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        These three will never change:

        1. The Universe Does Not Make Mistakes.

        2. There are no coincidences.

        And the big one...

        3. Fate Will Not Be Denied.

        And She is working overtime to keep these Fated Mates safe.

      

        

      
        One extraordinary woman for every Dragon Guardsman is promised by the Powers That Be–And They always keep Their word. Together, these two destined souls will form a bond unlike any other. They will battle foes old and new to keep Dragon and humankind alike safe and restore order. And they will strengthen the belief that love is forever!

      

        

      
        Nothing worthwhile is ever easy, and this fantastic group of Winged Warriors and their Mates fight with every fiber of their beings to preserve life and get their happily ever after. Evil better watch out–THE DRAGON GUARD IS HERE!

      

        

      
        Join these special couples as they maneuver love, life, and survival from the worst the Darkness has to offer in this Special Edition 10-book set.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Dragon, It’s Cold Outside

        

        
          
            Dragon, It’s Cold Outside

          

          
            Index of the Original Language of the Dragon Ki

          

          
            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

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

        

      

      
        
          Dragon, Be Mine

        

        
          
            Dragon, Be Mine

          

          
            Index of the Original Language of the Dragon Ki

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Rockin’ Around the Dragon, Tree

        

        
          
            Rockin’ Around the Dragon, Tree

          

          
            Index Of The Original Language Of The Dragon Kin

          

          
            Prologue

          

          
            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

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

        

      

      
        
          Her Savage Protector

        

        
          
            HER SAVAGE PROTECTOR

          

          
            ORIGINAL LANGUAGE OF THE DRAGON KIN

          

          
            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

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Dragon, Take the Wheel

        

        
          
            Dragon, Take the Wheel

          

          
            Index Of The Original Language Of The Dragon Kin

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Dragon Out the Tinsel

        

        
          
            Dragon Out the Tinsel

          

          
            Index Of The Original Language Of The Dragon Kin

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

      
        
          Marked by Her Dragon

        

        
          
            Marked by Her Dragon

          

          
            Index of the Original Language of the Dragon Ki

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

      
        
          Dragon’s Assassin

        

        
          
            Dragon’s Assassin

          

          
            Prologue

          

          
            1. Earlier…

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            10. In the Mansion of the Goddess in the Realms of the Other

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Tempting Her Dragon

        

        
          
            Tempting Her Dragon

          

          
            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

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

        

      

      
        
          Who’s Her Dragon

        

        
          
            WHO’S HER DRAGON

          

          
            Original Language of the Dragon Kin

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Check it out! The story That started the MacAllen clan: SAVE A HORSE, RIDE A DRAGON

          

          
            WANNA FIND OUT WHAT TRIGGERED THE CURSE THAT ALMOST GOT MAGGIE AND HEATH KILLED?

          

          
            The Story that Started the Whole Dragon Guard Series

          

          
            ABOUT JULIA

          

          
            Also by Julia

          

          
            Join the clan!

          

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Dragon, It’s Cold Outside]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DRAGON, IT’S COLD OUTSIDE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        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.”

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INDEX OF THE ORIGINAL LANGUAGE OF THE DRAGON KI

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        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

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “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 than to drink with that crazy bunch. They always got him to spill all his secrets.

      Like I have that many…

      Already sitting down with legs crossed and a pad of paper in her lap, Babs pointed to the chair on the other side of the glass top coffee table, ordering, “Have a seat.”

      “I’m sorry,” he felt compelled to clear the air. “I meant no disrespect. It is a habit. Something…”

      "Something you've been doing since you were a little boy." Not only had her tone softened, but the look in her eye was filled with warmth and familiarity. Before he could ask, she was already answering, "Yep, I've known you and your family for a very long time. Your mother and father were a couple of the really good ones."

      Pointing the uncapped tip of her pen at him, she went on, “And I expect nothing less from you.” Sitting back, she pushed her glasses atop her head, exhaled, and nodded, “Sure, you’re hardheaded. It’s bred into every man in the galaxy, and Dragons get a double dose. It’s proof that Fate, the Universe, and all the other Powers That Be have a sense of humor.” Reaching for the crystal rocks glass sitting on the table at her side, she took a sip, her eyes never leaving his, then added with a wry smile, “But just as sure as the Goddess made little green apples, I love every scale on every single one of your prickly behinds. You guys make my job fun.” She shrugged nonchalantly. “And, since we’re kin, I like to give y’all an extra ration of BS whenever I can.”

