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        Can a blind Dragon see without eyes? Can the Basilisk heal with a touch? 

         

        Lost. Alone. Without his Clan for over a century.

        He searches for the one person who can make him whole.

         

        Headstrong. Independent. Trying to put her Family back together before it's too late.

        She didn't know what she was looking for until she found him.

         

        The enemy is near. The clock is ticking.

        The Fate of the Paranormal World is in their hands.

         

        Move over, Fate. Take a holiday, Death,

        Bad guys beware. This Dragon has found his Mate, and he’s coming for you.
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      "I have to find her… I must find her… I will find her… Only she can…" the haunting voice clings to the airwaves, floating on the ether, begging to be heard…

      It was his own.

      Feeling his way along the craggy rocks, his fingertips raw from the sharp, jagged, crystalline points, he used the scent of the crashing waves to the left as his guide. With every footfall, the Dragon followed the only instinct that mattered since he'd been hypnotized by her scent and heard her voice through the walls of his last prison – must find her.

      He would do whatever it took. He would walk a thousand miles. He would traverse the Earth. He would keep going just as he had for over three hundred years–longer than three centuries–in captivity. So very long, suffering at the hands of the most despicable, evil, torturous beings in the entire world had taught him one thing–he could survive absolutely anything.  

      The thought of finding the one the Universe made for him, to have the Light to his Darkness, to know True Love, and have the other half of his soul had been his True North. He would… He would… He would find her.

      His life and that of the Dragon King with whom he shared his soul depended on it.

      It was really her. Not a figment of his imagination. Not just wishful thinking.

      It was her!

      He knew it with every fiber of his being. There was no mistake. She was his, and he was hers. After centuries of hoping and praying, he had found the woman the Universe made for him.

      This wasn’t like last time… Or the time before… Or the time before that…

      This was different. This was real. There was no deception by his enemies. His prayers had not fallen on deaf ears. He had not been forsaken. He had not been left behind and forgotten by the men he called Brethren or the one who had given him so much, the Phantom Queen.

      If only he hadn't been in chains and unable to reach his Mate. Over and over, he'd tried to touch her mind, to use the unique and special link only they shared, but her thoughts, as well as her very heart and soul, were shielded so tightly that his efforts were met with a resounding and hollow echo.

      There was no way in. Especially without the help of the Dragon King with whom he shared his soul, Tormey.

      Was it his mind that was failing? Was he too far gone to complete even the most straightforward task? Had he been without King Tormey for too long? Had he reached the dark chasm of madness from which there was no return? Was he…?

      No! He knew what he felt. There was no mistake. The Bond was there. He would reach her. He had to reach her.

      But…

      But once again, he was at the mercy of a demented, maniacal, narcissistic tyrant hellbent on destroying anything and everything she did not understand. Once again, he was subjected to the most heinous torture and abject humiliation in the name of scientific discovery.

      What a joke. Pandora only wanted to exploit, steal, and destroy. What a travesty. Her only desire was to avenge a dead madman and kill anyone different from humans. Over the years, he wondered if she didn’t also discriminate and plan to attempt to commit the genocide of humans for different creeds, races, religions, and who were disable–basically anyone who didn’t look just like, act, and think just like her.

      She was the abomination. She told her lackeys that together they would make a better world. What bullshit!

      It was an utter lie that he would set right. The world would know what another blasted O'Baoill had done. But he would not allow her to be killed. She would be captured alive. She would be punished.

      And so would those who followed her.

      “I am the Defender of Humankind. I am Justice. I will restore Order as dictated by The Morrigan, The Powers That Be, and the Primordial Goddess, Chaos.”

      Just saying the words aloud restored some of the strength, the Power, the Magic that had been stolen from him. He felt stronger. The sores on the tips of his fingers and the bottom of his feet instantly healed. He could feel the Gifts given to him by his mother pulsing through his veins, trying to wake the Dragon King hibernating in his soul.

      “I will not be captured again. No amount of deception or trickery will work this time. I will use all that I am, everything I have been blessed with, to fight all who dare to come for me. I will not be deterred. I will find my Mate. Together, we will uphold the Law of the Universe."

