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        THE KING

        Spanish

        Amorcito……….Little Love

        Gatito……….Little Cat

        Reina Lobo……….Queen Wolf

        Mi hermamo……….My brother

        Mi Reina……….My Queen

        Amada……….Beloved

        Cariño……….Sweetheart

        Mi Reina Águila……….My Eagle Queen

        Mi Corazón………. My Heart

        Mi Luz……….My Light

        Mi Eternidad……….My Forever
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        Sìthiche Dubh……….Black Fairy

        Gun an còrr……….No more

        Doilleir……….Obscure
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      “Hello, Sam’s Diner. Maggie speakin’. How do you like your burgers?”

      “Maggie?... squelch-squawk-squelch. “Maggie, it’s Ettie, I’m in… squeeeeeeeeeelch...."

      "Ettie? Ettie, I can't hear you. What's wrong? Why are you using…?”

      “No - No M-Magic. Max is l-lost. Can’t… squaaaawwwwkkkkk – click – beeeeeeeeeeep.”

      Slamming the receiver back on its hook, Maggie spun towards her Mate and growled, “Something’s wrong. Ettie and Max need us.”

      "Whatcha waitin' on?" Heath immediately responded. Getting to his feet and holding out his hand, he added with the strength she absolutely admired and adored, "If they need us, we're there."

      “Yeah, but I’m not sure where there is.”

      “Bet I know someone who does.”

      Moving as fast as she could to keep up with her Mate’s long strides, Maggie swatted the switch to turn off the lights in the main dining room without missing a beat. The hot air of the Chihuahuan Desert smacked her in the face the second Heath opened the door.

      Inhaling deeply, she ran right into the back of her Dragon as he stopped and yelled, “What the hell are you doing here?”
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            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Floating somewhere between total unconsciousness and almost awake, an incessant, shrill, staccato beep beat at her brain. Cutting through the dense, muddled, unfamiliar chaos, it was as if a jackhammer was drilling through sheet metal with unrelenting accuracy and determination, and the center of her brain was its target. Her body involuntarily shook as the rippling echoes compounded into what seemed to be infinity. Each insistent trill sent her mind in a different direction. Zig-zagging here and there and everywhere, she was forced to fight back to where she started with each annoying trill. Trying to focus, she reached for the only thing that had ever made sense in her life, the Magic she'd been blessed with on the day of her birth. Swatting in the dark, she came back empty-handed and furious.

      “What the fuck?!" she mentally yelled. “Eden? Are you there? You have to be there. We're joined at the soul." Still no response. "So, you're ignoring me? Great. Just great.” Once again, she automatically reached for her Magic as she mentally called to the Empress Eagle with whom she shared her soul, “Alright, Eden, enough of the silent treatment. What did I do this time to piss you off?”

      More silence grated on her nerves like nails on a chalkboard and her Aunt Berta's off-key contralto. Talk about frustrating. It was downright maddening, and she was not putting up with it one second longer.

      "Okay, Eden, I give up. How about you inform me of the horrible transgression I thrust upon you? I'll listen until my ears bleed. We'll have it out, and in the end, I'll say I'm sorry. Then you can tell me what fresh hell we're in today, and we can rectify the situation. Deal?”

      But there was no answer, only a weird echoing silence that made her feel empty and alone for the first time in her very long life. Inhaling deeply, her nose, throat, and the roof of her mouth were assaulted by a bitter chemical scent that burned and stung and forced her to swallow against some horrible obstruction abrading and wearing on her esophagus.

      Unable to recover quickly enough to combat a barrage of artificial air freshener and the sour sting of fake citrus, she gagged and coughed against whatever was parked in her throat while fighting the need to throw up. Air was forced into her lungs by a demanding hiss and abrupt pop that refused to relent. Summoning a calm she most assuredly did not feel, Ettie had just slowed her racing heart to an adamant trot when a sharp, musty odor that reminded her of being near a nail salon arrived at the party. Unable to fight the barrage of smells and sounds, tears flowed from under her closed eyelids, streaked down her cheeks, and slid off her jaw.