      Unsure what to say, or if to say anything, Saint sat perfectly still. Trying to decide if he was supposed to ask the first question or maybe just ramble on about himself, the tiny firecracker of a woman beat him to the punch. “Now, I know you probably want to ask how I knew your mom and dad, know your Uncle Carrick, Kayne, or any of the others, but that’s not what tonight is all about. Let’s just say, I know everybody everywhere and move on from there. Being as old as Methuselah, I’ve gotten around.”

      “Okay,” he nodded, his throat suddenly so dry he reached for the glass at his side and took a drink of the best sweet tea he’d ever tasted. Of course, that was when the Babhdóir chose to ask, “Have you ever thought that you might have two Mates?”

      Spitting tea across the room, Saint jumped to his feet. Coughing and sputtering, trying to catch his breath, he stuttered, “Wh-what did you say?” Taking the cloth Babs offered, he quickly added while wiping his chin, “No, ma’am…I mean, Babs. No way. Hell, I’ve hardly wrapped my head around having one Mate. What would I do with two?” Wiping the front of his shirt, his hands stilled, and his eyes back shot to the Matchmaker’s. “Wait one damned minute. What do you know? Do I have two Mates? Holy shit, please tell me I don’t have two Mates.”

      Laughing out loud, her green eyes full of mischief, Babs snorted, “No boy, I don’t know anything of the kind. Just wondered if you’d ever entertained the thought.” She took a breath, still grinning from ear-to-ear. “And before you finish wall-washing my living room, let me ask, have you ever been with two women?”

      “No, no, I have not,” he answered, refusing to break eye contact. Yes, he was embarrassed, but he was an Alpha, an Elder, a Dragon. He’d hold his ground no matter what beating his ego took.

      “Then I’m guessing it’s also a ‘hard no’ for a guy and a girl or two men in the bedroom?”

      Shocked and more uncomfortable with every frankly delivered question, Saint completely missed the seat of his chair. Perched on the arm like a parakeet waiting for a cracker, he still refused to give in.

      Absolutely positive that he was being tested, the Leader of the Clan of the Primordial Flame met the woman resembling his Auntie Effie right in the eye and answered, “No and no.”

      Willing to admit he was a little disappointed when she went on as if he hadn’t challenged her at all, Saint slid into his seat as she nodded, “You’re a one-man-one-woman-kinda guy then, huh?”

      “Yes, that about sums it up.”

      With a single nod, she started making notes in a language he’d never before seen as the questions kept coming. “What do you want in a Mate, Saint? What’s important to you? Have you thought about the woman the Universe made for you at all?”

      Opening his mouth to speak, then slamming it shut, it took him a second to reply, but when he did, it was open and honest, just like he did everything. “Ya’ know? I haven’t. For as long as I can remember, I’ve been told that the Universe would make a woman for me, and when the time was right, my perfect Mate would just appear.” Looking at the smiling Babhdóir as she patiently waited for more of an answer, he went on, "But that hasn't happened. I'm ready, willing, and able, but she’s yet to be seen.”

      “And that’s why you’re here?”

      "In a word," he nodded. "Yes." When Babs didn't answer right away, he added, "This whole thing…" Waving his index finger between them, he continued, "…happened because I had one too many drinks and opened my mouth about how much I wanted to find my Mate. I'm probably wasting your time." Scratching his jaw, needing to get away from the Matchmaker more with every passing tick of the huge Grandfather clock across the room, he pushed to the edge of his seat and sighed, "I'll just wait for Fate, or Destiny, or whoever the hell's in charge up there to get their act together. I'm really sorry…"

      “Look,” Babs cut in, holding the pearls that held her glasses between her thumb and forefinger and swinging the spectacles in circles. “Sit back and stay right where you are. I’ve not lost one of y’all yet, and I'm damned sure not startin’ with you.” Pausing for just a second, her eyes flashing silver to gold before returning to their brilliant emerald, she went on, “I’m good, but I’m still just me, not Fate, damned sure not the Universe. I’m no miracle worker, just good, old Babs MacAutley. My job is to find the girl meant for you - that woman you were told was out there - and get you two in the same place at the same time.”

      More interested than embarrassed, Saint was hanging on her every word. Maybe his Uncle and the Demi-God had been right. Perhaps the Babhdóir could help.

      “It's pretty simple, you have all the answers. You just don't know them until I ask the right questions. So, the more you tell me, the easier finding your Mate and getting you two together will be. Make sense?”

      “Sure does,” Saint nodded, and it did.

      “Alright,” Babs winked. “That’s what I like to hear. Now, let’s try this again. What do you want in a Mate, Saint McDonnish?”

