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        From the deepest desire, springs the deadliest hatred…

        Out of the darkest cavern, emerges the most lethal fear…

        The time has come. The time to do or die.

      

      

      

      
        
        Faith in things unseen…

        Hope in a myth only fools believe…

        Destiny woven together by the tender hands of the Universe.

      

      

      

      
        
        With her only chance at happiness, her very existence, teetering on the head of pin, Addilyn waits for her Mate, only one prayer on her lips…

        “Please don’t go away. Please come for me and stay. Fate Won’t Be Denied. Dragon, it’s Cold Outside.”
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        Dragon It’s Cold Outside

      

      

      

      
        
        Teaghlach cridhe is anam ……….Family of heart and soul

        Falbh leat, Shrew……….Away with you, Shrew

        Mo cheann tine……….My fiery one

        Feistiú na N-aithreacha……….Mount of Ancients

        Mo Dheirfiúr……….My Sister

        Tine gus Oighear……….Fire and Ice

        Mo cheann milis……….My Sweet One

        Oscailte……….Open

        Leis an Bandia Máthair atá dlite dúinn mar gheall ar ár mbaint……….To the Mother Goddess we owe our fealty

        Mo Dragon………My Dragon

        Mo Bandia……….My Goddess

        Ta’ mo chroi’ istigh ionat……….My heart is in you
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      “Lore’s cool with me crashing here?”

      “Oh, yeah,” the renowned Zoologist and fierce Snow Leopard reassured with a wink. “She’s only sorry she can’t be here. That pesky honeymooning in her Dragon’s castle on the Moors was already well underway before you called, don’tcha know?”

      Laughing so hard her eyes watered at the overexaggerated, made-up brogue Minka used to describe Lore and Sable's home, Addilyn screwed up her own already horrible version of a Scottish accent by snorting as she echoed in mock shock and awe, "A castle? On the Moors? Dare you say, good lady."

      Hilarity filled the large, open kitchen as Minka recovered just enough to go on in her own normal chuckle, “Oh yeah, the pictures are fan-tastic. Mated life really suits our girl. Remind me to show you later. It’ll take at least an hour or so to get through the best of them.” Letting the huge, overstuffed suitcase she’d insisted on carrying drop to the floor, she huffed, “But first, I need a drink. That thing is fuckin’ heavy. Did you leave anything at home?”

      “I tried to tell ya’,” Addie teased, praying Minka didn’t ask why it was so heavy or what exactly was in there.

      Sticking out her tongue, something the Snow Leopard had done since they were kids in college, she mimicked, “Tried to tell ya’.” Following with a quick wink, she went on, “Like I told you, I sent Lore a text right after we hung up. She was so bummed she couldn’t be here. There’s yet another Dragon emergency.” Stopping what she was doing, she added emphasis to her words by waving her hands in the air. “I’m sure I told you that her Mate, Sable, is a Paladin.” Letting her head fall to the side and adding as sharp nod, she went on, “One of those best-of-the-best, destined-to-save-the-world, appointed by the Universe Herself to be the long arm of the Law types. She gave them a shitload of extra Magic and superhero Powers, which…” She shook her head, rolled her eyes, and lightly smacked her own forehead with the tips of her fingers. “You already know because…well, you’re you.”

      Giving Addilyn another wink, she went on, “Anyhoo, our dear Lore sent her love, told me to be sure to tell you to make yourself at home, and that you’re to stay as long as you want – forever would be awesome.”

      "Y'all are too damned good to me." Not a flippant, off the cuff remark, it was the solemn truth. Lore and Minka were the best people she knew. They'd always been there for Addilyn. It didn't matter where or when or how fast they had to run to save their collective asses. The three of them had been sisters of the heart from the moment they met. She never wanted to lie or mislead them in any way.

      It was hard enough fabricating a believable story to the Chancellor and the Board of Governors at the college where she taught so they would approve an open-ended sabbatical. There was no way Addie was going to chance Fate by being dishonest to her true friends. Sure, omission could be considered lying, but in this case, it was for everyone’s safety.

