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      It was several hours before the rest of Ruby’s family got up, but after finding Marigold and Gale, she couldn’t go back to bed. Gale slept for most of the night and early morning hours, curled up on Ruby’s lap. Ruby managed to sleep a little on the couch, but mostly she worried about what would happen when the council found out.

      They would likely take him away, and he wouldn’t be raised in a home. They’d treat him like a science experiment that was about to explode.

      Around five a.m., she got up and started the coffee maker while she listened to Marigold prattle on about how she’d managed to hide Gale and how at times she almost got caught. Gale stayed curled up in Ruby’s hair. Once she got the coffee going, she went back to the couch and moved Gale into her lap instead.

      “Has he exhibited any powers yet?”

      Powers?

      “Canyon dragons can read minds, but you’re still too young to read someone’s mind who doesn’t want you to.”

      Ruby was grateful for that more often than not. Once Marigold learned to read minds, she would have to grow thicker skin. That girl took offense to everything.

      Marigold puffed her cheeks out and thought. If Ruby had her phone, she’d take a picture of the little cutie, but it was currently sitting on the counter, melted. She’d have to go into town and find a new one. Though at the moment, her busted phone was the least of her worries.

      No. I don’t think so. All he does is eat and sleep.

      He sounded just like the other dragon babies in the infant room. “That’s what babies do. Has he tried talking to you yet?”

      No.

      “You didn’t talk until you were three, so I wouldn’t worry about that just yet.”

      This little Gale was a mystery, and nobody knew yet what he was capable of. It was exciting and nerve-wracking at the same time.

      Mason careened into the living room, followed by Brooke. They bickered about something and flung themselves onto the couch next to Ruby and Marigold. Walker laid his head on Marigold’s flank, and Brooke narrowed her eyes at her.

      “Hey, Marigold. I thought Mom said you weren’t allowed in here anymore.” Brooke clenched her fists.

      She changed her mind.

      “But you have to control your fire around us.” Brooke was always the bossy one.

      I can.

      Ruby waited for them to notice the little dragon in her lap, but her children were incredibly unobservant and apparently more worried about Marigold hurting them than Ruby had thought.

      Damon walked in and dropped into the seat next to her, placing a light kiss on her lips. She kind of wished he’d lingered a few seconds more. Kissing him was still one of her favorite things to do.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” he asked with a nod toward Marigold.

      Ruby nearly laughed out loud. “She’s fine. We had a long talk about her fire.”

      Gale stirred in her lap, but she made it a point not to look down at him so she could see how long this lasted. She couldn’t believe no one had noticed.

      “Ouch,” Damon yelled and glanced down.

      Gale had nibbled on his fingers.

      He thinks you’re food, Marigold said.

      “What on earth?” Damon asked.

      “It’s a long story,” Ruby said. “But meet Gale.” She held the little dragon up so Damon and her kids could see him properly. Gale snapped at Damon’s nose, and Damon chuckled.

      “What is that?” Brooke asked.

      “A very small dragon. We don’t know exactly what kind yet.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Didn’t the council tell you not to hatch them yet?”

      Time to change the subject. “Looks like we need to get this little guy some food. How about bacon and eggs?”

      “Yay!” Mason said. “Can we make them green?”

      “Sure thing,” Damon said. “And while I’m cooking, Mom can tell us the story of how Gale came to be.” He eyed them suspiciously, but didn’t say anything. She figured he probably didn’t want to feed Brooke’s anxiety.

      They walked into the kitchen, and Ruby put Gale on the counter and set out some bread for him. He wouldn’t like it as well as meat, but it should hold him over until the bacon was done.

      He sniffed at it and then tentatively tried a piece. He made a face and spit it out.

      “Guess he doesn’t like bread,” Brooke said. A grin formed on her face, and she clapped her hands. “He’s so cute.”

      Ruby chuckled and reached for the fridge handle. It shocked her, and she jumped back, shaking out her hand.

      “What happened?” Damon asked.

      “Static electricity.” She grabbed the handle again and found Mason’s stash of hot dogs.

      She broke them up into little pieces and set them in front of Gale. He tried one, chewed and swallowed, and went back for more. He might be a meat-only dragon. Most of them preferred meat, but many would eat other things.

      Damon dropped a couple of slices of bacon into a pan, and they sizzled. “So how did he get here?” Damon asked.

      Ruby relayed Marigold’s story, and the details she got wrong, Marigold corrected. Damon’s eyebrows furrowed as the story progressed.