      Blowing out a sharp breath, he opened his mouth. Shutting off removing his mental filter, he said whatever came to mind. “I want a real partner. Someone with her own mind, who says what she thinks, and isn’t afraid to tell me when she doesn’t agree or thinks I’m full of sh-crap.” Coughing to hide his blunder, he immediately acquiesced, “Sorry.”

      “Not a problem, Kiddo,” Babs snickered. “As you’ve noticed, I don’t hold back.” Sliding her glasses back on her nose, the Matchmaker leaned forward. “And you shouldn’t either. The only way this works is if you trust me, speak honestly, and tell me everything.” She winked. “Just go for it. Nothing’s out of bounds. Got it?”

      “I got it,” he nodded. “Let’s see. Where was I? Oh yeah, what I want in a Mate. She needs to be strong and intelligent. Spontaneous is good, too.” Chuckling, he added, “I tend to overanalyze and overthink. I need someone who reminds me that there is more to life than leading a Clan and living up to expectations.”

      “Does she need to be a Dragon? Cause you know those girls are hard to find,” Babs laughed. “Sorry, I just couldn’t resist.” Taking a sip from her glass, she went on, “More to the point, do you have a preference whether she’s a Shifter or not?”

      “No,” he shook his head. “Dragon, Shifter, Magical, non-Magical, human even. And I’m not picky about short or tall, curvy or not, the color of her eyes or the length of her hair. Heck, I don’t even care if she’s a vegetarian as long as she doesn’t lose her mind when the guys and I grill up a side of beef. I won’t make her eat steak as long as she doesn’t make me eat Brussel sprouts.”

      “Good to know,” Babs chuckled, all the while nodding and writing. After asking about a hundred more questions, some of which Saint simply had no answers for, the Babhdóir bluntly blurted out, “What about sex?”

      It took a moment for the Guardsman to answer as he tried really hard not to act shocked while working hard to formulate an appropriate reply. In the end, he just shrugged and said, “Yes.”

      For the fifth, or maybe it was the sixth time since he’d arrived, Babs laughed right out loud. “I tell you, my boy, this may end up going on my list of top five best interviews.” Sitting back, she laid her hands in her lap. “When I got your call, I knew I was in for a treat. As I said, I knew your mom and dad, and you when you were very little. You come from good stock, but that doesn't always mean you'll be a good person." Just barely nodding her head, she smiled, "You, Saint, are really something special. All the best parts rolled into one and living up to their true potential. The girl who gets you is one lucky woman.”

      Still smiling, she sat back up, gripped her pen tighter and went right back to it. “Alright, let’s try this again. Since you’re a Shifter and one of those hot-blooded Dragons, I have no doubt that you like sex, but do you like to be in charge? Or are you just as happy letting your Mate take the reins?”

      "Like I mentioned, I want us to be true partners, and that includes in the bedroom…or wherever we might be." Finally, feeling comfortable to be his usual cheeky self, Saint winked. “I know the second I meet her that I won’t be able to keep my hands to myself, and I'm praying to the Heavens that she'll feel the same about me."

      Clapping her hands, Babs whooped and hollered, “Hell yeah, now that’s the kind of answers I’m looking for.” Up on her feet, she practically skipped to the bar, coming right back with a fifth of his favorite Irish whiskey and two glasses.

      Moving the cookies and pitcher of tea to the side, she put everything on the glass top table between them and poured a healthy two fingers of the amber liquid into each glass. Pushing his towards him, she finished hers in a single gulp before getting a refill and grinning, “Now, let’s get down to the good stuff?”

      “The good stuff?” Saint asked, feeling his eyes go wide with his glass at his lips.

      “Oh hell, yeah, the really good stuff,” she chuckled devilishly.

      Downing his drink, he held out the empty glass and gulped, “Pour me another. Like I said, the answers come quicker the more liquor I drink.”
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      “Ummm... well, it’s…” The jig was up. Flat out busted perfectly summed up the situation. She’d let herself get too tired, too drawn in by nostalgia, just too much of everything, and the dam was breaking. It was time to tell at least one other person what was going on - before it was too late.

      Forcing out the breath she’d been holding, Addie squared her shoulders and looked one of her best friends in the world right in the eye. The Snow Leopard had always been brutally honest and appreciated the same in return.

      “I’m losing control of my Queens.”

      Silence filled the room. Time literally stood still. Watching the tiniest fleck of dust, the only one that dared enter the pristine lab, float through the air, she waited for Minka to blink, to breathe, to anything…but nothing happened.

      One… two… three… She counted in her head, Eira, her Dragon Queen, and Fia, her Phoenix, both counting along. It was the most nerve-wracking, mind-boggling situation they'd ever endured. For reasons none of them wanted to examine too carefully, they all knew Minka's reaction was going to set the tone for what was to come.

