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        Only Charlie can take the leap of faith, and Only for her Dragon.

      

        

      
        The last bachelor in a Force of elite Dragon Guardsmen, Aaron O'Brien, decided long ago that single was the only way to be. Mates, children, and happily ever after were for his Brethren. He alone accepted the responsibility of stopping the traitor and restoring peace to his Clan.

        Unfortunately, Fate didn't get the message.

      

        

      
        Intelligent, determined, and levelheaded, Dr. Charlene Gallagher always found comfort in logic and reason. When the inexplicable jumped up and smacked her in the face, will Charlie cling to her old beliefs or let go and find answers in the one man who clouds her judgment and ignites her passion?

      

        

      
        Nobody said it would be easy.

        The fight is real.

        It will take compromise and a love created by the Universe to save all they hold dear.

      

        

      
        Fate will not be denied, and She takes no prisoners. Buckle up, Buttercups, this one’s for all the marbles.
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      “We haven’t had this much to drink since college,” Charlie slurred as her head fell to the side. “And I still have the incriminating photos to prove it.” She giggled. “I wonder what your hubby would think of that.”

      “Oh, you know Lance, he’d just ask for a repeat performance.” Her best friend, Samantha, chuckled.

      That was the problem…

      Charlie didn’t know Lance, at least not like she thought she did. And what hurt the most was that she felt like she didn’t know Sam anymore either. There’d been a time when they’d shared everything, a time when the longest they could go without talking was twenty-four hours.  When Sam married Lance Kavanaugh a little over a year ago, that all changed.

      As if that wasn’t bad enough, things got exponentially more complicated a couple of weeks ago.

      The guy who said ‘Life changes in the blink of an eye’ definitely knew what he was talking about. One minute Charlie had been kissing the sexiest man she’d ever met, and the next she had been looking at a dragon…a freakin’ dragon.

      Of course, Aaron had told her to go back to the party before he’d sped away, but Dr. Charlene Gallagher did not take orders. She followed the man that continued to haunt her dreams at what she thought was a safe distance. Running in heels across the forest floor, barely able to see his back, Charlie seriously doubted her judgment. That was before she heard the sounds of someone in distress. As the daughter of a policeman, and a trained doctor, she rushed headlong into the clearing.

      It had taken her brain a second to process what was in front of her….and when it did, she absolutely could not believe her eyes.

      There stood Sam, alongside her new family, looking at a mythical creature. They all seemed somewhat stunned, but for the most part not near as freaked as Charlie felt.

      Is it still considered mythical if I saw it with my own eyes? A question she still pondered.

      Too much wine…think about it tomorrow.

      Charlie had done the only thing she could. She’d run…far and fast…to her car. Then she drove like Danica Patrick straight to her condo. Once inside, with all four locks secured and the curtains drawn, she’d taken her first real breath. The floodgates opened, and for the next twelve hours, she alternated between screaming, crying, and cursing.

      The sun rose as she stared out her bedroom window, too drained to move. Sleep finally came…. and so did the dreams. Erotic dreams of passionate kisses and eyes as blue as the ocean, which then turned to dreams of dragons and knights fighting battles she’d only ever read about. Fortunately, her cellphone rang three hours later. Unfortunately, Sam’s name came across the display. Charlie hit ignore.

      And she hit ignore every hour on the hour for the next two days. 

      The morning of the third day she called the hospital where she and Sam were both residents. Told them she had a family emergency and needed time off. When the woman in Human Resources informed her that she had accrued six weeks of leave, all Charlie could do was sigh…it didn’t seem like enough.

      Mustering up her courage, she then called Sam. Curt and to the point, Charlie said, “Staying at the cottage. Do not come. I’ll call when I’m ready.”

      It was probably a dick move since the house was Sam’s, but Charlie couldn’t care. Hitting the button to disconnect the call, she dropped her cell on the couch and once again fell into a mess of tears and anger.

      The two weeks that followed royally sucked! After a combined eleven years of college, medical school, and residency, Charlie had never taken off more than two days in a row. Not to mention, she always talked to Sam.

