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        Trapped for almost a century. No chance of escape. He’d all but given up. Then she fell into his prison.

        Drago, legendary leader of the Dragon Guard Enforcers, had lost all hope. Trapped in a cell with no way out, haunted by sleepless nights and memories of a freedom he'd never taste again, there were only two choices: go mad or… go mad.

        Then Alicia McKennon—one of the famed McKennon Witches with powerful Magic and a voice that called to his very soul- came crashing through. She was his lifeline, his salvation–his Mate.

        She felt the taint of evil surrounding him. Knew that he was on the precipice of a living death, and tried to walk away.

        But she couldn't. His voice called to her, begged her: Awakened her.

        Not even the Universe has the answers. And time is running out.

        Alicia must choose–follow her heart and find the one who calls to her soul, or listen to her fear and leave a legendary warrior to suffer a fate worse than death in the darkness.

        Can she awaken the Mate bond before it's too late? Can Drago survive long enough to claim the Witch who's already claimed his heart?

        The Fate of her Dragon may be the death of them both—or their only salvation.
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        Draoi……….Wizard

        Drake……….Male Dragon

        Mo chroi’……….My Heart

        Mo ghra’……….My Love

        Ta’ mo chroi istigh ionat……….My Heart is Within You

        Mo maite……….Mate

        Ceann beag………Little One

        Mhu’chadh……….Extinguish

        Mo cheann a’lainn……….My Beautiful One

        A bheith imithe Demon……….Be Gone Demon

        Se’alaithe……….Sealed

        Solas……….Light

        Ara is go dti’ itreann……….Return to Hell

        Riamh ar ais……….Never Return
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      She was close… so very close. Her mind brushed against his, filling his dark, dank world with light and hope for the first time in almost a century. She exhilarated his broken spirit, mended his wounded soul, and warmed his cold, ruthless heart. Without thought, he’d spoken directly into her mind. Recognition arced between them. He willed her to respond, begging with his voice that she give him some sign—but she’d stayed silent. Her name became his mantra, the one thing keeping him sane.

      Alicia…

      This beautiful creature who smelled of sunshine and daffodils was to be his savior. She would be his life. She was the one the Universe had created for him. Not Heaven nor Hell nor the prison around him could keep them apart. He knew she would find him. Felt it in the depths of his soul. His mate possessed an inner strength that rivaled his own. She was a warrior. A woman worthy of a man like him. And she was magical… powerful, filled with a white magic that could overpower the evil keeping him prisoner.

      Drawing on his incredible strength and years of training, the Guardsman gave one final call before collapsing from exhaustion. His body ached from exertion. His head felt as if it might explode from the constant barrage of black magic. The silver lined box buried deep in the ground, surrounded by rock and black magic, had eaten away at his strength every day of his confinement. Only his iron will and incredible healing powers had kept him alive; of course, that’s what the evil wizard had counted on. The bastard knew Drago would be forced to lay helpless, trapped underground while the kin he’d spent his life protecting were destroyed.

      There had been times throughout the years when the earth had shifted and Drago had been able to feel the presence of other dragons. Not those of his Force but others, some descended from the very men he’d fought beside. His dragon had come to life, snarling to make contact, but the recognition had been so brief there was no chance to call out.

      Day after day, week after week, year after year, the Guardsman’s frustration grew—until he was sure he’d go mad. The only thing keeping him sane was the search for his brethren. He called and called through the mindspeak of their kin, both as a group and then testing each unique link he held with the men who’d pledged their fealty to him as their Commander. Every call was answered with dead, dark silence. The Guardsman prayed his brethren lived. Was sure he would’ve felt their deaths, but after so much time of silence, Drago feared the worst. He searched as far as his dark magic drenched preternatural senses would allow and found nothing but the dirt around him. Even the creatures that should’ve inhabited the ground had been scared away by the wizard’s evil spells.

      Every day Drago promised himself and those whom he’d sworn to protect that he would escape his prison and dole out justice for what had been done to him and his men. All involved would pay. They would know his wrath—the wrath that kept him alive. Hate and plans of revenge had been his only company, the one reason he drew his next breath. His need for vengeance was his daily nourishment. He planned every last detail of the deaths of the wizards who had imprisoned him.

      The bastards believed they were smarter than the great Dragon Guard Assassin. Had believed that attacking him from afar with their dark magic potions and sleight of hand while he was in his healing sleep would fool him, but he knew who they were. Prayed they still drew breath so that he might rob them of it. He wanted nothing more than to watch their blood soak the ground as his sword removed their heads from their bodies. But all of that was before Alicia…

      Fighting to remain conscious, Drago pictured the beautiful redhead with sparkling blue eyes and a smile that made his nearly dead heart sing. When he’d touched her mind, everything had become so clear for the first time in such a very long time. He could see her long red curls glistening in the sunlight, the unmistakable twinkle of mischief in her eyes as she laughed, and the goodness shining from her heart. He dreamed of kissing each little freckle that dotted the bridge of her nose and apples of her cheeks. His hands, shackled at his sides by silver chains, ached to touch her peaches and cream complexion that looked to be softer than silk.

      She was tall and curvy, just like a woman should be. As his mind stayed connected to hers, he could see her insecurities and prayed for the day he could assure his beautiful Alicia that she was perfect in every way. His heart nearly broke as their connection weakened and finally severed. He knew it was his waning strength and once again cursed the wizards responsible for his current state.

      Thinking over the last few days as he rested in his tomb, Drago smiled as he remembered feeling the power of the Dorcha disrupted by the dragons. It had been that disturbance which had shifted the earth around his tomb, making communication with his mate possible. Now it was up to him. He had to stay alert, had to keep calling, had to make sure she found him. He needed her more than he needed his next breath. Not only was she his way out, she was the only person in all the world that could save his soul.

      The words his longtime friend and mentor, Maddox, had spoken just before he and his men had embarked on their last mission floated through his mind, just as they had every day for the last hundred years. “Take care, my friend. This mission is unlike any other. The wizards you seek are more powerful. They are cunning. It is their evil that darkens the skies.”