      “Ah think ye broke 'er.” Eira’s lilting Scottish brogue floating through Addilyn’s mind broke the silence immediately followed by Fia’s sarcastic, “Ye micht need tae thunk 'er.”

      “I’m not thunking anyone,” Addie hissed. “She’s thinking. I know that look. She has to put it right in that wonderful brain of hers before she can move on. The next….”

      "So, call your parents." The Snow Leopard's deadpan, matter-of-fact reply slashed through Addie's internal conversation, before the emotions came flooding in and Minka’s words came quicker. "They're freakin' Gods, for fuck sake. You're a Goddess." Making jazz hands like a professional cheerleader while raising her arms up and down as if she was trying to take off, Minka went right on ranting, "Just make with the godliness and fix it already. If you can't do the whole 'heal thyself' thing, then call up one of your hundreds of relatives. Somebody's got to have the Power."

      Knowing her friend's sharp, indignant rant was coming from a place of love heaped with loads of concern and fear, the two-natured Goddess said nothing, only listened and watched. Minka was processing, letting her mind – one of the sharpest intellects the world had ever known – sift through everything she knew. Then, and only then - she would calm down, and they could have a rational conversation - or something at least close to rational. Of course, that meant the Queens with whom Addilyn shared her heart and soul had time to throw in their two cents.

      “Doesnae she think we've tried everything?” Fia challenged.

      “She doesnae think it's uir fault, diz she?” Eira fumed. “Thes is uir Destiny. Nae muckin' aboot noo.”

      “We're holdin' back th' floodgates as best we kin. There’re other Forces at wark haur. Ah've bin tellin' ye 'at fur ages. But ye keep wantin' tae blam yerself.” The growl in the Phoenix’s voice was low and rumbling, heat infused in every word.

      “Aye, we hae, agin and agin, but ye wulnae listen, ye hardheaded lassie…” The Ice Dragon pushed cool, calming thoughts to all involved, even though she was close to losing her temper as well. Eira knew there always had to be balance. It was the essence of their long coexistence. Thank the Heavens for the Dragon Queen.

      “I have been listening,” Addie snapped back. “It’s just not as easy as you two think. I need to…”

      “What are the options? What have you come up with?" Minka fired off questions, crossing the room in a flash. Turning a large whiteboard on wheels towards Addilyn, she picked up a red marker and continued, “Is there a Spell you can us, or a Witch who knows how to use it? Do I need to call my mom? Her Magic’s strong and healing. She can bring dad. A Snow Leopard King can’t be bad to have around.” She shrugged. “He’s got good weed. I don’t smoke that shit, but speaking of drugs - is there one for you? Can we make one? You’re here for a reason.” Motioning with her fingers for the two-natured Goddess to speak, she added, “Tell me everything. You know how I hate finding shit out late in the game. No surprises or I lose my cool and the claws come out.”

      Just like old times…

      The thought had Addie smiling despite the situation. Staying where she was, leaning her hip against the counter, she opened her mouth to answer, but Minka was quicker and shot right to the heart of the matter.

      "This has something, if not every-fucking-thing, to do with your Mate, doesn't it?" Tapping the marker against her palm, she narrowed her eyes. "That's why mommy and daddy are staying out of it, and the Universe is letting it happen?" Slowly nodding her head, her stare looking right through Addie, she tapped her chin with the index finger of her free hand. "You don't have to phone home, do ya’ E.T.? They always know what’s going on. They would never let anything happen to you that wasn’t part of the grand plan.” Pointing the same finger right at Addie, she grimaced, “And neither would your Fairy Guards.” Snapping her fingers, she groaned, “What the hell are their names?”

      Before Addie could answer, she boomed, “Fergie and Fintan!” A loud clap of her hands and she whooped, “Yeah, that’s them!” And just like that, she was back to wagging her finger in the air. “Not even they can get involved, can they?” Talking more to herself than anyone else, another way Minka had always worked through a dilemma, she mumbled, “And those Magical Mother Humpers are the real deal. Assigned to you by old Auntie Danu, the Big Cheese, the Mother Goddess. If those two won’t help, can’t help, then it’s up to us, and I’m guessing we’ve got to find a…”

      “Who said we won’t help?”

      The disembodied voice, heavy with the sounds of the Highlands, echoed off every surface in the room as the bright, brilliant Magic of Addie’s childhood filled the air.

      “It's 'at nae a body asked, noo, isn’t it?”

      A flash of light. A pop of color. A sound something like the music of an entire orchestra of silver bells. And there, dead center of the massive room stood two of the most gorgeous beings Addie had ever known.