      Then there was the matter of Aaron O’Brien, the stupid jerk that made her pulse race and her temperature rise. The asshole whose kiss she couldn’t forget. The moron whose lips had branded her, leaving her yearning for more. The idiot she had seen running around the lake behind the house a few times.

      Even though he’s the last man on earth I want to see. Yeah…I’m the biggest liar ever.

      About a week after what Charlie referred to as ‘the incident’, she started walking to pass the time. Exercise had always been a four-letter word, but how many times could she read the same magazines or watch the same reruns? She knew whom every Bachelor had slept with and every plate Gordon Ramsay had thrown by heart.

      On the morning of the third day of her new walking program, she found the large terracotta pot on Sam’s redwood deck filled with daisies, one of her favorite flowers. She chalked it up to Lance trying to apologize for his wife.

      Sweet gesture.

      Not wanting their kindness to go to waste, she began taking care of them.

      Four days later a brand new rose bush was miraculously growing on the side of the barbeque pit. It had been so expertly planted that it took Charlie an extra look to realize it hadn’t been there the day before. What baffled her more than the fact that someone was bringing her beautiful flowers, were the incredibly large blooms…out of season. It was as though their beauty was just for her.

      Laughing aloud at her own ridiculous thoughts, Charlie continued on her walk, chastising herself for thinking anything was weird after what she’d witnessed. Returning home, she decided that if anything else unexplained happened, she’d have to break down and call Sam. Enough was enough. None of it made sense. Her best friend was a sweetheart but had never been one to give flowers or anything of the sort. Charlie was still pissed, but if Samantha was willing to go so far as to anonymously leave presents, then it was time to try and mend fences.

      The next morning she had coffee and a bagel, perused the newspaper, and then headed out. She looked and looked, even walked around each tree, but there were no new flowers, not a bud, not a petal…nothing.

      The same was true for the next five days.

      Convincing herself it was for the best, Charlie resumed her routine. Forgiving Sam was something she knew she had to do, but it still hurt to have been kept in the dark about something so monumentally important. Even after all the explanation filled voicemails, some that revealed more secrets, she just wasn’t ready to move on. There was no denying she missed everyone, some more than others, but she wasn’t at the point of rational discussion, so she ignored all of it. It was just easier.

      Day fifteen was exhausting. Who knew relaxing could take so much out of a girl? Charlie hadn’t been sleeping well and the days seemed to stretch on forever. There was no work and no one to talk to. Then there had been all the times her cellphone had rung. It was beginning to get harder and harder to ignore her friend. Checking her call log, she counted fifteen missed calls in all. Mostly from Sam, but some were from a number she didn’t recognize.

      Giving in, mostly because she couldn’t take the solitude one moment longer, Charlie picked up the phone and called Sam. Whatever residual anger she felt melted away when Sam’s daughter, Sydney, answered the phone. “Hey, Aunt Charlie! You still mad?”

      Chuckling despite herself, Charlie answered, “No, sweetheart, I’m not mad anymore.”

      No sooner had the words left her mouth than squeals of delight filled the earpiece. The sounds of tennis shoes slapping against hardwood floors had Charlie picturing her adopted niece running through the house as she screamed. “Mom! Mom! It’s Aunt Charlie! She’s not mad anymore! She’s on your cell phone!”

      In less than a minute, Samantha said a tentative hello. There were exactly fifteen point two seconds of awkward silence, two more minutes of apologies, and then the friends truly started talking. They discussed, argued, and cried until both cell phones beeped at their loss of charge. Right before her phone died, Charlie told Sam to grab something alcoholic and head her way.

      Four hours and two bottles of wine later, the two friends had rehashed many things, starting as far back as the first day they met. However, the ladies were still kind of dancing around the moment Charlie had unwittingly witnessed a living, breathing dragon. The reason for all the secrecy made sense, but it still stung that Sam hadn’t trusted her and she couldn’t keep from saying it for about the tenth time.

      “You know I love you like a sister…and I forgive you…but my feelings are still hurt. Did you really think you couldn’t trust me?” Charlie asked, working hard to focus after all the wine.

      Sam shook her head. “Dammit, Charlie, you know I trust you with my life…with my child’s life. You just have to understand…it was part of the deal. When I vowed to love Lance forever, I also vowed to keep his secrets. And the secrets of his people. Nothing against you, Charlie, nothing at all. It was something I had to do. Had it been up to me, you would’ve known everything right after I did.”