      “Never met a wizard the lads and I couldn’t beat. I earned the name ‘The Assassin’ ya’ know? And today will not rob me of that title.”

      Unlike all the other times, Maddox hadn’t laughed, only shook his head. “Assassin or not, keep your wits about you.”

      A cold chill had skittered down Drago’s back as he’d called forth his dragon and taken to the skies. The old man always had an eerie sense of premonition, but was also a worrywart, so the Assassin and his Force had flown straight toward the enemy without a second thought to Maddox’s words of warning. They defeated every evil practitioner and hunter who stood against their kin. The ground at their feet was drenched with the blood of their enemies. They’d gone into their healing sleep that night around their fire with a sense of pride and purpose.

      But Fate always got her pound of flesh. Drago had awoken to the sounds of chanting and the scent of putrid herbs. Unable to open his eyes, he’d reached out with his other senses, only to find them damped by the unmistakable stench of black magic. Fighting the darkness with all the strength he had, the Guardsman reached out to his brethren, but found they too had been caught in the snare of evil magic.

      Turning his focus back to the enchantment holding them all hostage, the Guardsman pushed his pure white dragon magic into the oily tendrils of the offending curse. His beast lent his strength to the fight, chuffing and blowing smoke as they fought. For several long, tense seconds he was sure he’d made headway, only to hear a menacing chuckle in his mind.

      “You think to outwit me, Assassin?” The maniacal laughter made the hairs on the back of Drago’s neck stand on end. “You are no match for the Darkness that will rule the earth. Dragon kin will be destroyed and we will be victorious. Enjoy the rest of your very long life knowing I won. I beat the great Drago MacLendon.” The wizard’s cackle echoed through Drago’s consciousness.

      He knew that voice. Had felt its slimy resonance before, but no matter how hard he tried to remember, Drago came up empty handed. It was a memory just out of his reach. He once again cursed the black magic flooding his system and fought to stay conscious. Hoisted off the ground by several sets of cold, skeletal hands, the Guardsman was unceremoniously thrown over the saddle of what he recognized by scent as his own horse. The horn of the saddle struck his ribs as he felt the bones crack, but still he struggled to gain control. Using his mental connection to the animal, Drago tried to will his trusty steed to run, but just as the wizards controlled him and his men, they also controlled his beloved horse.

      The same voice that had invaded his thoughts now spoke aloud. “Take the Assassin to his new home.” The wizard spoke with confidence. “Make sure he is secure. I’ll be along as soon as I’ve taken care of the others. I want to seal the mighty Guardsman away myself.” Once again the air filled with evil laughter as Drago ached to rip the limbs from his captor’s body.

      Slipping in and out of consciousness, Drago tried to map the twists and turns of his painful horseback ride as he traveled for what seemed like hours, but it was useless. He had no idea where he was being taken and was helpless to change the situation. Anger unlike any he’d ever known flooded his system. His dragon roared in his head at the injustice of their situation. But in the end, both man and beast were left to the whims of the black magic practitioners. Just as it felt as if all hope was lost, the scent of briny sea air filled the Guardsman’s senses.

      It was the same scent that had reached him the first time he’d felt Alicia’s presence. Just the thought of his mate renewed Drago’s belief that she and she alone could save him. Drawing upon years of training, both man and dragon called to their mate.

      “Alicia, mo chroi, please come to me.”

      “Dammit man, I’m trying. I’ve been trying. I can hear you all hours of the day and night. I answer and you ignore. I search and find nothing. My heart is breaking and I have no clue why. I follow your voice and end up in front of a big ass boulder. It’s been so long since I had a full night’s sleep, I’m beginning to look like a zombie, but still you call and I come running. Hell, I don’t even know who you are.”

      “I am Drago.”

      “What the…” Alicia yelped. Several tense seconds later she whispered, “What did you say?”

      “I said, my name is Drago.” He pushed confidence and warmth through their link, hoping to calm the turmoil he felt brewing within his mate.

      Heartbeat after heartbeat, he willed Alicia to speak, to say something… anything. Just as he gave up and was ready to call to her again, she asked, “You’re a real person? Not a figment of my imagination?”

      Chuckling, he quickly answered, “Yes, mo chroi’ I am real and I am sorry for your sleepless nights, but you are my only hope.”

      Confusion flooded their bond as Alicia asked, “Your only hope for what?”

      “To escape the prison I have been in for nearly a hundred years.” Drago feared he’d given his lovely mate too much information too soon when his proclamation was met with deafening silence. He prayed she could feel their connection, could sense the honesty in his words and would do what needed to be done to free him. The next few moments would be crucial. Either Alicia would save him or leave him to rot away in his deep, dark prison.

      Thankfully, her curiosity won over the fear he could feel resonating within her. “Did you say a hundred years?” Skepticism colored her words.

      “Yes, I was imprisoned nearly a hundred years ago by a coven of black magic wizards known as the Dorcha.”

      At the mention of his greatest enemy, Drago felt Alicia pull back as a wave of confusion and anger rushed over her. She quickly responded, her tone sharp and demanding. “The Dorcha did this to you? Was Cleland involved?”

      “I don’t know this Cleland you speak of, but I do know the Grand Draoi and his followers locked me in this God forsaken hole nearly a hundred years ago and you are my only hope of escape.”

      “Why would they do that? What are you, a rival wizard?”

      He heard the suspicion in her voice and wondered how much to tell her then opted for the truth; it had always served him well. Alicia was magical and living near the dragons from what he’d been able to ascertain during the recent shifts in the earth, so it stood to reason she was aware of their existence and wouldn’t be completely taken off guard by his next words. “I am a Dragon Guardsman from the Golden Fire Clan. My name is Drago. I am… or, I was the Commander of the MacLendon Force. My brethren and I were captured by the Dorcha and hidden away as part of their plan to destroy dragon kin. Until recently, I was unable to communicate with anyone, but there was a disturbance in the black magic holding me captive and I immediately felt your presence. That is…”

      “That is when you started to slowly drive me insane.” Alicia cut off his next words and began peppering him with questions. “If you are a dragon then why communicate with me and not one of the hundred or so Guardsmen running around the countryside? And did you say MacLendon? As in Rayne MacLendon? I know someone said he didn’t have any relatives still alive, so how can that be? And where are your men? You said the Dorcha captured them too but I can only feel your presence—and by the way, if my witchy radar is right, you’re buried far underground. And that leads to me ask… how in all that is holy do you expect me to get you out of there? You said I’m your only hope… what exactly do you expect me to do? That is assuming I believe one word you’re telling me.”