      “Sometimes enhanced senses aren’t all they’re cracked up to be,” she mentally grumbled. "Sadly, there's not a switch to turn them off. So, I'm just stuck."

      Trying to block out everything but the incessant beeping, she clung to the annoying noise like a ship to the welcoming beam of the lantern at the top of a lighthouse. Following the irritating sound, she slowly, doggedly inched closer toward consciousness. It was like swimming through quicksand without using her arms and legs. Met by the hum of a mechanical fan and a plop-plop-plop that just almost sounded like a leaky faucet but without the splash of water hitting the basin, the thick miasma of her mind refused to relent.

      The more she pushed, the harder it fought to maintain the status quo. No matter what she tried, every avenue to total consciousness was blocked. No sooner was one pathway cleared than it filled up with another, thicker deluge of confusion, darkness, and utter chaos.

      “If only I had….”

      “If only you had what?” The scratchy, groggy, yet still incredibly sarcastic voice of the Empress Eagle with whom she shared her soul breathed into her mind.

      “Well, as much as I hate to admit this, I was just about to wish I could talk to you.”

      “Aww, you love me,” Eden sarcastically sighed. “And it only took umpteen thousand years for you to admit it.”

      “Yeah, well, drastic times call for drastic measures. Don’t let it go to your head.”

      “Oh, Darlin’, you know how I love it when you get all mushy.”

      “What the hell was I thinking? Why did I ever…?”

      With her sarcastic comeback cut off by a symphony of squishes and squelches she instantly recognized as rubber-soled shoes hitting a wet tile floor; Ettie listened as intently as possible. Unable to pinpoint the exact location of the annoying opus, she once again instinctively reached for her Magic. Halfway through the reflex motions of opening her preternatural senses as wide as they would go, her efforts were thwarted when Eden snarked, "That’s not gonna work either.”

      “Yeah, well, I can't convince my brain of that. It just keeps trying to go through the motions. How about you try?”

      “I would, but it would be a complete waste of time and energy.”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      "It means that together, you and I, my dear Bridgette Morrigan Featherstone, have precisely zero Magic at our immediate disposal.”

      “We what?!?” She roared so loudly that a sharp pain shot from one temple to the other, bounced off and hit the back of her skull, then ricocheted into the center of her forehead with such fury she seriously considered giving up the fight and falling back into the deep, obviously drug-induced sleep she was trying to exit until the world stopped spinning and she could get off.

      But that would be too easy.

      “Exactly what I said,” Eden haughtily sighed. “We have no access to our Magic. None whatsoever. Something or someone…”

      “Drugs?”

      “Yes, that’s my guess. Some drug or cocktail of drugs have pulled up the drawbridge, stocked the moat with fresh alligators, locked the door, and thrown away the key. I’ve been trying to get a hold of even a spark of a speck of anything of our blessed Enchantment for the last three days, but….”

      “Three days?!”

      “Yes, three days,” Eden ground out through her tightly clasped beak. “That’s what I said. That’s how long it’s been since you thought we were following Max, our world went black, and you refused to wake up.”

      “I was following Max,” she huffed.

      “If you say so,” Eden grumbled. “But I sure didn’t see…”

      “Yeah, whatever. Riddle me this, Birdbrain, am I awake now?”

      “No, I….”

      “It sure doesn’t feel like I’m awake.”

      “That’s what I was….”

      "I can't open my eyes, and I would swear some blasted contraption is breathing for me."

      “Yes, like I was….”

      "What’s the matter? Why aren't you answering? Please answer me. For the love of all things feathery and winged, will you please tell me what the hell is happening and how we're gonna get out of here?”

      “Are you finished?”

      “Am I what?”

      “Are you finished? Can I get a word in edgewise?”

      “Well, yes….”