      “An' 'at anythin' we doo will hae tae be dain undercover an' oon the…” The Twins, as she’d always thought of them, chuckled in unison just as they’d been speaking in harmony, “Down low,” their accents completely gone and cheeky grins on their faces.

      Running into the waiting of arms of two of the most important people in her entire world, for the first time in a long time, Addie felt like maybe things could indeed work out. Fergie and Fintan were nothing short of amazing, and Minka was the smartest person she had ever known. And, Addie herself was no slouch, or so she'd been told.

      Now, I have to believe it…

      Hugging and being hugged, she made quick work of welcoming the Fairies to the Clinic before turning to the side and waving to her friend. “Get your ass over here. Since when are you shy?”

      “Never and not now either.” She threw up her hands in surrender. “Just wanna be sure the whole ‘Mother Humper’ comment isn’t gonna get me skinned and fried. I won’t look good as a rug in front of a roarin’ fire. Just not my thing.”

      “No way,” Fergie, the female of the Twins, winked. Pushing her long platinum curls over her shoulder and extending her free arm for the Snow Leopard, she added, “We liked that term. Can we keep it?”

      "Use it," Fintan, Fergie's brother, sighed. "Use it. Not keep it. We've worked so hard to fit in, and you blow it straight outta the fence.”

      "Well, the word's gate. Like right outta the gate," Minka corrected with a snicker. "As for fitting in…" She made air quotes while striding across the room. "You two would only fit in at a Club Kid party in NYC." Walking into Fergie's arm, she added, "And that's perfectly fine. Y’all are rock stars. Never change a thing.”

      The Snow Leopard was right, Fergie and Fintan were perfect just the way they were. Tall and lithe, with swirling violet eyes, shimmering porcelain skin, and brilliant iridescent auras that shone of purity and light, they were truly the best of the best Danu had ever created. Addie was blessed to call them family.

      “Hear that?” Fintan jumped back, started playing the air guitar. “We’re rock stars, Ferg? Rock stars." Light blue hair whipping back and forth as he added headbanging to the show, he started singing something in Gaelic that had Fergie groaning, "Oh my stars, please do not start that crap again."

      Laughing out loud, Addie watched the shenanigans, feeling more like herself than she had in ages. Everything was so much like it had been when she was growing up. Everything but….

      "Why no accents? You know I love to hear the sounds of home, and your voices are so beautiful." Watching them look at one another and tilt their heads to the side – a sure sign they were speaking telepathically – she waited. When no answer was forthcoming, she sighed, "Please tell me it really wasn't because you were trying to blend in. Where have you been that you would need to be anything other than who you are?"

      More silence. More fervid glances. Still silence.

      Stepping between the two, cutting off their latest round of staring, Addie ground out through gritted teeth, "Just tell me what is going on and tell me now. You know I'll figure it out sooner or later."

      “She has a right to know.”

      “Absolutely, that’s what I’ve said all along.”

      “Isn’t that why we came here.”

      “Indeed, it’s our duty. She is ours to protect.”

      “And to love.”

      Feeling as though she was watching a ping pong match as the Twins went back and forth, Addie knew better than to interrupt, although she was close to exploding. Then she felt it.

      The tingle on the nape of her neck.

      The soft caress on her cheek.

      The tickle of familiar Magic in the air.

      It had been years, but there was no denying it.

      Turning towards the enormous double doors she'd yet to explore, Addilyn nearly burst with joy as she beamed, “Mom? Dad? Oh, my Heavens, is it really you?”
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      “Go ahead,” he groaned. “Just ask me.” Setting his empty beer bottle on the bar a little harder than he’d planned then not so nonchalantly ignoring the glare from the barkeep, he shook his head. “Y’all are makin’ my ass twitch as you try to dance around the subject and not ask what you really want to know.”

      Three exaggerated blank stares had him rolling his eyes and turning towards Janice, Leader of the Honey Badgers, and owner of The Full Moon Saloon – sister bar to the The Sundowner she also owned in the US. "Can we have another round? Maybe that'll loosen their tongues, or at the very least help me ignore them."

      “Sure,” she chuckled. “So, you’ve been to see Babs.” It has been a statement, not a question. So, there was no use trying to deny it.

      “Guess the word’s out,” Saint nodded, trying to not be annoyed. “I can lead a Clan and protect the world but can’t find my Mate to save my ass.” With an irritated snort, he kept going, “Thought I was coming here to catch up with Kayne and the O’Reillys.” Shrugging, he scratched his stubble-covered jaw. “Par for the course, those brothers are nowhere to be found.” Shaking his head, he snorted, “Should’ve known my uncle had other things in mind.”