      She paused to take a breath and Drago jumped in. “You are the only one I can communicate with. Our bond is strong because of your magic. Don’t you think I tried to call out to another Guardsman? Of course, I did, but no one can hear me except you. And you know I am telling the truth. Look inside yourself, you can feel it. If you didn’t you wouldn’t have come all those times and you most assuredly wouldn’t still be talking to me. You are a smart, intuitive woman, Alicia. You know I’m telling you the absolute truth, just as sure as you know we are mates.”

      “We are what?!” Alicia sputtered just as their connection became silent.

      Drago reached out with all his senses and then chuckled to himself, “Well, bullocks, my mate has fainted.”
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      Alicia followed the soothing tune of a low baritone hum back to consciousness. The melody seemed familiar, almost haunting, but it was the way the man’s voice ignited all her senses, waking up every nerve with gentle kisses of sound that made her sigh and stretch like a kitten in the sunshine. She had a few minutes of blessed serenity before the glaring light of reality came rushing back. Jerking upright, the young witch shook her head and squinted against the rising sun. The last thing she remembered was talking to the man that had nearly driven her crazy for the last few weeks before her world had faded to black.

      I can’t believe I fainted. I never faint. Must’ve been from the lack of sleep, or…

      “Did you say you think I’m your mate?” She demanded, immediately irritated when her question was met with male chuckling.

      “I did.”

      “Well, you’re wrong. I mean, you have to be wrong. It just isn’t possible. And if you are making it up just so I’ll help you out of whatever the Dorcha has done to you then let me make it clear that I was going to help you anyway. I…”

      “Alicia…” Drago said her name with such command she stopped immediately, waiting for him to speak. It took several seconds but when he began again, his tone had softened. “Let me ask you a question. Why is it that you are the only one I can communicate with even though there are other Guardsman around?”

      Not willing to admit anything, the young witch scoffed, “I don’t know… proximity?”

      Again, he chuckled, and she wished he were standing right in front of her so she could punch him in the nose. “But did you not hear me when you were sleeping… in your home?”

      “Yes, but…”

      “And were you not compelled to help me?”

      “Yes, but…”

      “Were you not drawn to the spot where you now stand over and over again?”

      “Yes, but…

      “Do you not feel our connection deep within your soul?”

      “Yes, but…”

      “Do you…”

      “WILL YOU STOP INTERRUPTING ME?!” Alicia knew she was screaming, but Drago’s incessant questioning was hitting too close to things she didn’t want to think about.

      Taking a long, deep breath, Alicia paced back and forth in front of the huge boulder separating her from Drago. “Okay, I admit, I was drawn to this place. I admit I can hear you and it’s obvious none of the dragons can, but there has to be a logical explanation that does not lead to us being mates. Right now, we need to focus on getting you out of there and I’m gonna need some serious muscle to help move this big ass rock.”

      Her comments were met with silence. She was just about to ask if he was still there when he finally spoke. “I agree to table our discussion of being mates until I am free, but do not think I will forget.”

      Alicia wanted to argue, wanted to tell him that a hundred years in a hole in the ground surrounded by silver had left him a brick shy of a load—but she couldn’t. There was no denying their connection. No denying what she felt just from the touch of his mind. This man was her future but there was no way she was admitting that to him, not until she could look him in the eye and make sure everything he was telling her was the truth. It was clear what she had to do.

      “All right, whatever, I need to go get some help, but first you need to answer a few questions. I’m gonna have to convince some very headstrong men that you are really here and really a Guardsman.” She shook her head.

      Piece of cake! Yeah, right, not even on a good day.

      “Ask anything you like, Alicia, my dear.”

      Alicia smiled at his old world style of speaking, ignoring the way her name rolled off his tongue. The lilt of his accent made her think of things she had no business thinking about a man who was trapped and needed her help. Clearing her throat, she asked, “You said your last name was MacLendon? Are you related to Rayne MacLendon?”

      “Yes, Rayne is my nephew.” He chuckled, but she could feel his sadness. “I am guessing since you mentioned Rayne instead of his father, Alexander, that he no longer lives?”

      “No, I’m so sorry. From the stories I’ve heard he has been gone for some time.”

      Alicia could feel Drago’s sadness and wished there was something she could do or say that would help, but for the first time in her life, she was speechless. The silence seemed to stretch on until she wondered if maybe he’d collapsed. The strain in his voice, as well as the unmistakable weakness she felt him trying to hide, had been evident. Not sure what to do, she whispered, “Are you okay?”

      Yeah, that was stupid. Of course he’s not okay.

      “I mean…”

      “I know what you mean, mo chroi’, and I appreciate your condolences. I knew it was too much to hope that my brother still lived, but I am glad his son survives.”

      Once again Alicia wasn’t sure what to say. Deciding to get back to the business at hand, she asked, “Is there anything I can tell Rayne that will make him believe you are who you say you are and not a figment of my imagination?”

      His laughter was warm but she could feel his struggle as he answered, “Tell him you know his first taste of whiskey was from his father’s flask that Rayne had taken when ol’ Alex had a wee bit too much after the battle at Hunter’s Cove. Make sure you add that you know he has a scar on his left buttocks from falling down the ladder the next morning after passing out in the hayloft and that I’m the one that covered for him while he nearly threw up his toes during training that afternoon.”

      Alicia laughed out loud. It was hilarious to imagine the totally composed, always in control, Rayne MacLendon drunk and falling out of the hayloft, not to mention throwing up in the training pitch. She wondered if Kyndel knew about her mate’s childhood exploits. “I’m not sure I can get away with the comment about his ‘buttocks’, she mimicked his accent. “His mate may take issue with that.”

