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        (Also known as the epilogue from Book 20)

        10 Years Later

      

      

      Grace had feared this day would never come.

      She stared into the darkness of a cave near Buidseach. The entrance was small and hidden behind a few rocks. This area had been searched hundreds of times by dragons, and though they’d found the cave, they’d never found the eggs.

      Not until Hughie and Judy got bored on a visit to the village and went exploring. Judy—her sweet daughter that looked just like her dad—brought Grace back a tiny yellow egg and asked if she could hatch it. Hughie, exasperated with Judy, as usual, had explained that he’d told her not to touch them. But, as usual, she hadn’t listened.

      And now, eight months later, Grace was gathered with a small group to go see the eggs.

      “What are we waiting for?” Aspen bounced up on her toes, thumping Sid on the arm. Grace grinned. She’d enjoyed getting to know Liam’s mom. Sid and Aspen spent quite a bit of time at the castle, and Grace had flown out to Yellowstone once. That woman was always adventuring in some way.

      “Just revering the moment.” Skye’s eyes glistened with tears. Her husband, Rowan, took her hand, and Grace swore she saw him roll his eyes.

      “I’m done revering,” Isa responded, tugging on Liam. “Let’s go.”

      Grace let the couples go first since she’d been in this cave several times already. She cast light onto the walls so nobody tripped over the rocky surface.

      “Can I take a pink one home this time?” Judy tugged on her hand. Her bright green eyes sparkled just like her dad’s had when he was excited. Grace still missed Jude every single day, but she was grateful for her daughter.

      “We’re taking them all home if we can.”

      The path to the back room of the cave wasn’t that long, and in less than two minutes, they stood staring in awe.

      The room glittered with all kinds of eggs, from the monstrous white glittery ones to the tiny dull brown ones. There were colors they’d never seen before—pink, navy blue, aquamarine, and gray. Grace had wondered if there were others buried underneath them that they hadn’t seen yet. It was hard to judge the numbers because there were so many different sizes, but if Grace had to guess, she’d say a couple hundred.

      “Are you sure it’s safe?” Isa asked.

      “I’ve been in there three times, and I’ve handled several of the eggs. It should be fine. I can’t sense any additional spells.” It took Grace six months to remove all the spells that protected the cave and its eggs.

      Skye squealed and clapped her hands. “I can’t believe this.”

      Their small group all stepped toward the cave. This was a moment they had been waiting for. They could identify and return the forest eggs to their rightful families and hatch the others, restoring all the dragon races to the earth. Aspen entered first, followed quickly by the others.

      Sid stopped and dropped to the ground, knocking his head on an egg. Liam, Isa, and Skye collapsed as well, their bodies going still. Grace screamed and rushed forward.

      She crouched down next to Isa. “What happened?”

      Aspen held Sid’s head in her lap and stared at her with wide eyes. “You must have missed a spell.”

      With a sinking realization, Grace stared down at the fallen dragons.

      She had. Somehow her dead father had spelled the hidden cavern against dragons, and Grace missed it.

      And now both kings and one queen were gone.
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      It’s been five years since the dragon kings and the queen fell victim to a spell that left them in a state of slumber. Five years of chaos and power struggles. Five years of mourning and wondering what would happen next.

      

      Yet, in six days, the entire world will change.

      

      Buckle up because it’s about to get real.
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      Ruby wrapped her hands around her cup of coffee and stared at the mountains below. They were near the top of one of the highest mountains in Yellowstone National Park. In her younger years, she never imagined this would be her life. Her home was larger than she really needed, but considering the amount of company they had, it was barely big enough. She always pictured herself in a tiny flat in the city, far away from Yellowstone and all things dragons.

      But instead, her whole life was about dragons.

      The three-story home built into the side of a mountain had large balconies on each floor. They spent most of their time on the first floor though. Floors two and three were for guests, and Ruby hardly went up there except to dust occasionally. The view was not for the faint of heart. Mountains surrounded the home, and if someone were to fall from a balcony, it was a five-thousand-foot drop. Since all of her visitors—and her children—were dragons, they didn’t worry too much about falling.

      Ruby herself never stood too close to the edge since she was the only one here who wasn’t a dragon. But she did love the view in the morning, and her peace and quiet, because this was the only alone time she got. Thirty minutes to drink her coffee, and no one ever interrupted her out here. It was freezing cold, but worth it.

      Once the last drop of coffee was drained, she watched the clouds floating around the tips of the mountains for a few more minutes, then entered the house to the chaos that always awaited her. A chaos she adored.

      Damon stood in the kitchen, apron on and spatula in hand. He winked at Ruby as the door shut, and her heart fluttered. Fifteen years and he still managed to make her swoon.

      The moment passed quickly though because three kids sat at the bar, all shouting at Damon.

      “I want a heart.”

      “That’s lame. Make a snake.”

      “Ewwww. No. A flower.”

      “Darth Vader. Come on, Dad. Please.”

      Damon caught her eye again and grinned. “Your mom gets first pick.”

      Ruby took the stool in the middle of the kids, the one they always left for her.

      “Tell him it’s Star Wars day. He has to do the death star.” Mason nudged her.

