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      Damon shouldn’t be happy. They were about to go to war, and yet he felt like the luckiest guy alive. He had Ruby, and he needed nothing else. All they had to do was survive the impending battle.

      Yesterday, when Damon and Ruby arrived at Val’s house, preparations were already underway to defend against the green dragons. Skye and Rowan took over the responsibility, for which Damon was grateful, and he didn’t have to do anything but stay close to Ruby. Though, Hermes seemed to only want to report to him.

      But as nightfall hit, there was still no sign of attack. Hermes reported in with Damon every hour or so, but the forest dragons weren’t on the move at all. Damon wasn’t sure what they were waiting for, and that made him nervous.

      Everyone camped out with the babies. Damon and Ruby got sleeping bags near each other, but Hughie wiggled in between them.

      He woke early the next morning to squabbling dragon babies at his back, and a jet of purple flame nearly singed his hair.

      He scrambled out of his sleeping bag. Ruby was still fast asleep with her arm slung around Hughie. The tussling dragons flew to the other side of the room, and Damon went in search of Skye.

      He opened one of the sliding glass doors. Twenty gold and silver dragons stood watch outside. Hermes fluttered down from a tree and landed next to Damon but didn’t say anything. He wondered if this little guy would be his from here on out. That would be nice.

      Skye and Rowan were deep in conversation when Damon approached.

      “It’s not enough.” Skye looked over their crew, mostly older dragons and young mothers.

      “We’ve been here before. We can do this.” Rowan put a hand on her shoulder. “Morning, Damon.”

      Skye spun around. “Thank you for the warning. We never would’ve been prepared without you.”

      “No problem. I’ll gladly fight as well.” Damon could not sit back and watch them get slaughtered. Even though he hadn’t fought as a dragon before, he fully planned on helping out here.

      Skye sighed. “I actually want you and Ruby with the kids.”

      Damon stood tall. “We can fight.” He hated it when adults underestimated him.

      “I’m not asking you to hide. I’m asking you to protect them. Everyone else will be needed out here. The eagles said the forest dragons are preparing their attack. We will try to head them off in the air so they don’t get close, but we know they will. You, Ruby, and Hazel will be there to protect the kids. You will get to fight even if I wish that weren’t so.”

      It wasn’t the worst thing in the world, and Damon understood. He’d be better here on the ground anyway.

      “Do you have weapons?” he asked. He wanted to prepare himself.

      Skye pointed to two large boxes on the edge of the patio. Hazel was already there, picking through them.

      She extracted a short sword and examined it. “Oh, hey, Damon, I heard you and Ruby will be with me, protecting the kids.”

      “I am.”

      She plunged her hand back into the box and pulled out a long glittering sword. “Here, take the dragon slayer.”

      “Thanks.” Nobody had allowed him to even hold this type of weapon before, let alone wield it.

      “You’ve been trained with a sword, right?”

      He nodded, and Hazel looked around the field. “I’m afraid there will be too many of them and not enough of us.”

      Damon hated the fear that consumed everyone. “Me too. But we can’t just run away.”

      She frowned. “What we need is back up, but anyone who can fight has gone overseas.”

      Damon crossed his arms and studied the dragons scattered about.

      “All of them? Including the sea and river dragons?” he asked.

      “The sea dragons for sure, but I don’t know about the river.”

      Damon grabbed a few more swords and headed toward the house. If the river dragons made it up here, they could fortify the defenses. Nearly all of them survived the last war, so there were more of them than just about any kind of dragon. He couldn’t abandon everyone now though. He had to stay here.

      “You up for a trip?” he asked Hermes.

      Whatever you need.

      “I need you to fly to the river dragons and convince them to come help us. You’ve seen what we are up against. I don’t think we’ll survive without help.”

      Hermes gave a nod and flew south.

      Damon sighed. They’d all be lucky to be alive the next day.
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      Grace stared at her father for far too long. Drew was the wizard in the castle, and they’d left Isa alone with him. She wondered briefly if Isa was even still alive. Liam would be heartbroken if, after all of this, she died.

      Grace would be heartbroken. Isa was her best friend. She couldn’t believe they’d been so foolish.

      “Father, what have you done?” Grace asked. She tried to reconcile this man with the one she remembered from her childhood, and nothing added up. Liam continued to run around the room, beating on the walls, but if her father was half the wizard she was, Liam wasn’t getting anywhere. She understood his panic though.

      Grace needed to think. When they arrived, they knew they might have to fight a wizard, and that meant killing him.

      But this was her father!

      Her insides recoiled at the thought, but killing him might be necessary. They had to work quickly and get to Isa as fast as they could.

      She jumped up and whipped out her sword. Her father gave a wry laugh. “Oh, you won’t kill the evil queen, but you will kill me.”

      “You are the enemy, not Isa.” Grace’s hands shook, and she tried to keep her voice calm.

      Liam ran and shoved her father against the wall with a hand at his neck. “You let us out of here right now, or I will kill you.”

      He forced Liam away with magic. Liam flew across the room and landed on the floor in a heap. Grace rushed for her father, fully intent on running him through with her sword, but the sword flew from her hand and landed near Liam. She was lucky it didn’t impale him.

      Her father laughed. “Do you really think you can defeat me?”

