      “Okay. Okay. I’ll go.”

      “Tell Aspen she has to come quickly. Please hurry.”

      Please hurry.”

      Ruby raced away, and Pepper tried not to think too much about things as she left. She hadn’t even had time to look at the mark and see what it said.

      She didn’t want to. It was too scary. Not as scary as facing hundreds of forest dragons, but still scary.

      She flew out into the cold evening air and soared among the clouds. If she stayed up high, she’d get home faster. Not that she really wanted to get home faster, but she knew how urgent this was. Pepper hadn’t dealt much with the council. Would they really kill a baby? If Ruby thought so, then maybe.

      Pepper needed to help Ruby more than she needed to avoid her fears.

      The problem with being up high in the clouds was that it left more time for thinking and not enough distractions.

      That kiss had been the most magical of her life. It was the kind of kiss they made movies over. It was one she’d never forget and one that she would really like to repeat. When she was with Gage, nothing else mattered. She liked being with him.

      So why on earth did she run?

      Gage was a good guy and obviously her soul mate, so what was she scared of?

      Commitment?

      No way. If Dante had sealed himself to her, she’d have sealed right back.

      Well, before Gage showed up anyway. She was ready to settle down.

      She was old enough.

      Maybe it was just that they didn’t know each other all that well.

      Though she was a big believer in love at first sight, so it wasn’t that either. Love stories were her favorite. Especially Sid and Aspen’s.

      It was the forest dragon thing.

      And that was stupid.

      Though maybe not. He was Jens’s son after all. She snorted, and green puffs of smoke came out of her nose. Who knew that she’d fall in love with him.

      Because she absolutely was in love with him.

      And she’d stupidly ran away from him. He’d probably be upset that she ran. If he’d run after their kiss, she’d be pissed.

      As soon as Pepper got Aspen on her way, she would hunt him down and tell him how she felt. And apologize for being scared. Hopefully he’d forgive her. She didn’t know him well enough to know if he held grudges.

      She didn’t want to be scared. She missed him, which was weird because they’d barely been together, but she didn’t want to be away from him. They had a life to start. Oh, her mind was a mess.

      If she hadn’t run away, he’d be here with her on her way to see Aspen and navigate the hundreds of forest dragons. He could protect her.

      She dropped down out of the sky and spotted the house with the fields full of forest dragons. She’d get as close to the house as she could and then drop fast. It was dark, so maybe things would be okay.

      So far no one had taken notice of her, which was good. She was nearly on top of the roof, and she plummeted to the earth, landing just outside the back door. She changed quickly and didn’t even look back at the forest dragons.

      Easy-peasy.

      She entered the kitchen, and people were everywhere, laughing and talking. Or cooking or mixing ingredients. She recognized a few of them as Gage’s friends.

      “Pepper,” Sebastian called. “Welcome to the party.”

      She hadn’t noticed the guy standing next to him until he turned around. Gage’s eyes caught hers, and she looked away. He must’ve left right after she ran out of the room. She needed to apologize to him, but she was on a mission first.

      “Have you guys seen Aspen?” she asked.

      “Um, yeah, she went upstairs to meditate or something. She said it was too loud down here.”

      That was odd behavior for Aspen, but maybe she lied about what she was doing.

      “I’ll be back in a few minutes. I need to talk to her first.”

      She didn’t even glance Gage’s way again. She just wiggled through the crowd and up the stairs.

      She knew if she looked at him, she might forget what she was supposed to do.

      And fall right back into his arms.
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