      Charlie could hear the honesty in Sam’s voice, along with the burden of all the secrecy and all her leftover frustration simply vanished. “I forgive you,” she whispered. Then added, “And I hope you forgive me for being so pigheaded.”

      Sam snickered as she rose from her chair, stumbled in Charlie’s direction, and all but fell in her lap before hugging her tight. “Pigheaded is what I’ve come to expect from you. Wouldn’t have you any other way.”

      The two laughed until tears streamed down their faces. It was Charlie that regained enough composure to speak first. “Whatever, Mrs. Dragon Lady! Let’s get some of that pizza they delivered an hour ago. I’m sure it’s good, cold, and greasy by now.”

      Heading for the kitchen, they leaned on each other to stay upright. Charlie heated up a couple slices of pizza while Sam grabbed Diet Pepsi. Eating in silence for a few minutes, Charlie felt the buzz of the alcohol wearing off. She wondered if they were ever going to address the elephant…make that dragon in the room.

      Two bites later and unable to hold back any longer, Charlie blurted out, “All right, spill. I’ve seen the dragon. Know some of the secrets. Tell me what’s really going on.”

      Sam stopped chewing and sat completely still. Charlie watched as her best friend blew out the breath she’d been holding. Several more seconds passed before Sam finally said, “Well…”

      Their eyes met across the table and it was Charlie’s turn to hold her breath. The staring contest lasted almost ten full seconds before Sam spoke again. “I think it would be better if you asked me questions. I honestly have no idea where to start or how much you want to know.”

      Charlie rolled her eyes and sighed, but saw the honesty on her friend’s face and decided to play along. “All right, one of your messages said something about Anya being a dragon and that being a big deal. Was she who I saw in the clearing?”

      Sam nodded. “Yes, that was the first time she had ever transformed. She’s the first female dragon in hundreds of years. The females were all killed during their war with the hunters and wizards.”

      Charlie held up her index finger, signaling Sam to stop speaking, already realizing there was so much more than she could’ve ever imagined. Standing, she walked to the counter, grabbed a notepad and pen, and returned to her seat. After a deep, cleansing breath she said, “Go on.”

      Sam smiled and started again. “The dragons have two main enemies in the world that have been around almost as long as they have. They’re the hunters and the wizards, and these assholes have taken damn near everything from dragon kin. First of all, the hunters are a fanatical group of killers hell bent on destroying anything supernatural. And before you ask…yes, there are more things out there than just dragon shifters, but that’s for a different day.”

      After a sip of her soda, Sam continued, “The wizards are just bat shit crazy. That’s the best description I can give you. I’m happy to say the ones that were in this area all blew up with Andrew’s mansion.”

      Charlie wrote…mansion?...blown up? on her list.

      “Andrew is Aidan and Aaron’s younger brother and also belongs in the ‘bat shit crazy’ column in your notes. He turned traitor about eight years ago when he was captured and tortured by a group of wizards. He blames Aidan for what happened and Aaron too to some extent…at least, I think. Everyone thought he was dead, but then he reappeared when Kyndel met Rayne. Since then, he’s tried everything possible to kill all the guys. He was in the mansion when it blew up, but Rian, Royce’s brother, found a tunnel under the rubble and scented Andrew, so they’re sure he’s still alive somewhere.”

      Just the mention of Aaron’s name made Charlie’s pulse race. She pushed all thoughts of the irritating man to the back of her mind and focused on everything she had learned in just a few minutes. Making a few more notes, she looked up to find her friend studying her as if she was one of their patients. “I’m okay.” She chuckled, hoping Sam believed her lie. The truth was she was freaking the hell out and wondered where it would all end, or if it ever would. No matter, she had to know the truth.

      “Are you sure?” Sam questioned, reaching across the table and squeezing Charlie’s hand.

      “I’m sure I want to know. I’m not promising that I won’t have a million questions when you are done. Or that I won’t need to lose my shit every once in a while, but I want to hear it all.”

      “Okay, if you’re sure. What’s your next question?”

