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        Behind every hero, there’s a mom—the person who, whether she or he gave birth to him or not, provides a foundation of strength, love, and never-ending support.

        And the men of the Dragon Guard are no different.

      

        

      
        These unsung heroes and heroines, known as moms, are mentors and guides. They protect and support. They inspire and uplift. They love unconditionally.

        And most importantly, they call them on their crap and deliver a swift boot to the butt whenever and wherever necessary.

      

        

      
        Since 2013, the Universe’s Chosen Warriors have fought the worst Evil has to offer, protected dragon and humankind alike, and made the blue and green ball we all call home safer for all living beings.

        They live by three simple beliefs:

        There are no coincidences.

        The Universe does not make mistakes.

        Fate Will Not Be Denied.

      

        

      
        The existence of the greatest heroes and heroines of all, the men and women who raised these unstoppable Warriors, confirms every one of those beliefs and shows the power of faith and love in those you hold dear.

      

        

      
        Step into the fantastic world of the Dragon Guard. It will renew your faith in the good guys and give you all the feel-goods - after some thrills, chills, and close calls.

        They are Dragons, after all.

      

        

      
        Grab this Special Mother’s Day Publication, put your feet up, and fly off into the world of the Dragon Guard. You will never look at LOVE or FATE or YOUR PEOPLE the same way again.

      

        

      
        **If you love Alpha men, strong women, thrills, chills, and happily ever afters all around, check out The Dragon 10th Anniversary Special Edition featuring books 1 thru 10 and The Dragon Guard 11th Anniversary Special Edition featuring books 11 thru 20, too!
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        Once bitten, twice shy…

        Lennox - aka the Mad Bomber - would rather blow himself up than go on another blind date orchestrated by his well-meaning Brethren.

        Yes! He wants to find his Mate.

        No! He cannot take another failed first date–at least not for the foreseeable future. Ya’ gotta know when hold ‘em and know when to fold ‘em, and Lenn’s decided to burn the whole deck.

        So, it’s off to the Sundowner for a drink to help him forget his troubles. One drunken night with a smart-assed, well-meaning Demi-God and Lenn’s got a new tattoo, his head’s beating like a bass drum, and there’s a raven-haired beauty in his bed who makes his heart race, and his Dragon sends smoke signals…

        But there’s no way in Heaven or Hell he’s Mating one of her kind.

        Nope, it’s just not happening. Alone is better than eternity with… with… that. And if Babs MacAutley thinks she can convince him otherwise, then she can dance a gig all the way back to the Isle of Skye.

        There’s only one answer…

        It’s time to blow something up and have another beer.

        The Universe does make mistakes. And Fate will be denied… or will it?
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        The Dragon with the Girl Tattoo

        Mo chroí………. My heart

        Mo ghrá………. My love

        Mo stór………. My darling

        Mo phiseag bheag milis………. My sweet little kitten

        M ’ionmhas……….My treasure

        Mo maité………. My Mate

        Mo Dragon………. My Dragon

        Is brae liom tú………. I love you

        A chuisle mo chroí………. Pulse of my Heart

        Mo cheann lómhara………. My precious one

        Beats mo chroí ach amháin do shon……….My heart beats only for you

        Mo dair dheirfiúr……….My dear sister

        Tá mo chroi istigh ionat………..My heart is in you
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      “And where exactly are you sneaking off to?”

      At the sound of his friend and Brethren’s chuckling voice, Lennox spun on his heels and attempted to act casual.

      “Because that’s happened a grand total of zero times in your already long life,” Vulcan, the Dragon King with whom he shared his soul, snickered sarcastically.

      “Shut up, Old Man. I don’t need your two cents worth of BS right now.”

      “Oh, but you will soon enough.”

      Ignoring the Dragon King, Lenn tried to act as if he wasn’t doing exactly what he was being accused of and shrugged, “Nowhere, just out for a quick run.” Forcing a chuckle, he added, “Gotta work off some of this excess energy.”

      “Is that right?” Pearce, the most laid back and intuitive of all the Guardsmen in the Blue Thunder Clan, asked with raised eyebrows. “So, you’re gonna burn off that excess energy in jeans and boots?”

      Looking down at his clothes, Lenn groaned to himself, “Busted!”

      To which Vulcan laughed out loud, “Told you so.”