      The cool draught whipping over the waves touched his face. The salty brine of the sea ushered in unwanted memories of the horrors he'd faced at the hands of Pandora O’Baoill’s radical anti-paranormal group, For Humankind.

      Once again, his flesh was hacked away by inexperienced hands that regarded him as nothing other than a specimen. They cared not about the pain they inflicted or the blood they shed. Some actually delighted in it. And in return, Xander delighted in withholding his misery from them.

       “This asshole is almost dead,” the orderly with the raspy voice from too many cigarettes spat. Poking the Dragon’s chest with the tip of his gloved finger, he pushed the flat edge of his nail into one of the gaping wounds he’d just inflicted. “See? He doesn’t even flinch. Hell, his blood is barely a trickle. What a waste of time. Why doesn’t the doc just put him out of his misery? And ours?”

      "Who cares?" Another scoffed, this one smelled of rotten fish and rancid sweat. "I put in my eight hours and go home. A paycheck's a paycheck, and this is the only game in town."

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” the smoker agreed, his acrid breath stinging the Dragon’s nose.

      “I heard the doc is bringing that freak with the blue fur in here.”

      “No way,” the smoker gasped. “I’ve never seen…”

      The beep of the keypad outside the door of his cell interrupted the orderlies' conversation. The whir and click of the electric locks told the Dragon he was about to have more unwelcome visitors.

      Immediately enveloped in a crisp and refreshing scent mixed with the dark, rich aroma of pine needles and the earthy cologne of wet moss, he instantly envisioned the trees of the mountains he played upon as a child. Those had been some of the best years of his life, ones he held onto to keep his sanity. He could see his younger siblings running as fast as their little legs would carry them, trying to catch him as he sprinted for the fort they'd constructed with their father and uncles.

      Another whiff, and he knew a forest dweller was entering his prison—one who used the fragrant, pleasing aroma to mask themselves from predators or their prey. Smacked in the face by her fury and rage the moment the door opened, he also felt the powerful Magic deep within her.

       She was a Gorm Megalonyx, there was no doubt about it. These horrific excuses for people had somehow trapped a much-feared and incredibly misunderstood Magic Eater—and they weren't even smart enough to be scared.

      Even in human form, she was a powerhouse who fought off at least five of the orderlies holding the silver chains they thought would weaken her. Sadly, she was finally brought to heel, but even still, she seethed with a fiery vengeance that promised retribution if she ever got free.

      A low, booming voice—the same one that had tormented Xander on many occasions—demanded she Shift. There was an awkward moment of silence. Fear, frustration, and an overriding sense of worry and unease filled the room. These orderlies were doing as they were told but were not happy about it.

      Then, the electrical crackle of their cattle prods and the scent of burnt flesh filled the air, but the Mythical Creature of Legend refused to cry out. Over and over, they tortured her, and it wasn't until the bitch doctor walked in and whispered, "I will send the Hunters and Trackers back out to get your sisters if you continue to attempt to defy me," that the Gorm Megalonyx finally relented.

       A warm blast of Primordial Enchantment wrapped around the Dragon just as an unfamiliar voice floated through his mind. “My name is Gretchen. I am so sorry that I have to do this, but my sisters are still very young. They will not survive away from the forest and are certain to perish within hours from the harsh treatment Dr. O’Baoill and her minions force upon us. Please know that I will only take a little, and I will not inject you with the toxin that will prevent you from regenerating your Power. But you MUST act as if I have drained you completely. You simply have to, or they will kill us both, and I have to return to my Snuggle, to my sisters and my people.”

      No sooner had his muddled mind made sense of her message than the soft slide of the end of her trunk across the skin over his heart sent shivers down his spine. Almost immediately, it was followed by the wet tingle of thousands of tiny hooks called filiform papillae– the vehicle by which the Magic would be sucked from his Soul. Weirdly, the sensation wasn't painful. As a matter of fact, it tickled.

      “That is Mother Nature’s way of letting us feed without hurting the host. We are not the mindless killers the stories make us out to be, but we did nothing to stop the rumors. The fear they created worked to our benefit." Gretchen's voice was soft and gentle as the reassuring images she placed in his mind flipped like a child's picture book, detailing how careful she was to take only the tiniest bit of Enchantment from his veins.

