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        Draggin’ her home may not be the answer, but standin’ by her side is what he was born to do.

      

      

      
        
        Waiting for the Executioner to claim his life, this Paladin stood at the ready. Refusing to waver under the weight of his chains, time ceased to matter. 

      

      

      
        
        A flash of scales, burning emerald in the darkness, a memory of pain and loss - then nothing. Freed from his bonds, the cage door open, Stone found himself completely and totally alone. No captors. No Executioner. No liberator. Absolutely no one.

      

      

      
        
        Who released him? Could it honestly have been…? No, it just wasn’t possible. The dead don’t come back just to unlock the door… do they?

      

      

      
        
        If not him, then who? And where did they go? OH! And where are the Overlords? Where is the other Dragon he knew was being tortured? What the hell was going on?

      

      

      
        
        The hunt is on. There’s no time to waste. Stone will move Heaven and Earth and more than a ton of snow to find the answers and save the only person who matters - his Artisune.
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        Amma……….Grandmother

        Elskan Mín……….My Dear One

        Afi……….Grandfather

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Author’s Note

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Check Out This Sneak Peek!

      

      
        And I can’t forget the next book in the Dragon Guard Series –

      

      
        The Story that Started the Whole Dragon Guard Series

      

    

    
      
        join the clan!

      

      
        about julia

      

      
        also by julia

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Hey y’all! How have you been?

        First of all, thank you so very much for reading this story! I cannot tell you how happy my big ole southern heart gets when you do! I just get giddy. It makes my whole day and then some! I love writing and sharing the stories that my crazy brain dreams up with each and every one of you!

        Okay, enough about me.

        What I really wanted to tell you is that – I’ve done it again.

        Gone and created a character – our Heroine who is a Shifter unlike any other.

        Yep! You read that right. Our Annika is totally different. She is an Arctisune!

        Now, as you might have guessed, the Arctisune just happens to be the awesome mix of a Kitsune and Arctic Fox that my crazy brain conjured up when writing this story about the frozen North!

        I figured if men could turn into Dragons, then by the Great Goddess, our Annika could Shift into an Arctisune!

        Now, I’m gonna hush and let you get to reading. Mostly because if I keep goin’, I might just tell you the whole story!

        Take Care!

        Keep Reading!

        And ALWAYS Dare to Dream!

        XOXO, Julia
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      “Well, this is a fine mess you’ve gotten yourself into,” he grumbled under his breath, fighting the threat of frostbite and silver poisoning with the tiny bit of Magic he could cobble together. “Why didn’t I pay more attention when mom and grandma were trying to teach me to draw Power and Magic from the Earth.”

      “Because you were young and foolish and continued to tell them that you had a Dragon King to do such trivial things for you. Oh, and you were sure you knew better. The folly of youth is a bitch at the best of times. Of all people, I should know.”

      “Yeah, well, you can see where that’s gotten me,” he sighed. “I’m freezing my ass off in a frozen wasteland and having a conversation with my dead twin.”

      “The memory of your dead twin,” the vision of Sable corrected with a chuckle. “Neither of us has a clue what I would’ve looked like by now.”

      “Exactly like me, just like you did when we were born and just like you did when you….”

      “Disappeared? Died?” The shadowy image shook its head. “You can say the words. Hell, you just did. Not saying them now, denying the truth when it's staring you in the face, won’t make it all any less real.”

      “Yeah, I know….” Then, unable to look at the specter for a minute longer, his gaze dropped to his feet. “I need to focus.” And just like that, the manifestation of the memory of his one and only brother was gone.

      “Alright, Asshole. Time to get your shit together,” he taunted himself. “You gotta figure out what’s going on and get the hell outta here before you’re a Dragon popsicle.” Still looking at the same broken piece of wood poking through the snow, he growled, “I am not losing my mind. I refuse to go insane in the middle of nowhere. I know what I felt. It was not my imagination.” Slamming his fist against the icy boards, he snarled, “It’s still out there. I know it is. Humming, clawing, pulsating - calling me like flames call to a moth.”

      Something or someone was literally sucking the life-force given to all of the Universe’s Chosen Warriors. A Magical vacuum - an unconceivable vortex of untold Mysticism – was leaching the will to live from his veins like wretched vermin pulling marrow from the bones of its kill.

      “The son of a bitch just won’t let up.”

      After the first of the beatings, he’d been in a semiconscious state and had thought there was another Dragon nearby. A familiar Magic – warm and inviting – like calling to like, it was a Siren’s song in a sea of pain. Reaching out to make contact, he trembled as the ancient Mysticism of his Dragon King was suddenly ripped from his soul. Then, as if that shock wasn’t bad enough, the Guardsman was metaphorically whipped with a cat-o-nine-tails that left all too real gashes and rivers of blood covering his back. Was that any way for one Dragon Shifter to treat another?

      “I’ll find that bastard. I’ll find him, and he’ll pay for betraying one of his own….”