      “His mate?” Pride mixed with loss floated from Drago.

      Alicia felt horrible that she’d dropped that bomb on him without thinking. There was going to be so much he had to deal with but that could all wait until she got him out of the hole in the ground. Answering as quickly as she could and pouring all the warmth and happiness she could into her words, Alicia replied, “Yes, he has been mated for several years and they have a son. They’re very happy and I know they’re gonna be even happier to meet you.”

      Her words were met with a tired sigh, “So many years…” She felt an immediate about face in his attitude. “Well, that is for another time. You need to be going. Get your help and get back here. I have lost too much time.”

      Alicia opened her mouth to argue. She wanted to tell him not to order her around, that she had a mind of her own and knew what needed to be done. Instead, she stopped and took a deep breath. It was obvious he was dealing with the little bit she’d told him about his family, as well as what she was sure was pain and fatigue from his prison. She’d seen what just little bits of silver did a dragon shifter, so she could only imagine what he’d been through being trapped in a silver box for a hundred years. He was lucky to be alive.

      “You rest, I’m going to get help. I’ll be back as soon as I can. Don’t worry. We’ll get you outta there.”

      “I know you will, mo maite. I have all the faith in the world in you.”

      His voice sounded distant as she said one more goodbye and took off through the woods. Alicia offered a prayer to the Universe and the Goddess as she ran…

      “Please let me help Drago. Don’t let his faith in me be in vain.”
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      Arriving at the house she and her family were sharing while staying with the dragons, Alicia stopped to catch her breath. The entire way through the woods, she’d been going over all she’d learned and thinking about what she was going to tell everyone. She was sure her family would believe her and prayed her sister’s mate, Liam, would too, but she was seriously worried about the other dragons. All she could do was try. If they thought she was crazy then she’d just have to figure out another way to free Drago.

      Opening the gate at the back of the property, Alicia made her way through the garden and up the steps to the kitchen door. Happy sounds of her mother and sisters chatting about their plans for the day drifted through the weathered wood. She had to smile, they were a crazy crew, but they were hers and she wouldn’t trade them for the world. With her hand on the doorknob, she took one last deep breath and slowly let it out.

      It’s now or never.

      Turning the knob, she opened and stepped in. All conversation stopped and everyone looked up. Her mother, Sarah Beth, put her hands on her hips and shook her head. “And just where have you been, little missy?”

      Fiona and Brenna, two of the youngest of her six sisters, giggled into their hands and waggled their eyebrows while Sarah Beth continued her inquisition. “And don’t tell me you got up early and left the house. I know better, Alicia May. I went to check on you in the middle of the night and your bed hadn’t even been touched. So out with it, where have you been?”

      Alicia knew she was going to tell her mom the truth, she always did, but it was the fear that Sarah Beth would think she’d lost her ever-loving mind that made her stop and think for an extra minute. And of course, true to form, that extra minute cost her dearly. As she opened her mouth to speak, the unmistakable sound of the front opening sounded, quickly followed by her sister Hannah’s voice. “Hey y’all! Anybody home?” And then her brother-in-law Liam’s chuckle. “And is everybody decent? Man in the house.”

      Alicia’s shoulders slumped as she groaned to herself, “Well, hell, now the dragons are here too. Why didn’t I just walk in and tell her? I swear to the Goddess, am I ever gonna learn?”

      Thankfully, everyone including her mother had walked into the family room to greet Hannah and Liam, so Alicia took her time revamping the speech she had planned to include all the info Drago had given her. One foot over the threshold was all it took before Fiona, the youngest of the sisters in attendance, yelled, “Hey Hannah, ask Alicia where she was all night?”

      Spinning around, eyes wide, Hannah gasped, “Alicia May…where were you?”

      As if things hadn’t already gotten bad enough, the two oldest of their band of merry witches came walking down the stairs. “Do tell, Alicia May,” they teased in a singsong tone. “Where were you all night?”

      Annalisa, the oldest sister, added, “Better yet, who were you with?” and wiggled her eyebrows for added effect.

      Alicia blew out a long breath and plopped onto the couch. “All right y’all, grab a seat. Cause you’re never gonna believe this story.” She added a nervous chuckle to diffuse some of the tension that had instantly filled the room.

      Everyone took a seat. All eyes were focused on her. The room was so quiet her voice almost echoed as she started to speak. “Well, it all started a few weeks ago. I began hearing a man’s voice in my dreams.” Her sisters all snickered and winked, but Alicia ignored them and powered on. It was a survival technique she’d learned when she was much younger. “He was calling to me. Asking me for help. At first, I thought it was just all the stress of the fight with the Dorcha, the crap with Cleland, not to mention Mara being missing in action, but things started to get much more intense. I started walking in my sleep.”

      The look on Sarah Beth’s face said it all—she was worried and more than a little pissed that Alicia had waited so long to tell her. Not willing to stop and deal with her mother’s anger, Alicia kept going. “Every time I woke up I was up on the cliffs near the caves. Just recently, I found myself outside the one with the entrance blocked by that huge boulder. You know the one that’s almost perfectly round? Anyway, I guess the worst was when the voice started calling out while I was awake. I really thought I was losing my mind, but in my heart, I knew I had to help him. It was like a compulsion but there was no magic. I just had to help the man that was calling to me. Yesterday, everything changed. The faraway voice in my head became clearer and for the first time I was able to answer back.”

      She looked from person to person as they stared at her as if she had three heads, willing them to understand… to believe. And just as it had been since they were children, it was Hannah that came to her rescue. “So, you talked to him. What did he say? Who is he? Can you help him?”

      Letting go of a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding, Alicia smiled at her sister. Being number three and four in a brood the size of the McKennons had made the girls not only sisters, but also friends, and today Alicia needed all the friends she could get. “Yeah, I talked—or thought—to him.” She laughed out loud at how crazy she sounded. “He said he was trapped about a hundred years ago by the Dorcha, specifically the Grand Draoi…”

      “Cleland?” everyone almost shouted at the same time.