      “You called Lance your mate. Isn’t he your husband? And is this whole dragon thing the reason I couldn’t be your maid of honor?”

      Sam laughed out loud and Charlie couldn’t help but smile. Replaying her question in her mind, she realized she sounded like a petulant child. Thankfully, they’d been friends for so long Sam just laughed it off and kept going.

      “Yeah, that’s why and you know I’m still sorry about that. The dragons have a special ceremony for everything. The mating ceremony is very private. Only Lance’s brethren, the guys he calls brother, the Elders of their Clan, and I could be there.”

      “He’s my husband,” she laughed. “But in their culture we’re mates. Actually, we’re soul mates, destined by the Universe to be together. They have a Holy Book that better describes mates and what they mean to each other better than I ever could, and I’m sure some time or another you’ll see or hear more about it. The best I can do is tell you that from the moment I saw him, I just knew. I felt it in my soul. We’re supposed to be together forever.”

      Sam had a dreamy look on her face, and Charlie could actually feel the love her best friend felt for her hus…mate as she spoke. Charlie knew there would come a day when she would feel that way about someone…anyone. At that thought, Aaron’s face, complete with a shit-eating grin, appeared in her mind’s eye and her lips warmed just as they had when he’d kissed her.

      Not wanting to think about him anymore than she had to, Charlie teased her friend. “You always were a hopeless romantic, Dr. Malone.”

      Sam feigned annoyance, complete with a furrowed brow, and pouted before grumping. “If I remember correctly, you were the one with the Backstreet Boys poster that had to be kissed every night before bed.” Sam barely had the words out of her mouth before she was laughing out loud, causing Charlie to laugh right along.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah…whatever. I’m not the one waxing poetic about the man of her dreams.”

      “I think the lady doth protest too much, but I’ll let you live with your denial for a bit longer. I know you have a million more questions, so ask away.”

      “Are they born dragons or is it magical or what?”

      “They’re born as dragon shifters now, but when it all started back in Arthurian times, there were still real dragons. The poor beasts were hunted and on the brink of extinction when some powerful magical guy found a way to combine the soul of the dragon with the soul of the man. All the men the dragons picked were Knights of the Round Table, very respectable and honorable, men they had fought alongside for years.

      “Lance said there were twelve in total when they started out, one from each of the clans. The clans, just so you know, used to be divided up by their colors, but now they all coexist since their numbers never truly rebounded. There are more than there were in total, but some of the clans were wiped out altogether. Lance is a golden dragon. He’s the last of his kind. I hope someday we have a boy to carry on the beautiful color and history of his father’s clan. But for now, we have Syd, and Heaven knows she’s one special little girl.”

      Sam stopped, once again looking right at Charlie, letting her know what she was about to say was very important. “And when I say special…I mean special. Devon’s mom, Siobhan, is trying to figure out exactly what makes my girl the wonder that she is. Siobhan is an Elder Healer in the Clan and a super intelligent woman. I’ve learned so much from her already. More on that later.”

      Charlie made a little note to remind her to find out more about her niece another day and almost missed what Samantha had gone on to say.

      “Anyway, like I said, the guys are born as shifters but can’t ‘call their dragon forth’, that’s what they call it when they transform, until they’re like seventeen or eighteen. Until then, they just have the marking of their beast somewhere on their torso.”

      “So those aren’t tattoos? I just figured since they all rode Harleys and looked like models they were inked.” Charlie chuckled.

      “You would think, right?’ Sam laughed. “But no, they have them from birth. It darkens as they get older, then really pops when they transform for the first time. At least that’s what they all tell me. Their dragon glyphs kinda remind me of the marks on your back. Speaking of that, have yours ever moved?”

      “Not that I can remember. They itch or tingle sometimes, but nothing much more than that. My mom always said they were birthmarks. I’ve often wondered if my birth mom had them, too. If they were a family thing…ya know? But, hey, I never really think that much about them.” She hurried on, not wanting to open the whole adopted kid discussion that Sam always wanted to have with her. There would come a day when she would look for her birth parents again with hopefully better results, but it wasn’t in that moment and she didn’t want to think about it.