      Marveling at the majestic creature he'd never seen before, Xander couldn’t help but be impressed by her presence. He wondered if her thick, royal blue fur was as soft as it looked. He was sure her long, saber-like claws were not as sharp as his Dragon King's talons. Then, he speculated whether she really was the spitting image of her cousin, the Giant Ground Sloth, when the trunk she used to 'eat' the Magic of others was retracted.

      “I do look just like them, only prettier,” she confirmed with a strained chuckle before adding, “Time for you to win an Academy Award, Dragon Man.”

      He had no idea what an Academy Award was but knew from her previous comment that he had to put on a show for no other reason than to return the favor she had shown him. Then she added, "And make it good," and he knew what to do.

      Thrashing and pulling against his chains, Xander roared so loudly that his ears rang, and the glass in the metal cabinets lining the back wall of his cell rattled with such force that they cracked. Ignoring the burn of the silver on his palms as he grabbed the chains attached to the shackles around his wrists, he pulled himself up as high as possible, then kicked out his feet as the mechanical hoist they'd created just for him lifted his body into the air. Contorting his body in ways he hadn’t known possible, he fought the restraints, the shackles, and the silver pins they’d inserted into his joints after one of his most recent escape attempts.

      Only when the strain on his arms was at its pinnacle and sweat poured off him like the waters of Eas Tardill Waterfall on the Isle of Skye, the place he called home, was it time to truly put on the show the Magic Eater needed. With the crash and clatter of more than a few of the instruments of cruelty he was forced to wear hitting the floor, the Dragon gave one final ear-splitting roar that shattered the glass behind him, then flopped forward, making a show of losing consciousness.

       Sadly, the pain he’d inflicted upon himself wasn’t even the worst he’d received that day. And equally as woeful was the fact that he’d had fun making his tormenters think he might be dead, but no matter what happened, nothing topped the visit from the despicable doctor. 

      Pandora O’Baoill had come into his cell with purpose and revulsion right after the Gorm Megalonyx had exited. From the acrid stench of hatred and disgust, the tap of her heels on the tile floors, and the audible popping and clicking of her jaws as she gnashed her teeth, he knew who it was before she’d spoken a word. She was just like her father – the man who’d laughed as he’d taken Xander’s eye and coated the hemorrhaging socket with pure silver from the Guerrero Mountains of Taxco de Alarcon to ensure it would not regenerate and heal.

       After Pandora taunted Xander with what Tariq had written in his journal, she took more samples of his skin, hair, and nails and extracted all manner of bodily fluids. Leaving without a word, she breathed a sigh of relief after crossing the threshold into the hall. So, she was scared of him–and one day, he would use that to his advantage.

      Of course, that wasn't the end of the humiliation. It was time for the guards to have a little fun. They stabbed him with pocket knives and burnt him with cigarettes. They whipped him with strips of wet terry cloth until all the water had evaporated, and they were too tired to lift their puny limbs. They called him a beast, an animal, a thing. They told him in great detail how Dr. O’Baoill was going to take what was his, what he'd been given by not only his parents but what he'd been promised by the Ancients and the Universe, especially the Blessing of the Berserker given to him and his Brethren by The Morrigan, and how she was going to bastardize it and use it against all Magical Beings.

      “But they did not get it,” he ground out through gritted teeth. “And they never will take what is mine. Tormey was smart enough to tie up all of our enhanced senses and call upon the Sleep of the Ancients." Sadness filled the Dragon as he breathed, "And he still sleeps today." Inhaling deeply, he added, "But you'll wake up, Old Man, I know you will. You will hear my calls, and together, we will find out how Pandora O’Baoill knew of the Berserker and knew of my mother. Not even Tariq knew I was different than any other Dragon Shifter."

      Leaning into the rock, he felt for a ledge and took a seat before memories of the past swept him out to sea. Letting the salty air—so much like that of his homeland—calm his turbulent emotions, Xander braced himself for what was to come. It would be the balm to his heart and soul, the respite he needed to carry on.

      He only had to think of the Blessing of the Berserker, and visions of that night came rushing back.