      “No, that’s the weird part. He said he didn’t know who Cleland was, and after I thought about it for a minute it kinda did make sense, because Cleland isn’t that old and we all know how that butthead came into power.”

      Heads were all nodding in agreement with varying degrees of sadness and anger that Cleland’s bid for power had cost their father his life. After a few seconds of silent commiseration, the young witch continued, “And here comes the part that I’m gonna need your help with, Liam.”

      Her brother-in-law nodded. “Anything you need, Ally.”

      She smiled at the nickname he’d made up for her since mating her sister. Alicia had never liked anything but her full name but she was kinda warming up to the idea of it, especially when she could see it made Hannah happy.

      Nodding, she said, “He said his name is Drago MacLendon….”

      “Holy shit!” Liam yelled, cutting off what she was about to say and finishing for her. Awe colored the young Guardsman’s words. “You have got to be kidding me? Do you know who he is? Or was?” He rushed on, not waiting for an answer, jumping up and pacing as he talked. “He’s Rayne’s uncle, but everyone—and I mean everyone—thought he was dead. He and his men disappeared like forever ago. Poof! Gone! Never heard from again. And it was a huge deal. They were seriously vital to the dragons and their fight against extinction. The man was known as the Assassin.”

      Everyone in the room gasped. Liam stopped pacing and looked around, shaking his head. “No, not the way you’re thinking. He was a freaking legend. Still is. He got the name because there wasn’t a wizard or hunter alive that could outrun, outwit, or outfight him and his Force. His men were known as The Enforcers and let me tell you, when they set their sights on an enemy, that enemy was as good as dead. I mean I’ve heard the stories since I was a little drake. You’ve got to go tell Rayne. We’ve got to figure out how to save him…”

      Liam spun around and stared at her for just a second longer than was comfortable. His brows were furrowed and he bit the inside of his cheek. She knew he was talking to Hannah through their mating bond because her sister was nodding her head even though the room was silent as a tomb.

      Oh damn! Bad choice of words.

      Alicia opened her mouth to ask what was up when Liam squinted his eyes and asked, “Just how is it that you are the only one that can hear him or speak to him, Ally?”

      Oh crap! Oh crap! Oh crap!

      The one thing she’d hoped no one would focus on was the one thing her brother-in-law seemed to grab on to. Alicia wished she could disappear in a cloud of smoke but instead, she stood up straight and looked him right in the eye. “I asked the same question, believe me. I mean I questioned him up and down about why me and not one of y’all.”

      She stopped, hoping that was enough of an explanation and they could get on with how to best approach the Dragon Guard Commander with her bombshell, but no such luck. Hannah stood and walked across the room, stopping right in front of Alicia with a knowing look on her face. “Is he your mate, Ally?” she whispered.

      Alicia had no idea what to say or do. But by the way everyone in the room was staring at her, waiting for an answer, she knew she better come up with something quick. So she did the only thing she knew how to do. She told the truth. “That’s what he says.”

      “And what do you say?” Hannah asked, just a bit louder than before.

      Throwing up her hands and stepping away from her sister, Alicia walked to the window and stared at the flowers blooming around the porch. She had no idea what to say. It was something she herself hadn’t come to terms with and truly wasn’t ready to share with her entire family, but now it was out in the open and she had to do something. Her thoughts were in chaos when the low, baritone voice that had started this whole mess asked, “What do you feel, Alicia?”

      “Have you been listening the whole time?” she demanded.

      “No, I was sleeping, and you know we cannot always communicate over long distances. It was your distress and worry that woke me. I had to reach out to you, to make sure you were all right,” Drago answered, ignoring her curt tone and pushing confidence at her. She could feel him trying to reassure her and had to admit it was nice. “So I ask again, mo chroi’, what do you feel?”

      “You know darn good and well what I feel, Drago, and stop with all the mushy sentiments. It only makes this all the more crazy. I don’t even know what you look like. We have bigger fish to fry than discussing our love lives. Now, go back to sleep and I’ll let you know when I have everything here sorted out.”

      “As you wish, mo maite.” She could hear the chuckle in his voice and promised to kick him in the shins once he was free and she knew he was okay. Their connection went dead and she turned to face her family.

      “Yeah, okay, we have a connection. But I’m not so sure it’s the whole mate thing he thinks it is.” She saw Liam and Hannah with goofy grins on their faces about to interrupt, so she hurried on. “I know. I know. You two obviously think he’s right. Who knows? What I do know is that he’s buried in a magical hole in a silver box and we need to get him out. The black magic is too strong for me to break through alone. I’m gonna need help and we’re gonna need pure brute strength to get that boulder out of the way and dig him out if we find what I think we’re gonna find in that cave.”

      “He’s been encased in silver for a hundred years?” Liam asked. “Do you know what silver does to a dragon? He must be one tough son of a bitch.” Alicia once again heard awe in her brother-in-law’s voice.

      She nodded. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. He’s in trouble and we need to get him out. Will you help me talk to the Commander? Please?”

      “Yep.” Liam grabbed Hannah’s hand and headed to the door, calling over his shoulder, “Come on Ally, let’s get this show on the road.”

      The walk to the house Rayne and Kyndel had been staying in since they’d gotten back to the Blue Thunder lair was silent. Alicia was deep in thought and figured her sister and brother-in-law were talking in their ‘special way’ while trying to leave her alone. Hannah had always been pretty good about giving Alicia the space she needed to work through things on her own, and she was grateful for that.

      All too soon they came to the back of the MacLendon house. Alicia looked at Hannah and Liam before asking, “How do you think we go about this?”

      Before either could answer, the back door opened and Rayne walked out onto the patio. “I suggest you come in here and tell me what the hell is going on. Heavens know Liam is the worst at shielding his thoughts and his little mate’s worry is even stronger today.” He stood with his arms crossed over his massive chest and spoke with such command that Alicia was walking forward before she realized what was happening.