      Painstakingly lumbering to his feet, his palms hit the wall a split second before his forehead followed suit. Slowly counting to three, he inhaled as deeply as possible despite five broken ribs. Holding his breath, he slammed his dislocated shoulder back into place with a single, powerful thrust that shook the walls of his decrepit shelter.

      Thankfully, the loud clang of his silver chains and the bone-jarring rattle of his shackles overshadowed the gritted teeth and soul-wrenching groan that flew from his lips. Panting, he fought to stay upright as cold sweat rolled down his back.

      Gagging on the coppery taste of blood coating his mouth and flowing down his throat, he coughed, “Way to go, Dumbass.” Blocking the rush of rage and frustration, he growled through gritted teeth, “More blood loss is exactly what you need. Bit your tongue, didn’t you? Yeah, you’re one of the best, all right – a real Winged Warrior. Smart move, Loser.”

      Laying his throbbing shoulder against the frozen rocks, he prayed for relief from the excruciating, pounding, unrelenting pain. Sleep was what he needed most. The only thing that would return him to fighting form was to slip into the healing slumber required by all Guardsmen to repair the extensive damage his captors had inflicted upon him. Unfortunately, it was a chance he simply could not take.

      Known for using their enemies’ weaknesses against them - the Overlords were nothing if not barbaric. On top of that, maybe worse, they were patient motherfuckers. Watching and waiting for any slipup, any lapse in judgment – no matter how small – they would exploit the slightest error for their own brutal ends.

      Letting his guard down for even a single second would result in death - or worse. No doubt about it. He had to stay awake, stay alert – stay alive – at all costs.

      “After all, that’s how these nasty sons of bitches got the jump on me in the first place,” he snarled under his breath. “Closed my eyes for ten minutes, and bam! And that was how many days ago?”

      Staring out the cracked window of the three-sided shack they’d unceremoniously thrown him into, he passed the time dreaming up new and inventive ways of stringing the Babhdóir up by her perfectly manicured red fingernails for demanding he be the one for this mission. Sure, she was only four-foot-eleven. Absolutely, she looked and sounded just like his Celtic grandma. Yes, both formidable women were incredibly well-to-do, always dressed to the nines no matter the time of day and both could make the best peanut butter oatmeal cookies in the world. Oh, and he could discount that both were smart, cunning, and damned near as resilient as the Universe Herself.

      But that was where the resemblance ended. Thank the Heavens that his grandma never would’ve sent him out to the wilderness all alone.

      Of course, Babs MacAutley was old. Every Babhdóir he’d ever heard of was ‘up in years.’ Hell, she – or he – had to be, or nobody would take their advice.

      “But Babs is a whole new brand of pain in the ass. Old doesn’t begin to cover what’s wrong with her,” he seethed under his breath. “she’s just plain rude.”

      Yes, Stone had been taught better than to talk ill of an Elder – even if she did make his ass twitch in ways no one else could, but the situation he faced was tenuous at best – and downright irksome on a good day. Which it was not.

      “What I should’ve said was ‘ancient’. For some reason, ‘ancient’ is perfectly acceptable when speaking about Magical Beings,” he chuckled sarcastically. “No clue why, but mom said it showed respect and reverence to their wisdom, knowledge, and experience.”

      Coughing out another snicker, he carried on his monologue like he was talking with a trusted friend. “Yeah, sure, that’s what the blasted Babhdóir deserves – my respect and reverence to her ancient, revered, and renowned wisdom and knowledge. As if. Besides, she tells everyone who will listen that she’s just a few days younger than dirt, and I know she’s damned near as powerful as a Goddess. My respect and reverence won’t even get her a good cup of coffee.”

      Shaking his head, he inhaled slowly, then exhaled to the count of ten. “Wish I could figure out what she really was? The rumor is she shares her soul with a Dragon Queen, but her family gave up the ability to Shift to be Matchmakers. Not a good trade to my way of thinking. Whatever she is,  at this very moment, my money’s on the fact that she’s the evil sister of the Wicked Witch of the West.”

      Head falling forward, he let his eyes slide shut as he tried to reach Hilgar – the Dragon King with whom he shared his soul. When that didn’t work, he searched for any scrap of Ancient Dragon Healing Magic. When there was none to be found - not a drop, a speck, or the tiniest spark - he ground out, “It wouldn’t surprise me if all of this horse shit was part of her grand plan. Some hairbrained scheme to put me in the path of my Mate.”

      Scoffing, he snarled, “Because looking like an overused VooDoo doll, covered in bruises and blood, and being held hostage adorned with silver chains and shackles will for sure impress the woman the Universe made for me.”

      But Creed had said Babs wasn’t the pain in the ass everyone made her out to be, and there was no one Stone trusted more than his long-time friend and Commander. Still, he’d fought and argued with the Paladin Leader until the very last second.