      Continuing to ignore the Ancient Dragon, he took a deep breath and mentally counted to ten before nervously smiling. “Would you believe me if I said yes?”

      “Not even if I was blind, deaf and mute.” Folding his arms across his chest, Pearce leaned against the inside of the kitchen door to the house they were sharing and shook his head. “Fess up. It’ll make things go a lot faster.”

      Debating a quick getaway but knowing his Brethren could run just as fast and as far as he could, the Guardsman affectionately known as the ‘Mad Bomber’ leaned his hip against the corner of the kitchen counter and sighed, “You’ll just laugh if I tell you.”

      “Try me.”

      “I’m going to that remodeled and reopened Shifter bar, the one owned by that friend of Kayne’s. I think he said it was called The Sundowner.”

      Nodding his head, Pearce grinned, “And didn’t he say it was Ladies’ Night?”

      “Yeah,” Lenn slowly nodded. “He might have mentioned it. But it’s not what you think.”

      “And how do you know what I’m thinking?” Sporting the look in his eye that said he already knew what was going on, what would happen and how long it was all going to take, Pearce’s eyebrows shot up on his forehead as he tried not to laugh.

      “Because this isn’t my first rodeo,” Lenn snorted sarcastically. “Hell, it’s not even my fiftieth where you and that damned ESP of yours are concerned.” Wiggling his fingers in the air and making an eerie whistling sound, he added, “Just tell me what you know, and I’ll go from there. Might as well cut to the chase.”

      Holding his hands up in mock surrender, Pearce admitted, “I know nothing…seriously.” Pushing off the door, he took a step closer and patted Lenn on the shoulder. “I was just coming down for a cup of tea when I heard you sneaking around. I’m not quite sure how you do it, my friend, but you really are louder when you’re tryin’ to be quiet than any other time.” Dropping his hand, the light blue dragon shrugged, “Since I wanted a cuppa and knew you were up to no good, I decided it would be fun to bust you at the same time.”

      “Yeah, well, I wish I was up to no good.” Spinning back towards the kitchen, Lenn grabbed a chair from the table, pulled it out, and plopped down. Letting out a sigh, he ran his fingers through his hair as he groaned, “I wish I was up to anything but wondering why the hell I suck at love.”

      Barking with laughter that almost made Lenn chuckle along, Pearce turned on the faucet, filled the kettle, and placed it on the stove before turning around and grinning, “All the rest of our boys are running for the hills and swearing off women to avoid being Mated and you…” Shaking his head, the laid-back Guardsman added. “You, my brother, are looking for love.”

      “Yeah, in all the wrong places,” Lenn exhaled.

      Getting out a cup and saucer then looking through the cupboard at his fifty or so brands of tea, Pearce finally sat down at the table with a box of Earl Grey and asked, “So, what really happened with Camille?”

      Deciding it was time to fess up, Lenn leaned back in his chair, crossed his feet at his ankles and his arms over his chest, then sighed, “She wasn’t the One. It felt like we were forcing things.” He shook his head. “Like trying to fit a square peg in a round hole, ya’ know what I mean?”

      “I do.”

      Uncrossing his ankles and arms, the Mad Bomber sat up and leaned his elbows on the table. “We both knew from the first date, but just kept trying anyway.” Hands in his hair again, he sighed, “Vulcan didn’t so much as crack a joke or give me a hard time for wearing jeans and boots to a restaurant that required reservations.”

      “Tell me you didn’t.”

      “I did, but I put on a jacket. Camille said it was fine.”

      “Well, that’s something.”

      “Yeah, thanks, Dad,” Lenn sighed sarcastically before going on. “Anyway, I’m pretty sure the Old Man was asleep the whole damn month Camille and I dated.”

      “Why did you go out so many times if you knew she wasn’t the One?”

      Jumping to his feet, Lennox began to pace from one corner of the kitchen to the other as his frustration bubbled to the surface. “I have no clue.” Stopping at the sink, he looked out the window. “Somewhere deep inside, I think we both thought we could somehow change Fate.” Turning towards Pearce, Lenn laid his hands in the air between with his palms up and nodded. “I liked her. She liked me. We had fun together. We thought we could make it work…”

      The silence became deafening AS thoughts of about Camille Danvers raced through his mind. Not only was she one of the top brain surgeons in the entire world and the most gorgeous woman he’d ever seen, but she was also a Werepanther with strength and integrity parallel to his own. ON paper, and in his mind she was perfect.