      “Doesn’t he always?”

      All Saint could do was snicker. “Absolutely. Is there anyone he doesn’t know or at the very least, see coming from a couple hundred miles away?”

      Sliding a beer in front of him before doing the same for his three Brethren, Janice teased, “Honey, we’re all three days older than dirt. Most of us were here just after God said, ‘Let there be light,’ the Universe snapped Her fingers and said, ‘Let there be Shifters’.” Wiping the shiny drops of condensation from the smooth wooden surface, she went on, “You Primordials have been tucked away in Barbeau Beyond for way too long. Being secluded, you've forgotten how close-knit our world can be."

      Taking a sip of his beer, the cold liquid sliding down his suddenly dry throat, Saint knew she was right. He and his entire Clan had kept to themselves and out of sight for the better part of two centuries.

      Tasked by the Twin Mothers – Danu and Gaia, the Elementals' sole purpose for as long as Saint had been alive was to hide the existence of the Neveryon Nexus - the only Portal connecting the Past, Present, and Future. Had it not been for the insistence of his Dragon King, Esus, the Guardsman would still be atop his mountain doing just that.

      Then it all clicked into place. Saint wanted to kick himself right in the ass for not seeing it sooner.

      “You’re a real asshole, Esus,” he growled. “Did you have to involve Carrick and the Babhdóir?”

      “Either 'at ur knock ye unconscious and do it meself.”

      “And I just had to ask,” the Guardsman mumbled under his breath. “When will I learn?”

      “Never.”

      The quick chuckled retort was accompanied by a slap on the back that could have only come from one person. Spinning in his stool, Saint was instantly on his feet and shaking the hand of one of his oldest friends.

      “Hachiro! When the hell did you get here?”

      “Landed about an hour ago,” the eighth and youngest son of the great Japanese Golden Dragon King, Daichi, nodded, returning the Guardsman’s handshake then pulling him in for a quick hug. “I’m meeting Orion and his Mate, Princess Sadie Ashford.”

      "Holy shit!" Dane, Saint's oldest friend, and Elder of Defense of their Clan blurted out. "A King, an Enforcer and a Princess? Dayum!” Slapping Saint on the back, he made a show out of pretending to be upset while he added way too much twang to his already southern accent. “I ain’t got the clothes to be meetin’ royalty. Gonna look like the poor kin just come down off the mountain.”

      “Shut the hell up,” Saint scoffed, working hard to hold back his laughter. “I’m prayin’ to the Heavens that we’re long gone before all the hoopla begins.”

      “Yeah, keep hopin’,” Lake and Cree, the other Elders of his Clan snickered in unison before the Elemental Dragon, Lake added, “Check out the door. Looks like your uncle has arrived.”

      Shocked to see Carrick, especially after having just spoken to him the day before while the Elder was in the US, the Guardsman made it exactly two steps before his eyes landed on the Demi-God Kayne. If he'd been the only other person along for the ride, the hairs on the nape of Saint's neck wouldn't have stood on end.

      But he wasn't.

      Also coming towards him was the Golden Dragon's Mate, the Goddess Morrigan's daughter, Pearl, and one of the oldest and wisest Dragons to walk the earth, Maddox. Shit was getting real, and Saint was sorely unprepared.

      "Thought you said this was a quick little trip to civilization to see the Blue side of the fam," Cree, the Air Dragon and Spiritual Elder of the Primordial Flame Clan, whispered, his tone heavy with sarcasm. "Looks like you've been set up, my friend."

      And it damned sure did. Meeting Carrick halfway, Saint held out his hand, not surprised in the slightest when he was met with the traditional Guardsman forearm shake and greeting, “Teaghlach cridhe is anam.”

      Answering in kind, aloud, and in English, as was their custom, Saint responded, "Family of heart and soul for all time." A single firm shake, and he went on, "Good to see you." Then using the unique telepathic link he shared with his uncle, he suspiciously added, “What are you up to?”

      “Protecting Dragonkin and humankind alike,” was all the older Dragon revealed before moving on to speak to the others.

      Knowing full well that it would be useless to push, the Primordial Leader ended up laughing aloud when Maddox, known to all as the Mad Dragon, grumbled in his usual grumpy-old-man tone, “Holy shit, look what the mountain spat out.”

      Letting himself be pulled into a rough, manly bear-hug, glad he escaped yet another slap on the back, Saint teased, “Looks like your mountain’d had enough of you, too.”