      Looking to her side, she saw Hannah and Liam had identical looks of obedience as they also followed the Commander’s orders. When they were about two steps from where the formidable Rayne MacLendon stood, the door behind him swung open and out came his fiery redheaded mate with their son on her hip. She smacked her mate on the shoulder before smiling directly at Alicia. “Don’t let Mr. Grumpy Pants order you around like that. Y’all come on in and have some muffins. I just put the coffee on.” Then to her husband as she was turning to go back inside she said, “I swear your manners leave a lot to be desired.”

      Alicia held her breath, not sure what to make of what she was witnessing. Then she saw the look of utter love and devotion in the Commander’s eyes as he took his son and leaned down to kiss Kyndel on the cheek, and knew theirs was a match made in the Heavens. It was something straight out the love stories Brenna was always reading and would make what Alicia had to say just a little easier.

      Following the MacLendons into the house and taking a seat at the kitchen table next to Liam and Hannah, Alicia prayed for a meteor to hit the house or some other tragedy that would keep her from having to tell her story. Unfortunately, nothing happened, and in no time at all Rayne and Kyndel were sitting across from her asking what was going on.

      She told her story the same way she had less than an hour ago, but this time with no interruptions, even though she could feel Liam about to jump out of his skin at her side. “And now I am here to ask if you and the other Guardsmen will help me get Drago out of that Goddess forsaken hole.”

      Time seemed to stand still as Rayne simply sat and stared at her. Alicia wanted to fidget, thought about getting up and leaving, but just sat completely still and waited. It seemed that was what everyone was doing, including Rayne’s usually very animated and opinionated mate, and it was absolutely nerve racking.

      Alicia decided to count to a hundred in her head and had reached seventy-eight when the Commander finally spoke. “I understand you believe the man,” he said the word like it had quotes around it, “is my uncle, but that simply is not possible. My father and some of the greatest Guardsmen to ever swing a sword moved the Heavens and earth to find Drago and his men and they came up empty-handed. There was no sign of them or magic or anything. They had simply disappeared. There is no way that whoever is speaking to you is Drago MacLendon. I think we should call Kyra and have her see if it is Cleland or one of his lackeys. That is a much more logical explanation. I am sorry you wasted your time.”

      She’d heard enough. It had been a long couple of hours and an even longer couple of weeks and Alicia was simply fed up. She was going to save the man that needed her help with or without the ‘great Rayne MacLendon’s assistance, and then she was going to show them all that she was not crazy. But first, she was going to have her say.

      “I see where it would be hard for you to accept. Hell, it was hard for me to deal with too. But imagine having someone talking to you when you sleep, willing you to literally get out of bed and traipse through the woods in the middle of the night to find them. Imagine feeling like someone else’s life was in your hands but in this case, it was someone you’d never met, never even seen, and they were telling you they’d been trapped for a hundred years and you were their only hope of survival. Can you imagine that, Commander? Can you fathom it?’ She didn’t wait for his answer.

      “Well, I have lived it and I am here to tell you that I will save him and I will prove that he is your uncle because I believe what he’s told me. I can feel it here.” Alicia laid her fist on her chest right over her heart. “And I know it with all that I am.”

      She stood up and started to the door then remembered what Drago had told her. Spinning around, she looked up at the six foot five inch Dragon Guard Commander who’d also stood and was apparently following her out the door. “And by the way, the man you are sure is not your uncle said to remind you that your first taste of whiskey was from your father’s flask after he’d had too much to drink after the battle at Hunter’s Cove. He also said to tell you that you have a scar on your left butt cheek from falling down the ladder the next morning after passing out in the hayloft. And I think he said that he covered for you while you were sick during training that afternoon.”

      Rayne stood motionless with a look of utter shock on his face. Alicia waited exactly two heartbeats before doing an about face and heading towards to door. Only Kyndel’s words stopped her progress. “Holy shit! He does have a scar on his ass and he told me it was from a sword wound.”

      Alicia turned again and wondered if it would be easier just to turn in circles until all of this mess was over, but laughed when she saw the blush on Rayne’s cheeks and the shit-eating grin on Kyndel’s face. The entire room erupted in laughter when the sassy redhead added, “Sword fight my ass! No, I guess it’s actually your ass!” She laughed out loud. “Just wait until I tell the guys this story.”

      “Kyndel…” Rayne growled.

      Swatting his arm, Kyndel laughed even louder. “Don’t you growl at me, ya big ol’ grumpy dragon. I can tell from the look on your face the story is true.” Her laughter had all but stopped. “And it’s obvious no one else knows that story, so what are you gonna do to help Alicia?”

      The Commander looked down at his mate and then at Liam before coming back to Alicia. “We need to call Melanie and Kyra and the rest of my Force, as well as Rory and his men. I’m sorry I doubted you, but you have to understand…”

      Holding up her hand, Alicia cut off whatever the Commander was going to say. “It’s okay. I understand. Trust me, none of this shit makes sense.”

      “I do have another question,” Rayne paused, turning to Liam and Hannah. “Can you two begin rounding everyone up?” He then added, “Oh, and will your mother and sisters be able to help, as well?” He directed his question to Hannah.

      “You know it. They’re just waiting for you to say the word.”

      “Consider it said,” was his answer as he turned his attention back to Alicia. Nodding his head for her to follow him, Rayne walked past, opened the door, and held it while motioning for her to walk outside.

      Once they were standing on the patio, he asked, “Why is it that Drago can only communicate with you? And you with him? Is there something else I need to know?”

      Alicia could see in his eyes that he already knew the answer but needed to hear her say it.

      This crap is really getting old.

      Shaking her head, she looked out over Kyndel’s huge garden and wondered how to answer. Alicia was exhausted, but more than that, she was tired of answering the same question over and over. Not that she should’ve been surprised. The dragons were very perceptive and highly intuitive, so there was little that got by them. Just this once she was hoping all the other news would trump this one stupid question.

      Looking back to Rayne, Alicia gave in and answered the only way she could. “He says we’re mates. And before you ask, he’s probably right, but can we please just get him out of there and worry about everything else later?”