      "And if it's not too much trouble, could you please stop with the screeching and shrieking? You're giving me a headache."

      “I’m giving you a headache? I’m giving you…?”

      And there she was again, screeching and shrieking and doing all the things Neanderthal men accused women of doing when they were upset. It pissed her off almost as much as her current situation. It was annoying – really annoying. Ettie hated to lose her cool and composure. She was known for being the levelheaded one out of all the Daughters of Lugh. The one who kept her shit together no matter what was happening.

      But now… there was no calm, no cool, and definitely no collected to be found.

      She needed answers, and she needed them sooner rather than later. Helpless and clueless was not something she was used to. It would take all of her hard-fought and concentrated effort to stop freaking out and focus, but she could do it. She had to do it. Hell, she'd taught all her cousins and countless others how to keep their cool in perilous situations. It was time to practice what she preached.

      Mentally exhaling, she counted to ten, then slowly and succinctly, enunciating every syllable, started over. “Okay, let’s try this again. How have I, Bridgette Morrigan Featherstone, the only Empress Eagle Shifter in existence at this very moment, second in the hierarchy of the Clan of the Sun, and one of the daughters of Lugh, been somewhere – anywhere – for three days without knowing where I was?”

      “Because you….”

      Not even stopping to take a metaphorical breath, and especially not for the Empress Eagle with whom she shared her soul to continue to butt in and derail her shaky train of thought for the second time, the Demi-Goddess kept right on going, “Better yet, how do you, Queen Eden of the Iolair Convocation of the Golden Empress Eagles not have access to your Magic? You are, quite literally, a Magical Being. How is it that I, I won’t say my name and all the title bullshit again, cannot reach the Mysticism of my birthright in all its forms and glory? I am part goddess, am I not? My father is Lugh, the Celtic God of the Sun, right? How is it that neither of us knows where we are? How can we be clueless about what is happening? And how in all that’s holy do we wake up, kick the ass of the person or persons responsible for our current debacle, find that pain in the ass Panther King we were following because I know he was walking into a trap, and get the hell outta Dodge?”

      When she finally reined in the overload of emotions, confusion, and pure, unadulterated rage and stopped talking, her plethora of questions was met with utter and complete silence for ten very long, very infuriating seconds. Yes, it was exactly what she'd expected. No, it didn't make dealing with it any easier.

      Holding on tight, she was ready and, as her recent lousy luck would have it, not disappointed because everyone and the Great Goddess knew Eden loved her dramatic moments. So, as expected, on the heels of the silent treatment came a wave of disdain followed by a slap of hot, fiery exasperation. Sadly, the only reason Ettie let it happen was to get the answers she so desperately needed, and at the rate things were going, they better be good.

      It was time for the countdown. Yes, the Demi-Goddess might have been poking the Eagle, but as her momma would say, 'You gotta get your kicks where you can.' So, she mentally started the countdown. “Three… Two…”

      “Are you quite finished?” Eden snapped, her irascibility at the living, breathing third party to their mental connection.

      Returning the silent treatment, Ettie waited until the second she knew Eden was about to retaliate before glibly responding, “Yeah, I’m done… For now.”

      "Okay, as long as you don't interrupt, and by that, I mean you will not say a word, utter a peep, or even sarcastically sigh in my direction while I am explaining, I will tell you what I know. Deal?"

      “Deal,” Ettie begrudgingly agreed.

      “We are in a medical facility.”

      “A hospital?”

      “Ah, ah, ah, remember our deal.”

      She hated when the Empress Eagle used that tone. And even more so when Eden was right.

      “Yeah, yeah, okay, get on with it.”