      Sadly, Fate and the Universe had other plans.

      At first, all was perfect. Their attraction was immediate. They’d talked for hours about anything and everything. The failure of their Mating was not because they didn’t give it a damn good try.

      She simply wasn’t the woman the Universe made for Dragon Guardsman, Lennox O’Lachtnáin. Maybe the Almighty just forgot him. Maybe the Mad Bomber was to be the only Dragon in all of history not to have a Mate.

      “Way to throw yourself a pity party, Lad. Maybe you should go blow something up. From the moment you could walk, it always makes you feel better.”

      “You’re not helping, Vulcan.”

      Getting up when the tea kettle whistled, Pearce was pouring boiling water into his cup when he finally asked, “But it didn’t. Shit happens. But instead of looking for Miss Right, you’re trolling the bars hoping she’s onto watered down margaritas, bad pick-up lines, and soggy quesadillas?”

      “I’d settle for Miss Right Now at this point.”

      Leveling his gaze, Pearce scolded, “And then I’ll spend another three weeks listening to you walk the floors and sigh under your breath about ‘the One’ you haven’t found. Or groan about the Universe forgetting you exist. Hey, maybe you can switch it up and bitch about the kids you’re not going to have.” Holding up the index finger of her left hand, he pretended to be shocked, “Oh, wait! You’ve already sang that tune so many times I know all the words.”

      Sitting back down, shaking his head and rolling his eyes, Pearce added, “Getting laid has never been a problem for you, and you know it. Why not just relax and let nature take its course? You’ll find her when the time is right. You can’t rush Fate or Destiny. It’s like running headfirst into the same brick wall over and over. All you end up with is a headache.”

      “If I wait any longer for nature to do the job, you’ll be calling me Father Time.” Starting to pace in circles this time, he ranted on, “I feel like a caged animal. Nothing smells right. Food doesn’t taste right. I’m irritable and jumpy.” Pausing and glaring at his friend, he seethed through gritted teeth, “I think I’m losing my mind.”

      “Well, that’s been happening for a long time,” Pearce snorted. “But what you’re feeling are all signs of the Mating Call.” Taking a sip of his tea, he mused, “Which means you’ve been in close contact with your Mate. So, maybe stop and think – if you have been near the one the Universe made for you and you just happen to have been with another woman, there’s really good chance she’ll know it, too. What’s she gonna think. Or more to the point, what’s she gonna do? My guess is, she was right there and chose not to interrupt your date.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “As a heart attack,” Pearce nodded. “So, have you bumped into anyone interesting in the last week or seen someone paying special attention to you before she turned and walked away?”

      Slamming his palms down on the table, Lennox growled, “Would I be gossiping with you if I had?” Inhaling deeply, he coughed and huffed at the scent of Pearce’s tea. Why the hell do you drink that crap? Only old ladies and their sewing circles drink tea anymore. It smells like moth balls and pressed flowers.”

      Grinning like the Cheshire cat from Alice in Wonderland, his Brethren explained, “I like it. It calms me down, relaxes me, and clears my head. Even allows me to get a good night’s sleep.” Lifting his cup and giving Lenn a nod, he added, “You should really try a cup.” Stopping and tilting his head to the side, he quickly added, “Or a gallon or two..”

      Back to pacing to keep his temper from getting the best of him, Lenn grumbled, “Ha. Ha. Ha. You’re real funny. I don’t do tea unless it’s iced with lemon and sugar.” Doing an abrupt about-face when he was a step from the door, the Guardsman stalked back across the tile floor. “Besides, if you were any more relaxed or calm, you’d be a cast member of the Walking Dead.”

      “Jest all you want. I like it.” Taking another sip, Pearce gave a single nod. “Besides, I’m originally from the United Kingdom. Drinking tea is my Queen-given right.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah, but then again, we’re pretty much from everywhere, aren’t we? It’s the price of being three weeks younger than dirt.”

      “Speak for yourself.” Pearce made a show out of sniffing and pretending to be hurt.

      Laughing out loud for the first time in a long while, Lenn chuckled, “Thank you for that. I actually feel better.” Snapping his fingers, he quickly teased, “And well, you are older than I am.”

      Setting his cup down on the saucer, his Brethren rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Oh, please, by what? Like a whole year. Doesn’t count when we’re ‘three weeks younger than dirt’.”