      I just pray that the Powers That Be agree with my decision…

      Needing to change the subject before she blurted out everything and put her friend in danger, Addie reminisced with a barely restrained giggle, “Remember the time that security guy almost caught me in the Chem Lab after hours?”

      “Oh, yeah, I remember," Minka snorted, uncorking a bottle of red wine. "I still have a bald spot just under my tail. I even let my mom try some hippy Wicca shit on it. The fur refuses to grow back."

      “Damn shame we didn’t have cell phones back then,” Addie snickered, letting the rich, sweet scent of grape infused with just the perfect amount of cherries and hot peppers wash over and relax her. “A picture of you flying through the air, mid-Shift with your tail on fire would’ve gone viral in seconds. You would’ve been a YouTube star.”

      “Woohoo!” The Leopard waggled her eyebrows and twirled an index finger in the air. “Not to mention gotten us all expelled.”

      "True," Addie nodded. "Thank Heavens, the Dean was a Lion Shifter and understood our need to stop that nasty bastard of a fake professor from creating a toxin to kill everyone and everything Other and Supernatural."

      “True,” Minka agreed before propping her hip against the counter and giving Addie what she called ‘Minka’s no bullshit look’. “It also didn’t hurt that you’re a Goddess whose mom controls Fire and dad wields Ice and Snow.”

      And there it was. The crux of Addilyn's problem and the reason she was in the frozen North. Her 'gifts' - as her parents liked to call them – were battling for Supremacy inside her very soul with only one inevitable outcome – Addie was going to lose and take everyone with her unless she found her Mate or dug some fabled root out of the ice.

      It made no sense why it was happening. She couldn’t find a reason or a cause. There was no history of anything of the kind ever occurring. Then again, Addie was one of a kind.

      And I'm going to find a plant no one believes exists because I don't want to saddle anyone with the warring psyche of a Phagon, Pheogon, Ice Phoenix. Hell, I don’t even know what I really am. Wonder if mom and dad are still opposed to fucked-up love child as a moniker?

      “Spill, Kiddo,” Minka deadpanned, snapping her fingers until Addie popped out of the fog of her own mind. Holding up her index finger as the two-natured Goddess opened her mouth, the Snow Leopard refused to be interrupted. “And don’t even try tellin’ me nothing’s wrong. I’ve seen that look before.” Tapping her own chest with the same index finger she just used to shush the Goddess, she added, “I know you. In here. Where it counts.”

      “It’s nothing.” Overexaggerating her sigh and rolling her eyes for effect, she kept right on going to further distract her over-astute friend. “Just tired, overworked, need time away from bitchin’ coeds, demanding Deans, and overbearing Chancellors.”

      “Alright.” Minka sounded less than convinced, her raised eyes brows and pursed lips speaking louder than her words ever could. “If you say so.” Waiting an extra half-a-second, she finally went on with a shrug, “I don’t know how you do it.” Turning, she opened the cabinet behind her and reached for a couple of wine glasses as she continued, “I would’ve eaten a student’s face off within the first week.”

      “Oh, my Heavens,” Addie snickered. “I can just see you in a classroom of hormonal, uptight, frantic-to-make-the-grade young Shifters. And I would put that video on the web.” Brushing a stray hair out of her face, she added, “Trust me, there are days I would pay to have you there. Have imagined zappin’ a couple myself over the years, way more times than I’d like to admit.”

      “And there’s the difference,” the Snow Leopard grinned, setting the glasses on the granite counter and picking up the wine. “You think before you act. I… Well, I don’t. Wasn’t born with that whole restraint gene.” Pouring the wine, the wonderfully succulent aroma filling the room, Minka went on, “Research in the Arctic keeps me away from people, outta jail, and outta trouble… for the most part.”

      Taking the glass she was handed and turning to follow her friend, Addie let her gaze travel the enormous great room. "This place is amazing. The pictures y'all sent did not do it justice."