      After a pause Ettie knew was meant as punishment, Eden continued. “As I said, we are in a medical facility. I came to that conclusion from the putrid scent of industrial antiseptic, alcohol, and disinfectant that would choke even one of the Noseless Gnomes of Knowington Knob. Before being rudely interrupted, I was about to add that it is not a hospital, or at least not one like I have ever experienced. The spark and crackle of all types, kinds, and configurations of Magic is everywhere, but it is not right. It's untamed. No. Wait. That's not correct." She paused and thought, then continued. "It's different? No, that’s not it either. It’s… It’s… It’s unattached. That's not completely correct, but it's as close as I come to an explanation that makes any sense.” Huffing with exasperation, she added, “I just don’t know how to explain it with any degree of accuracy.”

      Unable to hold back any longer, Ettie asked, “Can you try? Because I’m lost over here.”

      “Okay, let’s do this. How do you feel?”

      “Restrained? Captive? Helpless? Pissed off? Fed up? Ready to wake up, open my eyes, and raise some serious hell?”

      “No, Bridgette, that’s…”

      "The name's Ettie. How many times over the years have I..."

      "What? Are you serious? That's what you want to argue about now? I'm trying to figure out where we are, what is happening to us, how to get you awake, and how to access our Magic, and all you can do is bitch about my use of your given name? I swear, you have to be the most…."

      “…contrary, stubborn, mouthy, antagonistic, ball-busting, irritating… Yeah, yeah, I get it. I’ve heard the list of adjectives more times than I can count over the many millenia we’ve been together. Can you just…?”

      Interrupted by a low, haunting moan from somewhere to her right, Ettie’s limited consciousness snapped in that direction. The groan grew in intensity and depth, morphing into a howl of desperation and agony that had the hair all over the Demi-Goddess’ body standing on end.

      “Where the hell are we? Ivan the Terrible’s dungeon? What the hell is happening? We have to….”

      “Quiet!” Eden snapped as a wave of confused, discombobulated, lost, stray, wandering Magic whipped over them, rolled around them, and danced over every inch of Ettie's exposed flesh.

      It poked at the back of her hand. It touched the Cupid's bow atop her lips. It slid across her chest and massaged the skin right over her heart.

      Somewhere deep inside, way down at the bottom of her soul, the dimmest light flickered for the briefest of moments, then faded back into oblivion. That was where her Magic lived even from before she was born. It was where the Mating bond she shared with that blasted King of the Big Cats originated, thrived, and usually glowed with the intensity of her Father's Light. It was the safest place in her existence – and for the first time, it was damn near barren.

      “What is happening to me? How can this be? What is…?”

      Instantly weaker and more drained than before, she couldn't even finish her thought, and once again, Eden wasn't responding. Whatever the 'Wild Magic' wanted, Ettie was unable to provide, and the side effects of that momentary connection had zapped everything she had.

      “I. Will Not. Give. Up.” She growled.

      “Me neither,” Eden agreed with a grumble.

      “Thank the Goddess, you’re back.”

      "Yeah, well, thank me later. We are getting out of this, no matter what's on the other side."

      "I'll second that."

      Forcing one metaphysical foot in front of the other, the determined duo trudged through wave after wave of viscous, impenetrable, all-encompassing unconsciousness. Ettie knew it wasn't the Wild Magic that had caused her original incapacitation, and neither was it what they were fighting.

      No, the Wild Magic felt natural, organic, and alive, although highly irritated and absolutely looking for vengeance. It came from the Light and would always belong to what was good and right in the universe. It wanted nothing more than to return home - or, at the very least, find a reasonable facsimile. It wasn't destructive or malicious. No, it was just as lost as she was.

      But the force, the sheer magnitude of whatever was keeping her in such a deep sleep, well, that bastard was anything but natural – and there was absolutely no doubt it was malicious.

      Another flash of Wild Magic slid down her arm, then up again. Traveling over her shoulder and onto her back, it sought to touch her heart and soul from a different direction.

      The combination of abhorrent, unnatural crap shoved into her body and the Wild Magic trying to connect with her own was once again devastating. It was worse than being locked up, held in silver shackles, whipped with a cat-of-nine-tails, and strung up on a rack. Yes, she'd been through all that and more in her many years. It was also worse than being exhausted after traversing the Annapurna Massif in Nepal or dealing with her family on any given holiday. Still, nothing she'd ever experienced prepared her for what was happening at that very moment.