      Smiling the first real smile she could ever remember that wasn’t directed at his family or one of his Guardsmen, Rayne nodded. “Whatever you like, Alicia. And thank you for not giving up on me. I know I can be stubborn but it has served me well over the years. Having Drago back is something I never dreamed could happen. I can never thank you enough for giving me back part of the family I lost.”

      “You are very welcome, Commander, but we don’t have him back yet,” was all Alicia could squeak out past the lump in her throat.

      Thankfully, the back door flew open and out came Liam and Hannah, with Kyndel not far behind. Liam was the first to speak. “We got a hold of everyone and they are all headed to the McKennons’. Hannah called her mom and they’re getting ready too.”

      Rayne nodded and looked at his mate, who’d just started to talk. “Sam is on the way to hang with Jay and me, so ya’ know Lance will meet you there, too. Keep in touch. I’m sure the rest of the girls will end up here soon, so let us know if you need anything.”

      Cutting through the crowd, Rayne approached his mate, scooped her into his arms, and kissed her as if she was the very air he breathed. Alicia knew she should look away but simply couldn’t—it was just too amazing to behold. When they broke apart and Rayne retuned Kyndel to her feet, they looked into each other’s eyes for just a moment longer. The Commander said something in Gaelic that made Kyndel blush and had Liam clearing his throat, then turned and stepped off the patio before calling over his shoulder, “Come on, it’s time to see some witches about saving an assassin.”

      “Just watch your ass out there, Commander,” Kyndel called after them.

      Everyone laughed aloud as they followed Rayne out of the yard and through the woods. For the first time since all this had started, Alicia really felt like she might not be as crazy as a bed bug.

      Hi ho, hi ho, it’s off to save the assassin we go!
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      It took almost two hours and four more times through her story to get everyone on the same page and headed out the door to save Drago. For some silly reason, Alicia had thought once Rayne was on board everyone else would be on board too, but boy oh, boy, had she been wrong. They’d all needed to hear her story for themselves. By the time the witches and dragons were marching the path she’d followed so many times it almost seemed surreal. Never in a million years would Alicia have guessed that she wasn’t really losing her mind but finding her…well… a man that meant a lot to her.

      Nope, can’t string those words together. Maybe later, just not yet.

      She knew she was being silly. Sooner rather than later, if everything went as planned, Alicia would be face to face with Drago. It was pretty much a foregone conclusion that he would demand she acknowledge their connection, but for right now, she had a little time and dammit, she was going to take it. Lost in thought, she ran right into Rory’s—the leader of the Blue Thunder Guardsmen—back. Looking over his shoulder, he grinned. “Not much sleep lately, huh?”

      Deciding it was easier to just answer than get mad, Alicia shook her head. “Nope, not much at all.”

      “Do you have any idea what we’re walking into? I mean I know you and your family have some serious magical mojo, so does it feel like anything you’ve dealt with before?”

      “If you’re asking if it feels like Cleland and his crew then the answer is no. It’s most definitely black magic but nothing I’ve ever felt before.”

      “Give the girl a rest, Rory. She’s had a rough couple of weeks and has to stay on her toes. This place is damn near glowing with dirty magic. It still amazes me that I haven’t felt it before.” Kyra shrugged. “Guess my mind’s been on Mom. At first I thought she was just out gallivanting but now I’m worried.”

      “We’ll find her mo chroi’, you know we will,” her mate Royce answered, coming up behind her. “Calysta’s a tough old bird. Wherever she is, she knows we’re looking. It’ll be over soon. I can feel it my bones.”

      Kyra and Rory laughed in unison but it was Lance, another member of Rayne’s Force, who was the first to comment. “And them are some real old bones,” he joked in his best good old boy accent. “Heavens know they have the wisdom.”

      Everyone howled, even Alicia, although every step they got closer to the cave she grew a little more anxious. She and her family had always been around black magic and had fought it at every turn, but Kyra was right, the stuff they were walking into was old, like really old… ancient. There was something just not quite right about it, too. Something the young witch had mentioned to both her mother and the incredibly strong daughter of the Grand Priestess, Kyra. Alicia couldn’t put her finger on it but it was weird. It made the hair on the back of her neck stand on end.

      Creepy shit—and Drago has been immersed in it for a hundred years.

      Rayne repeatedly asked about his uncle as they made their way through the woods. Alicia told him everything she could but hated to admit that she’d argued with Drago more than she had assessed his condition. It was one of things worrying her as they started up the mountain to the cliffs. The Assassin had sounded so weak when he’d spoken to her while she was back at the lair. At first, she’d blamed it on distance, but that didn’t feel right. She’d called to him to let him know they were headed his way almost twenty minutes ago and had yet to receive a response. Every few minutes, she would say his name or ask if he was there, but their connection remained silent. She knew he still lived because she could feel him… everywhere. As soon as the thought crossed her mind, Alicia chastised herself for even thinking something might have happened to him.

      He’ll be all right. He has to be. He’s been in there for a hundred years; a few hours couldn’t have made things worse… could they?

      Thinking she should ask her mom, Alicia opened her mouth but Melanie, her sister Hannah’s oldest friend and also a mate to one of the dragons, cut her off before she could speak. “Whatcha thinking so hard about, doll?”

      “Nothing really? Just thinking about what has to be done.”

      Melanie nodded but the knowing look on her face said she wasn’t buying Alicia’s nonchalance. Her words confirmed her expression. “I know you’re worried. Hell, I would be frantic if it was Jace.”

      “It’s not the same thing,” Alicia muttered.

      “Okay, yeah, whatever you say. I’ll let you have a little more time with your denial, but as soon as Drago is out of his cage, you had better be ready. These dragons don’t play when it comes to their mates. And you’re boy’s been through a hell of an ordeal. He’s gonna seriously need you.”

      Nodding, Alicia murmured, “Yeah, I know. I’ll cross that bridge when I get there.”

      “I’m here if you need me.”

      Looking up for the first time since Melanie had started to talk, Alicia gave her a smile before saying, “Thanks Mel. Really, thank you.”

      “Any time, doll. Any time.”