      The supremacy of Her gaze, Her hauntingly clear eyes full of the Mist of the Ages, finally fell upon Xander. Holding Her shield to Her chest but propping Her staff against the trunk of White Ash, The Morrigan, the Great Goddess, the Phantom Queen, the Celtic Goddess of War, and the Mother of the Circle of Life–capable of both giving and taking life–laid her hand upon his head.

      “Xander MacCullagh, you and Tormey, the Dragon King with whom you share your soul, have been duly named the Defender of Humankind. Together, you are Justice personified—and that will never change. Sadly, what was given as a Gift will also be a Curse and the very bane of your existence. Those of us who have lived long and seen much know all too well that we are often sworn to protect those who hurt us the most."

      "You must never forget that you are not only Dragon but also one of the revered Aon-Adharcach, the Heroic Unicorn of the Goddess Epona. Your mother, Ayleen, was the strongest and the best of all the Aon-Adharcach. She was faithful and true and a powerful Healer to all. Use what she gave you, and never let the hatred of a few deter you from your faith or your commitment to the greater good of all.

      "Also remember, that the Light must have the Dark to be seen. Without evil, the goodness holds no splendor. You and you alone have been given the Sight to foresee the impending imbalance that will threaten our world, the Courage to act when others will not, and the Wisdom to know your own mind and that of your Dragon King."

      “The path to your eternity will be grueling. Your suffering at the hands of the worst that humankind has ever bore will be overwhelming and plentiful, and the time will come when the truth is forced upon you even when your eyes cannot see.”

      Sliding her hand from the top of his head and down his cheek, the Phantom Queen lifted Xander's head until their eyes met. "As Light needs the Darkness to survive, you, my Warrior Dragon, will need the Darkness to find the Light. There will be times you will wish for death – but it will not come. There will be times of healing that you will wish to never end – but all too soon and with little comfort given, they will. Please take heed and hold onto this with all your might–when your time of rebirth arrives–you will not be alone."

      The color of her eyes went from the clear of the Mist of the Ages to the brilliant purple of the Aon-Adharcach—of his mother's. Then She smiled, something most said was impossible for the Celtic Goddess of War, as the sound of hooves hitting the soft ground of the meadow filled the air.

      Trotting up to stand alongside The Morrigan, the Aon-Adharcach Queen, the Mythical Mare bowed not to the goddess but to Xander. With her beautiful head lowered until the tip of her spiraling golden horn touched the ground, her eyes turned downward. She then blinked several times, licked her lips, and fluttered her ears. Raising her snout until her eyes were level with his, the Dragon saw more Hope and Faith than he'd ever imagined possible.

      It was a Prophecy come to life. There was absolutely no doubt in his mind or that of his Dragon King that they were in the presence of something miraculous. The gravitas of the moment made it hard for the Guardsman to breathe as the heart and soul of the Mythical Mare called to that part of his heart and soul he’d inherited from his mother. The promise of what was to come was so wondrous and unbelievable that he didn't even try to understand–he just lived for the moment.

      Lifting her hand, The Morrigan instructed, "Rise, my Warrior."

      Immediately getting to his feet, Xander held his breath when she held out her hand and motioned to the Aon-Adharcach Queen. “This beautiful and faithful Mare is revered by those who know of her true Spirit–of her Purity, Innocence, and Power, but it is the Freedom she signifies, her unwavering belief in Magic, and the Faith in the rightness of the Universe that she holds within that will be essential to your survival when you believe your journey is over.”

      Hanging on her every word, he watched in awe as two Supreme Beings exchanged looks before the Mystical Mare turned back toward him. Slowly closing the distance, she once again bowed, but this time, when the tip of her golden horn touched the ground before his feet, a sword of the same metal with a spiral handle holding four perfect Emeralds appeared.

      Stepping back, she finally lifted her head. Batting her eyes, she spoke directly into his mind. "Let my Faith be yours when you feel all is lost. Let my Hope be yours when you have none. And let the Magical Healing I – and all my children – were given by The Powers That Be mend not only your heart and soul but all that you are when the time is right. Your mother was one of the best of us, and so are you, Dragon Warrior. So, are you."

      "Be ever vigilant
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