      “Just wait till you see downstairs,” Minka answered over her shoulder. “Lore literally tried to break the bank. I swear she ordered one of everything.” Reaching the end of the hall, Addie’s anticipation spiked as she watched the Leopard wrap her fingers around a long, steel handle on an expertly disguised security door.

      Mesmerized by the musical beep of Minka’s fingers flying over the numbers on a lighted keypad, Addie jumped at the audible click when the Leopard pushed down the handle and opened the door. With a flourishing sweep of her hand, she rolled her shoulders back, pushed out her chest, and in a haughty British accent of every butler in every TV show, teased, “After you, Mi’lady.”

      Stepping into the darkened hallway, Addilyn was in utter awe as the overhead lights flashed to life in a beautifully elegant domino fashion adding even more mystery to the Bransfield Arctic Clinic and Laboratory. Echoes of the heels of their boots striking the metal stairs as they descended fueled her excitement, shoving all thoughts of the future from her mind. Skipping off the last rung, she felt actual hope for the first time in a long time.

      Waiting as Minka finished another numerical sequence on another keypad and opened another massive security door, Addie could barely breathe as she took in the sight before her. A vast, custom-built, fully automated, absolutely incredible, wonderfully scientific environment custom designed by two of the brightest minds in the world spread before her like the best candy store in the world. Eyes bouncing from one well-defined section to the other, she didn't even try to contain her smile as motion-activated lights flickered to life.

      “This is freakin’ amazing,” she breathed, the words drawing out into a giddy giggle. “I mean over-the-top awesome.” Turning in a complete circle, she added, “Every damn thing we ever dreamt of.”

      "And more," Minka chimed in. Waving her hand in the air, she added, "Check it all out. If something you need isn't in here, I can guarantee it's in one of the other rooms, or I can get it here in less than twenty-four hours. We’ve got every scientific supply house in the world on speed dial, and they get giddy when we call."

      Spinning so quickly, the room was a blur of silver, black, and white, Addie stopped and stared at her friend. "Other rooms?"

      Nodding, the Snow Leopard gave a sly smile. “Oh yeah, Girl, this Clinic and Lab extend way past the house on all four sides and goes down another level.”

      “I just… I just… Oh my gosh, this is so cool. All of our disciplines, everything, right here in one place.”

      “Lore said we’d change the world,” Minka agreed. “A veterinarian, a zoologist, and a botanist – what can’t we fix?”

      Me?

      Ignoring the snarky little voice in the back of her mind, Addie loudly gasped when her eyes landed on a brand spanking new nano-profiling atomic force electron microscope. Across the room before she realized her feet were moving, she gently removed the dust cover, her hand hovering over the switch.

      “You can turn it on, Goofball.”

      “Yeah, I know, I’m just still in awe. Do you know how long I’ve been trying to get my hands on one of these?”

      “I can only imagine,” Minka snorted. “I hadn’t even seen one that fancy before they unpacked it.”

      Ideas, thoughts, hopes swirled through her mind. Maybe it was possible. More than possible – probable – that she could find the mythical plant, splice its genome sequence then match it with hers in time to stop the impending cataclysm. Then, and only then, she would find her Mate and live an ordinary – whatever that meant – life.

      Falling into a whirlwind of memories, visions of the beautifully craggy mountaintop beside the sea – her home - swam into view. Salt in the air, brisk wind on her cheeks, the musical titter of her Magical Protectors all came to life in a single beat of her heart.

      “You can’t catch me.” The little girl’s excited giggles, the sound of Addie’s own voice from so long ago, echoed over the hills and across the waves as they danced through her mind. The sun glistening off her bright red hair, paying special attention to the thick platinum streak along the left side of her face, was just another reminder of how enchanted her childhood had truly been.

      “Aye, we can.” Their voices like the tinkle of silver bells as their wings frantically buzzed in her wake made her laugh out loud as they continued, “Ye knoo we can, Svell Edana.” Their brogues thicker with every syllable as they fought to keep up was music to her ears and had her chest swelling with pride. She was getting faster, stronger, more proficient with her Powers every day, and they’d called her by the name given to her by the Seelie Queen. It made her heart sing.