      "Oh, hell yeah," Kayne, the son of Lugh and the oldest living Golden Dragon cut in. Holding out his hand, he continued, "She made damned sure he wouldn't come back, too. Sent him down here to find his Mate. Heavens, Gods, saints, and sinners bless that wonderful Witch. Can you imagine putting up with this pain in the ass forever and always?"

      “’Bout like puttin’ up with you,” joked the platinum-haired Demi-Goddess that was Kayne’s Mate. Hazel eyes full of laughter, she winked, “I always did love a challenge.”

      “By the way, as I’m sure you already know, I’m Pearl.” Giving him a hug and a friendly kiss on the cheek, she stepped back and crinkled her nose. Nodding towards Kayne, she teased, “And I get to be this big lug’s Mate.”

      “It’s great to meet you. If anyone can handle Kay, I’m sure it’s you.” And Saint meant it. Not only had he known the Demi-God since the day he was born, but the Golden Dragon was his Godfather. He thought about telling a few of the sordid tales from his youth but knew he would be the only one who got embarrassed.

      Kayne was bulletproof. He took everything in stride. And the Goddess knew Saint didn’t need any more humiliation, not after his recent visit with Babs.

      Wanting to include everybody, he introduced his Brethren - Lake, Cree, and Dane to the others before ordering drinks for the entire crew. Reveling in the comradery, the feeling of unconditional belonging that was shared amongst every Dragon, Saint was humbled. It never mattered how long it had been since they'd seen each other, or even if they'd never before met, Dragons were a Community – a true Family above all else. It was exhilarating and would've been perfect if it wasn’t for the ominous feeling niggling at the back of his mind.

      This little get -together was neither impromptu nor casual. It was the calm before the storm. Of that, he had no doubt.

      Zeroing in on Shauna, Janice's only daughter and the heir-apparent to the leadership of the Honey Badger Clan, Saint leaned against the bar, took a long draw off his beer, and waited until the cute, blond-haired Shifter made her way back to his end of the bar. Putting his empty bottle down, he nodded when she asked, "Want another?"

      “I do. Thanks.” Biding his time until she set another cold one in front of him, Saint casually asked, “Guess these guys are in here all the time?”

      “Not really,” she answered while making drinks for other patrons. “I mean, I haven’t seen Maddox and Kayne hardly at all since they were Mated. But it’s not like I got over to this side of the pond a lot.” Handing a tray full of shots and rocks glasses full to the rim with a wide variety of liquor to the Wolf Shifter waitress, she continued, “As for the rest, well, you know I wasn’t born when y’all’s Clan was sent to Beyond Barbeau. So…” She shrugged and chuckled.

      “Yeah, that’s right.” Rethinking his plan. Wondering if Shauna would really have any answers, he just decided to let it go as she grinned, “Hear you’ve been to see our Babs.” Wiping the counter, something he was beginning to think was a Honey Badger tactic to get people to open up, she snickered, “How’d that go? Mom’s been trying to get me to go, but I have other plans.”

      "Yeah?" Breathing a sigh of relief that she'd moved on, and he wouldn't be forced to relive his very personal conversation with the Babhdóir, he winked.

      “Yeah, I want to join the Dragon Intelligence Agency.” Leaning in, she whispered, “I was thinking about the Dragon Protection Agency, but I don’t get scaly. Then I heard that Ranger and his partner have been working to get their bosses to open up the DIA for all Supes, so as soon as I got the good news, I sent them my paperwork.”

      “Wow.” He really was impressed. For a young Shifter, Shauna had big goals that didn’t include her Clan. “Well, good luck with…”

      “Saint.” The sound of Carrick’s voice cut through the Guardsman’s comment.

      Holding up his index finger to let his uncle know he’d heard him and would be there in a second, Saint finished what he was saying, “That is awesome. Holler if I can help. Ranger is like a brother, and the Head of the Dragon Protection Agency and I have been tight for about a hundred years. Who knows? Gil might make an exception for a go-getter like you. Either way, I know the two agencies have at least partially combined forces.”

      Eyes bright, her short bob bounced this way and that as she happily nodded, “Thanks. I just might be calling.”

      Turning away from the bar, he barely missed crashing into Carrick and Maddox. “I was…”

      "Yeah, well, things are more urgent than I realized. We need to get somewhere private so I can explain."

      Looking up, his eyes met his Brethrens’. Giving a single sharp nod, he watched each man finish what was left of his beer and place the empty on the bar in unison, as the incredibly cohesive unit they were. Doing an about-face, he gave a wink to Janice. "You've got my credit card. Make sure you give yourself a good tip."

      “I always do,” she chuckled. “Y’all take care.”

      Knowing his Dragons were at his back, Saint assured, "You know it."