      Charlie pondered why Sam had asked and thankfully, her friend didn’t make her wait long. Samantha leaned closer and whispered conspiratorially, even though they were alone. “Lance’s marking moves when I touch it.” Then she did something Charlie only remembered her doing a few times in all the years she’d known her…she winked and giggled like a schoolgirl.

      Giggling? Oh, I’m saving this for just the right moment.

      Charlie chuckled along, not sure if she was more embarrassed or more jealous that her friend had someone so special in her life. Thoughts of Aaron threatened to invade her thoughts for about the hundredth time. Shoving them away, she worked hard to focus. Sam cleared her throat but couldn’t quite control the blush in her cheeks. Charlie decided to let the moment pass without giving her friend a hard time, something that rarely happened.

      Sam spoke, “The twins, Aaron and Aidan, and their crazy ass brother are the last of the silver clan. Devon is the last of the white dragon clan. Rayne’s dragon is red, and I think he’s the last, too, or one of the last. Well hell, only Royce has any family left that I’m aware of, but we always get surprises. You met Rian and Rory at his wedding right? They’re his brothers.”

      “Yeah, I did. They all look so much alike except for the hair. There’s no way I could miss that they are related. I have to ask though…is Kyra something ‘special’?” Charlie made air quotes to make sure Sam understood. “I just get the feeling she’s more than she seems.”

      Nodding as she finished her soda, Sam answered while she stood and made her way to the fridge for a refill. “You’re catching on fast,” she answered over her shoulder. “Kyra’s a white witch. One of the best from what I’ve seen and what little I know. She saved Anya from some nasty spell Andrew had the poor girl under.”

      “Was that why we could never figure out what was wrong with Anya?” Charlie butted in. “Well damn! Now it all makes sense. I kept wondering how the hell y’all got her to wake up after less than two days at home when we had worked for weeks. I guess we never would’ve been able to help her, huh?”

      Sam shook her head as she made her way back to her seat. “No way. And we have nothing to feel bad about. There’s so much crap out there that us ‘normal’ people have no clue about. Just wait, some of it will completely blow your mind…even more than it is now.

      “Oh! And before I forget, there are five other Guardsmen that are part of Rory’s Force and a bunch of others in his clan across the pond. The Blue Dragons have been the most successful at keeping their kin alive, from what I’ve been told.”

      “What about the green dragon, Anya, I saw the night of their wedding or mating or whatever?”

      “Like I said, she’s the first female dragon in hundreds of years and the first green dragon in almost as long. She’s like a miracle on top of a miracle and no one knew she existed until she transformed. Devon screamed through mindspeak that she was dying and we all came running. That’s when you saw us.”

      “Mindspeak?” Charlie asked, almost afraid of what else she would find out.

      “Yeah. I should’ve told you about that when I was explaining mating, but I kinda got off track.” Sam paused, winked…again… and dived right back in. “There are certain perks to being the mate of a dragon shifter. First of all, we can talk mind to mind with our other half. Later, as the bond strengthens, we can do it with all his brethren, too.”

      “Secondly, we get to live as long as they do and that can be a thousand years, maybe longer. We age really slowly. We get some of their strength and ability to hear. And our sense of smell becomes more acute. Overall, it’s a pretty sweet deal. The bummer of it all is keeping everything a secret from those you’re the closest to. But you changed all that!”

      Sam seemed genuinely happy that she could finally really talk to Charlie about her life.  The truth was Charlie was glad there were no more secrets between them. She just wondered how she was going to keep it all straight without going crazy.

      The rest of the night went pretty much the same way until they were both yawning. They made it as far as the living room before Charlie remembered to ask one thing that had been driving her crazy. “What was up with the flowers? I mean I like them and everything, but they’re really not your style.”

      Sam looked at her like she was crazy, and after all they had discussed, that was seriously saying something. “What flowers?”

      “The daisies and the rose bush…out back. That you had Lance plant for me…?”

      Shaking her head with eyebrows raised, Sam answered. “I didn’t have Lance plant any flowers.” She scoffed. “He’s really not the green-thumb type.”

      “Well, if you didn’t do it, then who?”

      “I have no idea. Guess you have a secret admirer.” Sam wiggled her eyebrows before collapsing on the couch. “I call dibs on the sofa.”