      "I. Will. Do. This."

      "Yes, you will, mo bhràthar. I believe in you," the lyrical voice that had just appeared out of the Ether and popped into her mind reassured. "Unfortunately, I cannot help."
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            THREE DAYS EARLIER - A FEW MINUTES LATER
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      "Well, hello to you, too, Amigo," the King of the Big Cats smirked even as Casimiro, the Black Panther with whom he shared his soul, growled, “Something is not right. It's the middle of the afternoon, and they're leaving the diner? Something is definitely…”

      “Yes, I can feel it. But patience, Old Friend. Let them speak.”

      "No, that's not what I meant. I was just…" Heath quickly responded, then stopped short. Knocking back the tawny Stetson on his head with a tap of his knuckle on the inside of the brim as his Mate looked over his shoulder, the youngest Guardsman of the MacAllen Clan inhaled sharply then immediately blew out the breath. "Sorry, man. Like I said, that's not what I meant. Of course, I'm glad to see you. Hell, I'm thrilled. It's just that… Well, that's to say that… I mean…"

      "He means that I just got a call from Ettie – on the phone.” To add even more emphasis to her declaration, Maggie Mae Sampson-MacAllen, one of the Twin Alphas of the Sampson Pack, Mate to the youngest MacAllen Dragon, and a very good friend to his Mate, came from behind Heath, stopped two steps in front of Max, and with her hands out in front accentuating every word, added, "On. A. Land. Line. Not even her cell. Your Mate called me on a landline."

      "I see," the King nodded, keeping a tight hold on his warring emotions and those of the Panther with whom he shared his soul. "And this is unusual for Bridgette?"

      He hated to ask, but since his rather obstinate Mate had yet to accept that they were meant to be together and, hence, had never called him, Max had no point of reference. Actually, it was putting it lightly to say that Bridgette had refused to accept him and the plan the Universe and The Powers That Be put into play even before they were born. It was more accurate to say that she adamantly and strenuously avoided him at all costs and refused to acknowledge his existence unless absolutely forced, even when they were standing side-by-side.

      Being a man of Latin descent and often referred to as suave and debonair, Max was shocked at her absolute rejection, but he was not deterred. He had seen the fire in his Mate's eyes and knew Destiny would not be denied. He knew she was the woman made for him and was sure he could make her see reason.

      However, he’d been wrong – seriously wrong.

      Every attempt he made to forge a connection was shot down, burnt to the ground, and obliterated. Even the simplest gesture, flowers on Bridgette's birthday, were returned without so much as a note telling him to 'get lost.'

      They’d fought in the same battles. Saved their friends and family from the same foes. Hell, they’d even celebrated those victories in the same place. But only once had Bridgette even acknowledged his existence.

      And what an acknowledgment it had been. It gave Max hope and reassured him that The Powers That Be did not make mistakes.

      Reliving the details of their latest victory with several of the Dragon Guardsmen, an alluring perfume unlike any other demanded his attention. The spring-like floral scent of lilacs, the crisp touch of a winter's breeze, the icy-cool, woodsy aroma of mountain spruce, and the earthy citrus bouquet of forest moss awoke his senses, made his heart beat faster and forced Casimiro to stand at attention.

      “She is here,” the Panther King with whom he shared his soul declared, his tone deep and resonant, more of a baritone grumble that rumbled in the depths of Max’s soul.

      His body turned of its own volition. His eyes took in the splendor that was his Mate. Standing with her cousins, Bridgette was the brightest of the seven, outshining some of the most beautiful women The Powers That Be had ever put on the Earth.

      Her very being was a beacon to his soul. And when their eyes met – it was nothing short of Magical.

      Moving across the room, he only saw her. Taking her outstretched hand, they move together without words.