      “Yes, I do.” She stood tall. “You trained me well.” And he had. But he’d trained her to kill dragons, not wizards.

      He stalked toward her, assuming her weaponless, but she had a dagger hidden in her hand.

      “Oh, sweetheart, you have no idea. I cannot believe you have forgotten the most important part of your training. The one where I taught you that we must kill the dragons.”

      Grace laughed. He’d thought he was so obvious when she was a child, but he’d been far too subtle about everything. If he had been more plain about what he wanted from her, she might have fallen for his evil ways. Now she was glad because that meant she was able to see the truth.

      “Oh, I remember that, alright, but I chose to learn with my own eyes and ears. They are not the evil ones, Father. You are.”

      She crept closer to him. He was still just as she remembered. His face, his smell, and the way he walked with a limp so slight you barely noticed it. He’d aged, but aside from that, it was as if he’d just walked right back into her life from where they’d left off.

      Minus the fact that he was an evil mastermind.

      She wracked her brain for her memories of him, but they were all just slightly off-kilter like she remembered some things and not others. It was something she’d never noticed before. Something wasn’t right in her mind.

      “You…you…tampered with my memories.”

      “Yes, of course. I had to. You were too volatile to be reliable. I see now that was a good thing. Look at where your loyalties lie.”

      “Too volatile? I’m the calmest person I know.”

      “Ah, but you’re not. I removed parts of your memory to keep you stable. It’s why we made sure you weren’t in the loop. I’d hoped I left enough for you to at least kill Isa, but apparently not.”

      He’d let her get right next to him now. He was distracted, which was good. She slid the dagger into her palm and then whipped her hand forward and shoved it deep into his stomach.
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      Ruby found Damon outside, examining a table with several swords. In his right hand, he held a dragon slayer. She glanced around but didn’t see any of her family and slipped her arm around his waist. She should just kiss him already and not worry about what everyone else thought, but they really needed to concentrate on the issues at hand. There was plenty of time for them to worry about their romantic life later.

      He leaned into her and dropped a kiss on the top of her head. “Oh, hey. Did you sleep good?”

      She chuckled. “No. But it was better than nothing.”

      “They’re leaving us behind to protect the babies. Can you fight with a sword?”

      Her parents had made sure they were all well-trained in a variety of weapons, but she wanted to catch Damon off guard. This would be fun.

      “I know the basics.” She shrugged, acting like it was no big deal.

      Damon grumbled. “Basics won’t be enough.” He handed her a dull sword. “Let’s see what you can do.”

      She let the sword fall to her side, but she kept a good grip on it. “Aren’t you afraid I might accidentally cut your arm off?”

      He chuckled. “I spent most of the last few years, fighting with Felix and Liam. I think I can handle you.” He set down the dragon slayer and picked up another dull sword.

      She stepped back, and Damon came at her with a basic move, one she could parry without any skills whatsoever, so she clumsily knocked his sword back.

      “Not bad,” he said. She didn’t know why she wanted to hide it from him. She didn’t normally act like this.

      Ruby went after him now with an equally basic move, and they settled into a dance of swords. After a few minutes, she realized that even if she fought him with everything she had, he would definitely be able to beat her. He was incredible. But she might stand a chance if she could surprise him.

      He brought his sword to her left side, and instead of parrying the blow and retreating—as he would expect her to do—she twisted his sword around, leapt behind him, wrapped her left arm around his waist, and brought her sword up to his neck.

      “You know more than the basics.” He chuckled.

      “I do. Drop your sword.”

      “Why?”

      “Because if you don’t, and I let you go, you’ll come after me.” She’d made that mistake with Gabe once, and he never let her forget about it. She was the best in her family, and she took pride in that.

      “If I were an enemy, would you have the guts to slit open my throat?”

      “In a heartbeat.” She’d never killed anything before, but she would to protect those kids.

      He dropped his sword, and she lowered hers. Skye and Rowan laughed. Hughie stood there clapping, and Hazel watched them as well. Ruby hadn’t heard them approach. Thankfully, she and Damon were in the middle of a swordfight and not a make-out session.

      “She’s always been our best at swordplay. She’s not good with arrows though or martial arts. But she can run anyone through with a sword. She nearly killed Gabriel once.” Rowan beamed at her.

      Ruby flushed. She wasn’t used to her parents gushing about her. “That was because he yielded but then continued to fight.”

      Damon slid an arm around her waist. “You know, I thought we would lose this fight, but maybe not with skills like yours.”

      Hughie came up and tugged on her hands. “I want to help.”

      Ruby crouched down so that she was at his level. “I know you do, but you’re too little. You can win the next fight when you’re all grown up.”

      He pouted and crossed his arms. “But I can help.”

      Skye pointed to the house. “Hughie, you are not allowed outside. You need to stay with your other brothers and sisters.”

      “Why does Ruby get to be out here?” he whined.

      “Because she’s an adult. Now go.”

      Hughie grumbled all the way back inside.

      A rumbling came from the driveway, and Hazel pumped her fist in the air. “Yes. I didn’t know if they would come through for me or not.”

      Damon raced up the hill, and Ruby followed. Several Humvees were parking outside.

      The U.S. military had come to help them out.
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