      They walked along in companionable silence until Kyra and Sarah Beth called out in unison, “Alicia, get up here.”

      Jogging to the front of the pack, she arrived just as Kyra was removing a copper pot and herbs from her backpack. “What are you doing? We’re about a hundred yards from the cave.” Alicia knew she was yelling and really didn’t care. Her frustration level was through the roof and still climbing. Every minute they wasted was another minute Drago had to suffer, and as far as she was concerned, that was completely unacceptable.

      Sarah Beth laid her hand on Alicia’s shoulder and spoke as calmly as possible. “Kyra and I both felt a huge surge of black magic right here.” She pointed to the spot on the ground where the platinum-haired white witch had placed her copper pot. “Kyra is going to scry for the origin. You’re going to need to be patient for just a little bit. If my hunch is right, this is the source of the power keeping your… ummm… Drago imprisoned.”

      Alicia knew her mother was about to call him her mate. She heard the snickers behind her and thought about telling them all to go to hell. Nodding to her mother, she walked ahead about fifty feet and sat on a rock to think while Kyra and Sarah Beth scryed.

      Closing her eyes, Alicia prayed to the Goddess that Drago was okay and that they would get to him on time. She’d never been extremely devout when it came to her spiritual side, but decided if it would help Drago, she would try anything. Several minutes into her prayers, the one voice she’d missed more than she thought possible finally spoke.

      “I appreciate your prayers, ceann beag, but it is you I believe in right now. It is you that will free me from this hell.”

      “Sure, whatever you say,” she scoffed. “And what did you just call me? I understood the others but I’ve never heard that one.”

      Chuckling the low, baritone chuckle that seemed to ignite all Alicia’s senses and make it hard for her to focus, Drago simply said, “Little one. It means little one.”

      Alicia wanted to be upset but kind of liked the name. All the same, she felt an obligation to give him just a little crap. “Little one, huh? Where did that come from? I’m almost five foot ten.”

      “It is just how I think of you, as my ‘little one’. Someone I can care for. Someone to love. Someone that loves me back. You are my hope and that is something I haven’t had in a very long time.”

      Words escaped Alicia as she sat there absorbing Drago’s beautiful words. They touched her as few things ever had. It seemed incomprehensible for her to think of herself as anyone’s hope, let alone a Dragon Guardsman’s who’d been trapped in a magical spell under the earth for almost a hundred years. It seemed like some kind of mixed up, upside-down fairytale. She felt like the princess who was saving her knight in shining armor. The thought made her giggle, something she hadn’t done in a long time.

      “I love that sound,” Drago whispered into her mind.

      “What sound?”

      “Your laughter. The only thing better will be when I witness it for myself. I can’t…” Drago’s words simply cut off and the link between them went dead.

      “You can’t what?” Alicia asked, trying not to freak out but feeling her blood pressure rising by the second.

      Before she could get an answer, Rayne yelled, “Alicia, come here, please.” Looking toward the group of people she was proud to call friends and family, the young witch saw black smoke billowing from Kyra’s copper pot while her mother, sisters and Melanie stood chanting in a circle.

      “What the hell?” Alicia shrieked as she ran to them, still trying to contact Drago.

      Squeezing in between Hannah and their second oldest sister, Isabella, she grabbed their hands and chanted along with them…

      Under the earth, hidden deep, make yourself known, wake from your sleep. Your power is vast, your reach is long, and your work is finished, time for you to go back where you belong.

      She could hear the dragons joining in behind them but needed to focus. Something was happening and she knew with all her heart it was blocking her communication with Drago. Maybe her mother and Kyra had been right. Maybe whatever they were summoning was what was holding the Assassin captive. No matter, the young witch split her attention between contacting Drago and helping the spell.

      The longer they chanted, the darker the smoke became and the more horrible the air around them smelled. Alicia would’ve said it was sulfur, but it held a coppery, almost sickly sweet scent that reminded her more of day old blood than anything else. She prayed it wasn’t Drago’s blood.

      No, it isn’t. I would know if something was seriously wrong. He’s okay. He has to be okay.

      Staring into the smoke, the young witch saw billowy figures forming. At first, they were hard to make out. They looked like the pieces of tissue paper she and her sisters used to turn into ghostly decorations every Halloween. But the longer she watched, the more into focus they became, until she realized they were actual human faces. It all became clear and made Alicia sick to her stomach. They were the people who had been sacrificed by the Dorcha to create Drago’s prison.

      Yelling over the sound of chanting, Alicia screamed. “Kyra, it’s blood magic! Look at the smoke! You can see them!”

      A collective gasp went up from the witches, accompanied by a low growl from the Guardsmen standing behind them.

      “Oh, my Goddess!” Kyra answered into the now haunting silence. “Those bastards locked him away with blood sacrifices and not just any blood, they used witch’s blood. There has to be a focus, something that is holding all the magic, and it has to be somewhere below us. That’s what Sarah Beth and I felt. The pieces of shit couldn’t risk it being close enough to Drago to kill him. It was just meant to hold him… forever.” Her last word was spoken with such vehemence that Alicia could almost see the white witch shaking with a fury that matched her own. Kyra may have only been five foot nothing, but she was powerful, off the charts powerful… the daughter of the Grand Priestess and the mate of a very strong, very old Guardsman powerful, and she was pissed off.

      Putting out the fire in the copper pot with a single command, “Mhu’chadh”, Kyra looked at Royce standing with his brothers, Rory and Rian, before turning to Rayne then looking back to Alicia. “We have to find whatever they’ve stored the magic in. It will do us no good to try to get to Drago without it. The magic I feel is crazy powerful and super concentrated. It will keep us from reaching your…friend at all costs.” Kyra paused and Alicia could feel the white witch’s hesitation.

      Fatigue battled with worry and added to Alicia’s growing fear until just the few heartbeats of silence between her and Kyra almost made Alicia want to scream. Unable to take it anymore, the younger witch growled, “So what do we do? I was talking to him a few minutes ago and our connection just went dead. Now, he’s not responding at all. I can’t even really feel him
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