      “Yeah, that’s cool,” Charlie absentmindedly answered, trying to think of who might have left the flowers.

      Maybe they weren’t even for me. Maybe they were for Sam. But who would’ve dared leave them for her. Anyone that knows her, knows Lance, and knows he will kill them just for looking at his wife. Dammit, this is gonna drive me crazy.

      Snuggling into the oversized recliner while Sam curled up on the couch, she let all thoughts of flowers and annoying dragons slip away. For the first time since ‘the incident’, Charlie slipped into slumber with a smile on her face. Her last thought was of haunting blue eyes and the kiss that changed her life.
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      He knew Sam was aware of his presence, or at least thought she was. She‘d been mated to Lance long enough that her senses were almost as sharp as those of a full-blooded dragon shifter. He would never be able to thank her for not telling Charlie that he sat outside her window like a lovesick teenager.

      Aaron used his enhanced hearing to listen to their conversation, but more than that, he focused on his mate, the one destined for him by the Universe. He could hear her heart beat faster when Samantha mentioned his name and knew every time she’d thought of him. Their kiss just a few weeks ago had triggered the mating call and it was taking no prisoners. He’d thought of nothing but Charlie every waking minute of every day.

      Since the night she’d fled from him–from them all–he had been keeping watch over her. Not only was he worried the traitor would find her, that Andrew might be able to sense that she was a mate...his mate, he was worried that any wizards who hadn’t died in the blast might find her, or that hunters might be in the area. Basically, he couldn’t stay away and was using any excuse he could come up with to be near her. Charlie was his, whether either of them wanted it to be true or not.

      He shook his head. Who the hell am I kidding? I want her more than I want my next breath. Heaven knows my dragon is going to turn me inside out if I don’t get this shit handled.

      “You got that right, and I might just kick your ass if you don’t learn to keep your thoughts to yourself,” Aidan chuckled through their unique mental link.

      “Sorry, Bro. I thought I was shielded.”

      “I’m sure you are from everyone else or Lance and Royce would be giving you shit. You’re just broadcasting loud and clear to me.”

      After a pause where Aaron heard Aidan talking to Grace, his twin’s mate, his brother continued, “Anything I can do to help?”

      “Thanks, but no. You’ve got enough on your hands. How are Grace and the babies doing?” He smiled, thinking about how soon he would be an uncle. Aaron had never been a kid kinda guy, but Sydney, Lance’s adopted daughter, had changed that for all of them.

      “Siobhan says they’re great and Sam did a sonogram yesterday. She said they’re big and healthy. We still don’t know if they’re girls or boys, just that they’re identical. Heavens help me if they’re girls. I may have to kill every male within a thousand miles.”

      Aaron laughed under his breath as he imagined teenage daughters making his twin crazy. He immediately frowned, readily agreeing. “I’ve got your back. I remember what we were like as teenagers. There’s no way in hell a hormone ridden teenage boy is getting anywhere near my nieces.”

      The sound of female laughter drifted through their link before Grace spoke. “You two are a mess. Whether our children are boys or girls, they will have their father’s good looks and strength, along with my brains. We’ll have nothing at all to worry about.”

      “I agree about your brains, but I’m damn sure hoping they have your looks, not his.” Aaron laughed aloud, but Aidan’s words stopped him short.

      “We look just alike, asshole.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Whatever you say. You know I’m the good looking one.”

      “You two are incorrigible.” Grace snickered. “Take care of yourself, Aaron, and man up. Just tell the girl how you feel. The rest is written in the stars.”

      He knew she was right but couldn’t help smiling at her words. “Whatever you say, Counselor.”

      “Speaking of work, I’m due in court in the morning and I have briefs to read. Take care.”

      “You too, Grace…and thanks.”

      “I gotta run, too, Bro. Grace is right, stop the lovesick shit and get the girl.”

      “I will.”

      “Later,” Aidan said.

      “Later.”

      Aaron felt Aidan break their connection and concentrated on restoring the block between he and his brother. It was a true testament to how much the mating call was messing with him that he’d let his thoughts bleed through. Nothing like that had happened since they were young and still learning. Aaron was going
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