      Out onto the terrace, down the stone steps, and into the garden, he knew the instant their hearts beat as one. Stopping beside a stone statue of the Welsh god, Dewi, and the Dragon King, Y Ddraig Goch, Max could wait no longer.

      Lifting Bridgette's hand to his lips, the moment they touched her silken skin, the world around them ceased to exist. Her eyes flashed from soft, light Emerald to brilliant, blazing gold. Her scent intensified, wrapped around them, and confirmed everything they felt – she was his and he was hers. They were meant to be together. It was everything The Powers That Be promised to each of their Chosen Warriors and so much more.

      Gently pulling her into his arms, he could wait no longer. Their kiss was passionate. It was life-affirming. It was his entire reason for being, and he never wanted the feeling to end – and for twelve hours, it didn't.

      Their lovemaking was hard and fast, slow and sensual, tender and touching. It was everything, and it was over way too soon.

      In the light of a new day, Bridgette was gone without a word. Following the Mating Bond they had acknowledged, nurtured, and made into the impenetrable tether of their souls it was always meant to be the night before, Max’s mind touched hers.

      In the blink of an eye, Bridgette slammed her impenetrable mental blocks tight. He had been ejected from his Mate's mind without so much as a backward glance.

      But he knew she could not ignore him forever. What they had shared was meant to be. There were no accidents. Destiny would not be denied.

      “And we are very patient males,” Casimiro grumbled his reassurance.

      Sadly, Max's patience was wearing thin. As a matter of fact, he was in beautiful downtown Valentine, TX, outside Sam's Diner to speak to the one person he knew could give him some insight into his Mate and perhaps help him win her heart once and for all, her newest and closest friend, none other than Maggie Mae Sampson-MacAllen.

      But those answers would have to wait. Finding Bridgette and ensuring her safety were all that mattered at the moment. So, he forced all errant thoughts of courting and Mating to the back of his mind and listened to every word the She-Wolf had to say.

      "Of course, it's unusual for the only Empress Eagle Shifter in the whole wide world, who also happens to be one of the Daughters of Lugh and is something great and wonderful with the Clan of the Sun, to use a phone. Any phone! But especially a landline." Stepping right up to him, the She-Wolf popped him in the chest with the back of her hand and shouted, "Snap out of it, Max! She's your Mate. She's a Demi-Goddess. And you're besties with her brother. You know better than anyone that she's got more Magic, Power, Strength, and Determination in her little finger than my whole Pack of Wolves combined – and that's sayin' something, Mister. If she wants to get ahold of someone, she puts those words right in their mind with little more than a thought. She doesn't care if you're wet and naked in the shower, having some alone time with your Mate, or in the middle of serving a diner full of hungry Shifters the dinner special. When Ettie reaches out – she reaches out.”

      Tapping her temple with the index finger of her left hand while the other flitted and fluttered like she was auditioning for a position as an Air Traffic Controller at DFW Airport, Maggie Mae kept right on going. "What is wrong with you? Why aren't you freakin' out? I just told you that Ettie called on the phone and….”

      Stopping midsentence, the She-Wolf's eyes got as big as saucers as her lips formed a perfect circle, and she breathed, "Oh, shit." Shaking her head as her cheeks turned bright red, Maggie laid one hand on his arm and the other on her face as she looked him right in the eye, and the harsh, sour scent of genuine regret filled his senses. "I am so sorry, Max. My mouth got ahead of my brain. I didn't even explain what happened, did I?"

      “No, you didn’t, Reina Lobo,” he forced a chuckle and shook his head, even as the wings of the Mighty Raven King, Feichín, he’d been blessed with from the Morrigan, the Celtic Goddess of Destiny, Fate, War, and Magic tried to break free from his back and Casimiro was spitting and hissing every curse word he knew in the language of their Ancestors.

      It just wouldn't do to let his emotions and those of his Panther get the best of either one of them. He knew all too well what
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