      “You’re really gonna take orders from Babs freakin’ MacAutley? That’s who we are now? A bunch of whipped Lizards?”

      Although Creed didn’t turn away from the window, Stone knew there was a scowl on the Commander’s face, the fire in his retort was confirmation enough. “No. I am helping out a friend and powerful ally who has requested our assistance. Babs is also kin. She is ancient and respected by all. Therefore, she is a compatriot I never want to alienate.”

      “And you don’t think it’s weird that she specifically asked for me and only me?”

      “No.” The single word answer might as well have been a punch to Stone’s gut. Slowly turning around, ominous music blared in the Guardsman’s head as he watched events unfold before his very eyes. Creed Mathers, who was (A) the oldest Guardsman, Dragon, and best man Stone had ever known, (B) also the Leader, Commander, and Elder of the Paladins, and (C) so deeply connected to the Powers That Be that he literally glowed with Their energy, took a deep, measured breath before glaring a hole directly through Stone’s forehead.

      “No?” Stepping forward, the Guardsman’s tone dropped an octave as the heat of the fire of his Dragon King rose in his throat. “That’s all you’re gonna say? You expect me to blindly do what she wants? At least tell me what her excuse was. Is this foolhardy mission worth the risk?”

      “No, that is not all I am going to say. I am going to remind you that I expect you to do as you’re told… As you’re ordered.” Pausing for less than a second, he went on, “Babs did not give a reason, nor did I ask.” Holding out his arm with the palm of his hand facing front, the unequivocal gesture for ‘shut your mouth, I’m not finished, and you are damn good and well going to stand there and listen’, Stone’s Commander, mentor, and most of all, his friend, took a seat.

      Laying his hands atop the massive mahogany desk he’d carved with his very own talons almost three millennia ago, Creed looked up and added, “And I will not ask. Someone needs our help. That’s who we are. It’s what we do. No questions asked.”

      “But…”

      “But we are Paladin.” The last word was brought to life by the vehement conviction in the Leader’s voice that simply could not be ignored. “There is no choice. It is more than a calling – it is who we are. The blood that runs through our veins and the Magic that fills every fiber of our being is a conception – a belief brought to life by the sheer will of the Universe. By our very existence, we are a testament to the conviction that Justice must prevail.”

      “Remember the Oath.” Without so much as a breath, he continued, “You are Paladin. I am Paladin. We are Paladin. An entity unto ourselves. We and our Brethren were appointed by the Universe to exact Her Justice. Paladin is not a race, nor a sect, not even a species. It is a Creed, a Belief, a Religion that can only be defined by three words…”

      “Strength, honor, and loyalty,” Stone automatically answered.

      “To question our duty, our mission, the reason for our very existence – is to shame our Kind.”

      “I know who I am.” Even to his own ears, Stone’s voice sounded too rough, too wild, too - Dragon.

      “Do you?” Creed challenged. “Or have you gotten soft?”

      “My purpose is clear.” Clenching his fists so tightly droplets of his life’s essence dripped through his fingers as the flat edges of his nails bit into his palms, Stone ground out, “I know who and what I am.”

      “Then act like it,” Creed pushed through gritted teeth. “In the air in thirty minutes. Reports every two hours. Dismissed.”

      The ‘discussion’ was over. Sure, Stone could’ve bitched and moaned and ended up with a broken jaw for his trouble. It had happened before. Was bound to happen again – thankfully, that was not the outcome on that particular conversation.

      Blessedly, Hilgar, the Ancient Dragon who’d chosen Stone as his own, put a stop to anything foolhardy the Guardsman had in mind. Visions of flying thousands of miles while trying to heal broken bones flashed vividly in Stone’s mind. Then to make sure he didn’t forget, the Dragon King instantly set every single one of Stone’s nerve-endings on fire just long enough to ensure complete and utter compliance.

      That simple reminder of what it was like to soar the skies in subzero weather while injured had been enough – and would not be forgotten anytime soon. Stomping off, the Guardsman packed his go-bag and headed for the farthest field.

      Donning his granite scales as the last ray of the sun fell behind the mountains, he gave a single mighty thrust of his wings and shot into the skies. Ignoring the calls of his Brethren with all their questions, Stone refused to reply. Closing off all communication, he made a beeline for the coldest, back-ass hole in the gods-forsaken Earth - the Qikiqtaaluk Region.

      Hours passed. With every mile the temperature plummeted, and the winds howled. Simmering anger and bone-deep weariness caused Stone to drop his guard and somewhere in the darkest hours of the night proceed on autopilot.

      Sadly, that mistake started a domino effect. A life-altering snowball effect from which he wondered might end his very existence.

      Searing pain gashed his underbelly.

      Blazing bolts of Black Magic lit the sky in every direction.

      Fighting to stay airborne, his wings froze in mid-thrust.

      And that’s the last memory he had, until…

      Until he woke up in shackles with the sharp, silver tip of an Overlord’s boot battering
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