      “No fair throwing my own words back at me. Laughing so hard his cheeks actually hurt, Lenn barked in loud guffaws as Pearce tried to pretend to be hurt as his shoulders bounced with barely contained amusement.

      Finally, losing the battle, his Brethren began chuckling so hard he was having a hard time breathing. So caught up in their revelry, both Guardsmen missed the appearance of Kayne, a golden Dragon, one of the Enforcers, and the son of Lugh, Celtic God of the Sun.

      “What the hell is so funny?” The Demi-God grinned from ear-to-ear. “The fact that you left me waiting by the car for almost thirty minutes or that you have thirty seconds before I leave without your scaly ass?”

      “Oh shit!” Lenn and Pearce laughed even harder at the put-out expression on Kayne’s face.

      Patting the Demi-God on the shoulder, Lennox apologized, “I’m really sorry, man. Pearce came down and caught me sneaking out. “Motioning towards his friend with a short, sharp tip if his chin, he kept going, “Then we got to talking.” Stopping to breathe as he continued to try to hold back his laughter, he finally wheezed out, “I -I just lost all track of time.”

      “Yeah, I know how y’all are,” Kayne snickered. “I should’ve figured you were talking. My fault for sittin’ out there like a stooge and not coming to get you.” A quick glance at the clock on the wall and he added, you still want to go? The bar’s open for another couple of hours.” Looking at Pearce, he asked, “What about you, Grandma Moses, you wanna come along? I mean, you’ll have to leave the tea cup at home, but I’m sure Janice will brew up whatever you want.”

      “As I told Lenn, jest all you like. I enjoy a good cuppa tea at the end of a hard day. Don’t knock it, till you’ve tried it.”

      “No Thanks, P,” Kayne snickered. “I’ll leave the tea drinking to you, my friend. But if you start knittin’ me a sweater, I’mma have you committed to the Old Dragon’s Home.”

      “Mock me all you like,” Pearce scoffed. “I’ll live longer than all of you adrenaline junkies combined.”

      “If that’s not the damn truth,” the Demi-God chuckled. “I’ll kiss your ass in Macy’s window.” Turning away, he swatted Lennox on the arm and nodded towards the door. “If we’re going, let’s go. Janice and her Honey Badgers are a cantankerous lot. We don’t want to piss them off by coming in at the last minute and keepin’ ‘em after closin’ time. They pour a mean drink, and the Sundowner’s got a great atmosphere, but I’m not in the mood for a fight right now.”

      Looking back at his best friend and roommate, the Mad Bomber asked again, “You sure you don’t want to go, P?” Waggling his eyebrows, trying to get another rise out of his Brethren, Lenn added, “Might be fun, ya’ old fuddy-duddy.”

      “You two go ahead. I’m fine right here.” Setting his cup on the saucer, Pearce went on, “Besides, I have some research to do, and now that the sound of pacing and swearing won’t be distracting me, I might actually get it done.”

      “Does it happen to involve a certain female Bear we all know?” Kayne knocked elbows with Lenn while continuing to pester Pearce. “I hear there might have been some sparks between you and the lovely Tabitha.”

      For the first time in all the years he’d known the Guardsman they all teased about being the Zen Master of their Clan, Lenn saw Pearce blush. And of course, he couldn’t let it go. “Holy crap on a cracker! You and Tabitha? Does she feel the same way? What the hell are you doing here? Go to her, ya big dope. She might be the One. You need to…”

      “I need to do my research.” Holding up his hands and clearing his throat, Pearce explained, “I have no idea how she feels, nor will I be running to her.” Spearing Lenn with a look that said, ‘shut the hell up or I’ll do it for you’, he added with a growl, “And you, Mr. I-Want-A-Mate-Yesterday, will do well to keep what you’ve learned here tonight to yourself.” With that, the not-so-Zen-Master-at-the-moment got up, put his cup and saucer in the sink, and without another world left the kitchen in what most would call a snit.

      “Well, I’ll be,” Kayne whistled in surprise. “I think we have finally seen what ruffles old Pearcey boy’s scales.”

      Looking at the empty doorway his Brethren had just exited, the Mad Bomber quietly agreed, “Yes sir, we did. I never thought I’d see the day. A woman has Pearce all tied up in his underwear.”