      “The council won’t be happy about this,” he muttered under his breath. Ruby wasn’t sure he meant for her to hear.

      “I don’t see why we have to tell them.” Ruby had been thinking about this ever since she laid eyes on Gale. They could keep this a secret. She didn’t know what the council would do to him.

      “While we don’t have a lot of visitors, there are still too many people coming in and out of here, not to mention the other kids. One of them could easily spill. And we’ll be in a lot more trouble if they find out that we kept him hidden. If we want to stay here and continue to raise the babies, then we have to be honest about him.”

      “Dad’s right,” Brooke said.

      “But what if they take him away?” Ruby clenched her jaw.

      Marigold snorted orange smoke. They can’t take him away. He’s mine.

      Damon frowned but didn’t reply. He flipped the bacon, and Gale toddled over to investigate. He stuck his nose into the pan, and Ruby pulled him away. He snapped at her, but she avoided his fangs.

      Walker giggled. “He wants his bacon.”

      Ruby and the kids kept him away from the pan until Damon finished cooking. Then Ruby fed him some. His eyes widened, and he hopped around, scarfing down the whole piece.

      The lights flickered, and Damon pursed his lips. “Wind must be bad today.”

      Gale rushed over to the plate with the bacon and snatched another piece.

      Ruby picked the plate up and handed it around. “Quick, take some before Gale eats it all.”

      Her kids snatched up their own pieces, and Ruby made sure Marigold got a couple.

      The whole time, Gale studied her, his eyes firmly on the plate. He cocked his head this way and that and then spread his wings and took to the air.

      Marigold gasped. He’s never flown before.

      His flight was clumsy, and he landed smack in the middle of the bacon, sending the plate skidding along the counter. There were only three pieces left, and Ruby let him eat them while Damon started on the eggs.

      Gale then walked up her arm to her shoulder, got as close as he could to her neck, curled up, and fell asleep.

      “He’s kinda boring,” Mason said.

      “He’s still really little.” Ruby rubbed Gale’s head.

      Damon came over and stroked his wings. “He’s pretty though. I’ve never seen this color before.”

      Ruby nodded.

      That was the problem.

      New colors were unpredictable.

      And the council didn’t like unpredictable.
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      Grace had only been gone one day, and already Hughie was sick of trying to hold down the fort. Olga whined to him about Judy twice. Benjamin complained there weren’t enough guardians because Hughie wanted two guarding the kings and the queen at all times. And Judy was beside herself, pestering him all day long when she wasn’t torturing Olga.

      Leadership was for the birds.

      He wondered why on earth he had asked Grace for more responsibility. Clearly, this wasn’t his calling. Not because he wasn’t good at it. That was still to be determined, but because he truly hated it.

      He had just stepped out of the shower when a pounding came at his door. He figured he’d open it up and find a giant rubber ducky or something. Either that or Olga with her hair turned green.

      But it wasn’t a result of Judy’s antics at all. Instead, it was one of the guardians. Though he supposed it could still be Judy’s doing.

      “We have company. You should come down.”

      Company? They never had company, and when they did, the visitors were completely expected. Who on earth was here?

      Hughie followed the guardian downstairs. This wasn’t something he wanted to deal with. What if the “company” attacked them in some way? What if it was the wizard who was putting all the dragons to sleep?

      Though, if that were the case, the guardians would all be out. Maybe Hughie was overreacting. It was probably just a couple of dragons who didn’t want to go over to America but still wanted protection.

      “I let them in. It was too cold for them out there.” The guardian walked quickly into the entrance hall. Three additional guardians as well as Benjamin stood in front of him, blocking the group from view.

      Hughie stepped around and stopped dead in his tracks. Nothing could’ve prepared him for this.

      Six people stood there, dressed in old-time joker costumes. What on earth was this? They were definitely not dragons, and people didn’t stumble onto the castle by accident. They would’ve had to come by boat and then a long walk. Though they didn’t look that cold either.

      They spoke in low voices among each other, with small giggles and laughs coming from them.

      The oldest was a tall man with a long white beard. Two women were both middle-aged. And a couple of younger boys looked to be twins and couldn’t be older than Judy.

      A young woman stepped out from the group, staring up at the ceiling. She was shorter than Hughie, with long dark hair and porcelain skin. She must’ve felt his stare because she turned to look at him with piercing blue eyes. She smiled, and Hughie felt the world tilt from under his feet.

      Except it really was. He and the guardians were all sliding backward.

      “What’s going on?” Hughie asked, but no one answered.