      Brooke rolled her eyes. “Star Wars is dumb. How about Harry Potter?” Mason and Brooke were twins nearing their teenage years, and they bickered more than Ruby appreciated. She wasn’t getting in the middle of that one.

      Ruby thought for a moment and found her youngest, Walker, staring at her from across the bar with wide blue eyes. He looked the most like Hughie, and he was the child who got away with the most. Probably because he didn’t fight with his siblings. “I like Walker’s idea. Let’s do animals this morning. Starting with a snake.”

      Damon huffed. “That’s way too easy.” But he picked up his squeeze bottle with green pancake batter and drew a squiggle on the skillet. “What’s next?” he asked.

      Brooke and Mason argued over a panther or a mountain lion, and Damon got to work, creating a creature that could be both. Ruby just watched him for a moment, still in love with him as she had been fifteen years ago.

      After breakfast, Ruby made the kids do the dishes and met Damon at the entrance to the cave, leaving the squabbling behind. Those three were her natural-born children while the rest of what she considered her kids were at the end of the long hall. And there were dozens of them.

      Damon and Ruby had designed their living room with a big hole in the wall that led to the dragon kids’ cave. They’d thought about walling it off and putting in a door, but Ruby rather liked that her living room seemed to disappear into nothingness.

      Damon flicked the lights on and took her hand.

      Ruby liked their routine. Breakfast with the kids, morning work with the newly hatched dragon babies, and then their afternoon homeschool. She wouldn’t trade it for anything else in the world. It was far better than any life she could’ve imagined for herself.

      The small hall opened into a wide, brightly lit cavern with several smaller caverns beyond it. Baby dragons were everywhere. Most were orange, but there were a few gold and silver thrown in. Scattered among them were toys and balls, large, heavy-duty sporting equipment types, but the babies loved noise makers, and so there were also a couple of drums and floor-mat pianos. They were constantly buying new toys because the baby dragons were not gentle with them. Especially the floor pianos. They got punctured at least once a week.

      The eggs they hatched here were those found five years ago in the cave where Sid, Liam, Isa, and her mom were knocked unconscious and nearly died. Ruby remembered the day well and still held hope that someday they would awaken. She didn’t have much time to dwell on that though. Her job here kept her mind fully focused.

      Like on the dragon in front of her who just attacked her sibling for stealing a ball.

      You’re just in time, Sequoia said, and Ruby jerked her eyes away from the playing babies. Sequoia sat on the far side of the cave with Murdoch, an orange egg between them. The green and purple eggs stayed in Europe and were being hatched and raised by dragons there, but everything else was here.

      She and Damon raced for Sequoia. One of Ruby’s favorite things in the whole world was watching a baby hatch.

      The orange egg on the floor rocked back and forth. A few of the kids ran over to watch, and the egg jumped. A crack formed along its side, and smoke hissed out.

      A claw wiggled from the crack, and the baby pulled away at the shell. The process was excruciatingly slow. But eventually, it created a large enough hole where its slimy orange head popped out, and it blinked in the light.

      The baby wiggled and squirmed until his wings were free of the shell, and he spread them and shook off the remains. When the first babies had hatched, Ruby wanted to help, but Sequoia told her that they had to do it on their own to build their strength. At least until they opened their wings.

      No one said anything as he hopped up and down, testing his wings.

      Everyone stepped back, and Sequoia let out a jet of purple flames, destroying all evidence of the shell and drying the baby dragon. The bright orange baby was all tail and neck. He took a moment and looked at everyone around him, and then he wobbled to Sequoia, curled up by her flank, and fell asleep.

      Damon squeezed Ruby’s side. “I never get tired of seeing that.”

      “Me neither.”

      “I’m ready for new colors though,” he said.

      “Me too.”

      When they brought the eggs from Europe, the council wanted them stored at King’s Cave, where they met, but Grace wouldn’t let the eggs leave Europe unless Ruby was the caretaker.

      The council relented but then decided it was only safe to hatch canyon, fire, and royal dragons. Arctic were dangerous because they were the ones who started the first war, and the other colors were new and unpredictable.

      “I try, but they shoot me down every time. They said they’re not risking new dragons until Sid is back on the throne.”

      A lump formed in Ruby’s throat. She didn’t know if that would ever happen. It’d been five years, and nothing had changed. Her kids didn’t really get to experience Skye as a grandma. Her dad did okay, but it was different. Plus, she had no one to turn to when she had parenting questions. Yes, technically she had Aspen and Hazel, but it wasn’t the same as having her mom.

      One thing she knew for sure.

      She wanted her mom back.
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      Pepper weaved her way through the crowd, a mug of hot chocolate with overflowing whipped cream in her hand. The tables around her were full, all with numbers on them. She’d rather be behind the counter at the Purple Dragon, making the drinks instead of dodging river dragons and finding the right tables. She liked working, but today was way too busy for her taste. Most days were, if she were being honest, but today was the worst.

      At least she wasn’t standing at the door, managing the line of people waiting to get in. That was Opal’s job. Impatient people were not Pepper’s thing, and it was Dragon Day.
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