      Not only the perfect combination of her lineage – Svell meaning Ice in Norse from her father, Ullr, the God of Snow and Ice, and Edana for her mom – Brigid, the Celtic Goddess of Fire, but also the perfect culmination of her gifts from the Universe. The soul of Ice Dragon Queen, Eira, and the heart of the Phoenix, Queen Fia, who lived within her were powerful, strong, and miraculous. No other had ever been entrusted with such an honor.

      Throwing back her hands, ice flew from her fingertips as fiery wings sprung from her back. Into the air with little more than a thought, she zigged and zagged to avoid the zinging shots being fired by her friends. Laughter, hers mixing with that of the Fae, filled the mountainside. The miraculous melody of her youth composed during those years was never far from her soul.

      “Yoo're nae playin' fair,” Fergie teased, tossing a crackling bolt of Magic at Addie’s bum. “Ye knoo, Ah hate th' ice.”

      Swerving just in time to miss being goosed by the Fae’s Mysticism, Addie snickered, “So, let’s heat things...”

      “Addie! Addilyn!”

      Jerked from her memories, the scent of burning cloth, and melting rubber assaulting her senses, the Goddess intuitively doused the flames with a quick blast of ice. Eyes snapping to Minka's, the sight of her Leopard -not the woman - glaring back, Addie stammered, "Wh-what ha-happened?"

      Head falling to the side, worry, confusion, and more than a little irritation filling the airwaves, Minka grumbled, "How about you tell me?"
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      “Come on in," the perfectly curvy redhead with glowing green eyes and tortoise-shell framed glasses swinging from a strand of multi-colored pearls wrapped around her neck, and enough Magic to power New Year’s all over the world smiled as she motioned for Saint to cross the threshold.

      “Thanks,” he smiled, holding out his hand. “It’s nice to meet you. I’ve heard…”

      “You’ve heard that I’m a straight-shootin', foul-mouthed, ball buster," she interrupted with a twinkle in her eye and a smirk on her lips. "And you've heard right," she chuckled, grabbing his hand. "I've known Carrick for a long time. Your uncle doesn't pull any punches. He’s not as blunt as I am…" Pausing just a sec, she added, “But, I love him anyway.” Changing subjects so quickly Saint felt like he had whiplash, she winked, “Did he tell you I make the best shortbread cookies and petticoat tails this side of the Atlantic?”

      Working hard not to react to the immense Power skittering up his arm, he answered with a smile, “No, ma’am, he doesn’t play around.” Clearing his throat to keep his voice from cracking like a teenager going through puberty, he went on, “And no, he didn’t tell me about any cookies, but he does know those just happen to be my favorite, ma’am.”

      Pulling him down to her four-foot-eleven-inch height, the renowned, and sometimes infamous, Babhdóir – Celtic Matchmaker - looked over the rim of her glasses just like his grandmother used to do when she caught him with his hand in the cookie jar, and growled, “Cut out the ma’am bullshit right now. Name’s Babs. Ya’ get me?”

      Letting go so quickly he was forced to take a step backward to keep from falling on his ass, she stood back, looking more imposing than someone twice her size. The eyes of the Dragon Queen with whom she shared her soul but had given up the ability to Shift into shining brightly through her own. It wasn’t a threat – not yet – it was a promise of things to come if he didn’t play the game by her rules.

      "Yes, ma…ahem, Babs,” he quickly answered, hoping he could quickly make up for any way he might have offended her.

      Turning before he’d finished, she called over her shoulder, “Shut the door and get in here. We’ve got lots of ground to cover and about four dozen cookies to eat.”

      Immediately regretting his decision to visit the Goddess-Ordained Love Guru, but in too deep to cut and run, Saint did as he was told while contemplating all the ways he could repay his uncle and his Brethren for talking him into an idea as preposterous as meeting with the famous Babs MacAutley. Why had he opened his mouth and told them how much he wanted to find his Mate?

      It was the scotch. It was always the scotch. He knew better
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