      “I am not tied up in my underwear!” Came the Zen Master’s growled reply from the other room. “That is the worst visual imagery I have ever heard. I want no part of it. Now, get the hell out of here before I have to show you how not tied up in my underwear I am.”

      “Okay, okay, we’re outta here,” Kayne snickered, grabbing Lenn by the arm and tugging him towards the back door. Once outside and heading towards his SUV, the Demi-God asked, “You seriously didn’t know about Pearce and Tabitha?”

      “No, I didn’t. He didn’t say a word.” Wondering why he’d been left out of the loop, one thing came to mind that immediately came out of his mouth. “Then again, I’ve been pissy since all that crap with Camille. Pearce was probably being nice not mentioning that he’d found his Mate. Still…” Looking at the still shining light through the kitchen window, the Mad Bomber added, “I mean, she has to be his Mate, right? All the signs were there. He got cranky the minute you brought it up, didn’t he?”

      “Yeah, he sure as hell did.” Starting his bright red Expedition as soon as Lenn shut his door, Kayne went on, “I thought he was gonna be overjoyed. It sure looked like she was into him when I saw them together. I just figured they were meeting in secret, waiting for the right time to spring the good news on all of us.”

      “I’ll have to see what I can find out.”

      Backing out of the driveway and pulling onto the street, the Demi-God chuckled, “I think you better focus on your own love life, Pal.” Tapping his temple and smirking, he snickered, “I have a feeling that things are about to get really fun, really fast for you and a special someone.”

      Narrowing his eyes and staring at the side of Kayne’s face, Lenn grumbled, “What do you know that you’re not saying? Have you been talking to your dad? Looked into some crystal ball only you gods have access to? What is it, K? Just tell me and I’ll shut up.”

      Holding up both hands then slamming them back onto the steering wheel, Kayne grinned, “A) You will never shut up. B) There are no crystal balls that only gods can see into, ‘cause if there was, I’d have been using that little bastard for years. And C) I swear, it is nothing more than a feeling I have in the back of mind. A little inkling that things are about to get all lovey-dovey in your vicinity.”

      “Why don’t I believe you?”

      Glancing to the side before looking back at the road, Kayne’s grin grew into a goofy smile as he chuckled, “I have no clue.” Going from chuckles to full-on laughter, he teased, “Because you know me better than the average Dragon?”

      “Yeah, I know you,” Lenn grumbled. “And that’s how I can say with all honesty, I really hate Demi-Gods.”
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      “How was your trip? Did you find the place okay?” The perfectly curvy redhead with glowing green eyes and tortoise-shell framed glasses swinging from a strand of multi-colored pearls wrapped around her neck asked as she showed Tessa to her room. “I know this place is kinda of out-of-the-way, but I inherited from me Granaidh before you were even a sparkle in yer da’s eyes.”

      “Granaidh?” Tessa asked, loving the lilt and brogue of the Babhdóir’s accent so much she could almost smell the heather covering the Moors.

      Stopping mid-stride then doing an about-face on the flat heels of her to-die-for knee-high brown leather boots, none other than the famous Babs MacAutley chuckled as she patted Tessa on the arm. “Oh, my gracious, Child. I always forget they don’t teach you young’uns the old language anymore.” With a single clap of her hand, she wistfully tittered, “Well, I’m not surprised. The world just keeps turnin’, as my old da used to say.” Brushing the scarlet curls from her brows, she winked, “Anyway, Granaidh means Granddad,”

      “Oh, okay,” Tessa chuckled. “I really do need to brush up on my Gaelic.”

      “Only the Scots Gaelic,” Babs snickered. “That’s all that’ll ever matter.”

      “Spoken like a true Scotswoman,” Tessa winked.

      “Aye, Lassie,” the Finder of Fated Mates laughed, playing up her brogue. “’Tis the Scots ye’ll be lookin’ to fer guidance.”

      “I love it,” Tessa clapped. “You really are the best.”

      “Why, thank you,” Babs graciously accepted. “Now, tell me about your flight. Was everything okay? Did they take care of you?”

      “Yeah, it was okay.”

      “Just okay?” Babs prodded, leveling her gaze, golden flames dancing in her gorgeous green eyes.

      Holding up her hands and nodding, Tessa hurried to explain. “It was good. Really. Although, I’m pretty sure it’s me who should be apologizing for freaking out the flight attendant. I asked for a glass of Shiraz then took out my flask and added a spot of blood. Her eyes opened wide, and she excused herself right away.”