      No sooner had he uttered the words than Esus warned, "Dae ye feel 'at?” Not waiting for an answer, the Dragon King eerily advised, “An ill win' thes way blows.”

      "Dammit, man, I hate when you get prophetic.” Holding the door for Lake, Dane, and Cree, Saint couldn’t help but add, “It always means I’m ‘bout to get my scales kicked.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      "Mom?" She called again, the marking of Brigid's Cross, the raised, rose-colored birthmark on the inside of her arm nearly bursting into flames. Forcing her tone to remain strong and forthright, she called out, "Dad?" The Eihwaz rune – her father’s glyph, usually a beautiful shimmering blue at the nape of her neck, growing colder with every beat of her heart.

      Silence. Deafening, eerie, disconcerting on every level vibrated the airwaves…through her.

      Sliding her foot forward, an overwhelming cacophony of fear and dread causing her entire body to shake, Addie steeled her resolve. Her voice more profound, more resonant than before, she called out again, "Mother? Father? Is that you?"

      “Nae,” Fia hissed.

      “Dinnae tak' anither step,” Eira ordered. “Whatever is oon th' other side af the door isnae yer parents.”

      “But…”

      “But nothing.” Fergie and Fintan growled in response.

      Sweeping past, the breeze from their wings blew Addie's hair from her shoulders. Hovering just above the gleaming white tile floor, their gossamer iridescent wings flashed a deep, dark purple while swirling with glowing, pulsing orange, as fiery tendrils shot from their barbed tips. Rowing, stroking the air, the hum rose in intensity and fervor. Pushing backward and downward, at the end of each stroke, the bottom set sliced upward and forward, sparks flying towards the door.

      Growing taller and broader, Fergie on the left, Fintan on the right, their Magic filled every molecule of the vast laboratory. Standing utterly still, Addie's breath caught in her throat as the Flaming Spear of Brigid appeared in her Fae sister's left hand at the exact same time the Evermore Ewe Bow of Ullr materialized in her brother's right. "Go." They snarled, their voices deep and dark. Their brogues rough and sharp, they again spat, "Go noo, Addilyn.”

      “No.”

      The single syllable still burning her lips, the wings of Queen Fia burst through her shoulder blades just as Queen Eira’s glistening scales flowed down her arms, covering the backs of her hands.

      Appearing at her side, standing nearly nine-feet tall on her hind legs, Power pulsating from the form of her Snow Leopard Warcat, Minka’s presence was nothing short of awe-inspiring. Voice rumbling between her elongated fangs, she raged, “Show yourself or get the fuck out!”

      The large double doors shook. The shining stainless steel turned a murky, bloody crimson. The fetid stench of rotting flesh, rancid gore, and putrid bile crept through the crevices on skeletal vines that stank of pure, unadulterated evil. Raising her hands, the natural instinct to protect those she loved taking over, Addie marched between Fergie and Fintan.

      "Stop!" Voices, both internal and external, commanded, but Svell Edana would not be dissuaded.

      “No,” she whispered calmly. “Not this time.”

      One deliberately measured step at a time, the gifts of both her Phoenix and her Dragon growing stronger, more prominent, Addilyn’s entire focus remained on the pinpoint of glowing black light pushing between the doors. She’d seen it before. Once in person, many times in her nightmares.

      It was important. No. Imperative that she be the one who dealt with this evil. Whoever was wielding that malevolent power was standing between Addie and the Root of Gaia. Why hadn’t she seen it before. As usual, the Queens had been right. Something else was at play. She wasn’t losing her mind.

      Stop the evil. Find the Root of Gaia. Restore balance to my heart and soul. Find my man. Helluva to-do list.

      Opening her mind to everyone in the room, she adamantly growled, “Follow my lead.”

      Although not a word was spoken in response, disapproval and rage-filled the mental bonds she shared with each of them, but not a one left her side. Not a one moved a muscle.

      The same could not be said for the Fia and Eira…

      “Yoo've lost yer feckin' min',” the Firebird swore, slamming a wave of sweltering Mysticism through Addie’s mind.

      “Whit th' heel ur ye thinkin'?” The Dragon Queen rumbled, the sting of her frigid fury flowing down the Goddess’ back, leaving layer after layer of crystalline scales in their wake.

      “You’re free to recede.”

      “An’ watch ye die?” They roared as one.

      “Och noo,” Fia stormed just as Eira seethed, “But we'll be skinnin' ye alife if we make it through thes.”

      “An’ we’ll be helpin’,” Fergie and Fintan chimed in.

      “To hell with all of ya’,” Minka snarled. “Do what ya’ gotta do, Adds. Go for…”

      “Enough!” The booming voice resonated
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