      “Drake. Denton. Stop that right this instance,” the old man shouted.

      The floor stopped moving, and the old man waved a hand, putting the floor back in place. Hughie’s blood ran cold. These were wizards. All of them from the looks of it.

      The old man stepped forward. “Forgive them.” He waved his hands to the younger boys. “They are as mischievous as they come. I am Nikolas, and word is that Grace, a powerful wizard queen, was looking for us.”

      The guardians next to Hughie stood with their hands on their swords, their faces taut.

      “Are you the wizard who has been attacking the dragons?” Hughie didn’t expect a straight answer, but maybe that’s why they came.

      “I don’t know what you are talking about. I heard Grace was looking for any other wizards. We don’t attack dragons. We barely even see them.”

      Hughie rubbed his eyes, trying to decide if he believed them or not. His guardians were still standing, so maybe he should.

      If they had shown up last week, Hughie would’ve been thrilled, but he didn’t trust any of them. And he was also at a disadvantage. If these were evil wizards, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to fight them off. It was only him against five of them. He’d lose.

      “Where are you from?” Hughie asked, trying to buy some time.

      “We wander. But most recently we came from Greece. We travel as a magical circus. Most people think that what we do is illusions, but our magic is real.”

      Hughie had to make a quick decision. He could either let them stay or kick them out. It didn’t feel right to kick them out. If they came from Greece as they said, then they had traveled far and truly had no idea what was going on with the dragons. This could actually be quite fortuitous. They could help him.

      He’d keep guardians on them and then send a message to Grace, asking what he should do. He realized that might be stupid, but if this group was the wizards they were looking for, kicking them out would be foolish as well. For now, he’d try to be hospitable.

      Hughie stepped forward, offering his hand. “I’m Hughie, the wizard in charge until Grace returns.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you. This is my wife, Amara. We have a daughter, Penelope. Amara’s sister, Tessa, and her sons travel with us as well. Drake and Denton can be quite the troublemakers, but I will keep them in line.”

      Footsteps came from behind him, and Hughie closed his eyes. He wasn’t ready for Judy to be a part of all this. Grace would kill him if he did something that might hurt her.

      She skidded to a stop next to him. “What’s going on?” She eyed the group in front of her.

      Hughie waved to them. “This is Nikolas and his family. They are a group of traveling wizards and will be staying with us for a while.”

      She furrowed her brow and dropped her voice. “But what if they are the ones who are attacking the dragons?”

      “I don’t think they are, and we can’t kick them out into the cold.” He wasn’t about to mention that if they were, he should absolutely keep them here. The saying keep your enemies close was true.

      Drake and Denton were whispering between themselves, but the rest of the group stared right at him and Judy.

      Without warning, Drake marched forward and produced a bouquet of roses, which he presented to Judy.

      “For the prettiest lady in the castle,” he said. Judy flushed and took the roses.

      “Oi, that wasn’t what we agreed on,” Denton yelled and shoved his brother out of the way. The flowers in Judy’s hand disappeared, and a small box materialized in Denton’s hands. “For you, the sweetest girl around.”

      For the first time in Judy’s life, she was speechless, and Hughie had to refrain from laughing. She opened the box, and it held a dozen chocolates. Hughie plucked one out and shoved it into his mouth without thinking.

      “They’re good,” he said. But Judy just stared at the box. Hughie nudged her. “You okay?”

      She nodded and looked up. Both Drake and Denton stood shoulder to shoulder in front of her, wearing stupid grins on their faces.

      “Thank you,” Judy stammered.

      “What’s your name?” Denton asked.

      “Judy.”

      “And are you a wizard or a dragon?”

      “Wizard.”

      “Dibs,” Denton said, and Drake shoved him.

      “You can’t call dibs. I saw her first.”

      “Not true, I did.”

      Well, crap. Now Hughie was going to have to deal with these boys’ crushes on top of everything else.

      “Boys,” Nikolas yelled. “Leave the poor girl alone.”

      Judy gripped the box of chocolates and raced away from them. Hughie had never seen her speechless. Once he got the new wizards settled, he’d go make sure she was okay.

      Nikolas stepped forward, shoving the boys back. “I apologize for their behavior. We don’t meet many wizards. In fact, Grace is the first we’ve heard of. Do you have others here?”

      Hughie shook his head. “Just me and Judy. Benjamin is human and the head of my guardians, and the other guardians are dragons.”

      Nikolas raised his eyebrows. “That must be a sight to behold.”

      “It is. Come and I’ll help you get settled.”
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