      “Did she say anything?” Babs shot back, her perfectly painted lips turn downward. “Was she rude? She better not have been rude. Please tell me if she was. I use that airline frequently to transport the best and brightest – just like you – of our Community all over the world. Let me tell you, I have no problem calling their owner and giving her a piece of my mind. It doesn’t matter that she’s the niece of the Goddess Danu, I will give her a piece of my mind and then some. Goddess knows I’ve done right by her.” With her posture and expression softening, she added with a mischievous gleam in eye, “Just ask her three tiger mates.”

      Quickly replying, Tessa assured, “Oh no, I’m pretty sure I just shocked her.” Then Bab’s comment registered, and her mouth hung open for a second too long before she held up three fingers and breathed, “Three? Oh wow! And here I am thinking one will be plenty. Maybe more than enough some days.”

      Smiling as she turned and continued down the hall, the Babhdóir chuckled, “Not into the whole multiple partners thing, huh?”

      Feeling a little embarrassed at her lack of experience, Tessa thought for a second before just being honest, “Don’t know, never tried it.”

      “No worries. The Fates, Destiny, the Universe, they all decide for you. One, two, three, more - I just take the information they give me and point you in the right direction,” Babs enlightened, talking over her shoulder as she climbed the stairs.

      Deciding she might as well ask all the questions she needed to, no matter how embarrassing, Tessa inquired with a nervous chuckle, “So, since you already know I’m not fluent in Scots Gaelic, can I ask what Babhdóir really means.”

      Continuing onto the second floor, Babs started, “Well, in Irish the word literally means matchmaker. Which is a word I do not like. I mean, are you and your Mate swatches of fabric or playing cards. No, you most assuredly are not. You are very special beings given a gift by the Goddess of All, Fate, Destiny, and most importantly, the Universe.” Stopping in front of the last door on the right, she turned, leaned her hand on the beautiful, antique doorknob and went on, “Just stop and think about that for a minute. The Universe actually took the time to make a man just for you. Isn’t that grand?”

      “Yes. Yes, it is.”

      “See? That’s what I think, too. And so did my seanmháthair, that’s grandma,” Babs winked. “You see, when the Great Goddess appeared to her all those centuries ago and asked her to be the Babhdóir – the Finder of Fated Love – the Goddess said it was because even though the Universe made the perfect complement for all her chosen children, sometimes they lost their way. Or, like you, needed a gentle nudge in the right direction.”

      Laughing, the sound like silver bells jingling in the wind, Babs went on as she turned and slid the key into the lock, “Now, I’m sure that’s way more explanation than you wanted, but as you’ll find out, I’m thorough to a fault.”

      “That’s awesome,” Tessa beamed. “I love that story. It actually makes me feel less nervous. Like I’m supposed to be right here, right now.”

      “That’s ‘cause you are,” Babs cheered. Opening the door and motioning with her free hand, she added, “Go on in. Get comfortable. I’ll go get us something to drink and be back in a few minutes.”

      “Thank you so much. Really. This is amazing,” Tessa smiled, entering her room and looking around in awe.

      It was as if her dreams had come to life. There was a huge, antique four-poster bed, complete with canopy in the center and decorated in her favorite color, royal blue. Gorgeous Oriental rugs that looked to be randomly placed, but were in just the perfect positions, adorned the gleaming, antique, hardwood floor. Not to mention, the large windows that lined one entire wall where she envisioned looking at the moon shining over the beautiful gardens of the estate.

      Moving her suitcases in front of the mahogany armoire she knew was at least seventeenth century, she began to unpack while thinking about what her friend, Amanda, who had suggested Babs MacAutley to the lovelorn Vaepanther told her. Even with the glowing recommendation and her bestie’s newfound love, it still took Tessa almost two weeks to get up the nerve to call the four-foot-eleven-inch Babhdóir.

      “And then you almost lost your mind and your nerve when she planned this whole getaway in the same phone call,” Pandia, the Panther with whom she shared part of her soul sassed. “Even after I explained that Babs is not only the Goddess-Ordained Love Guru in all matters of the heart to the whole of the Supernatural Community, but that little bundle of piss and vinegar with enough Magic to blow us all off the face of the Earth has the blood of the original Dragon running through her veins.”

      “It still blows my mind that she can’t transform into an actual Dragon.”

      “Mine, too.” The Black Pantheress readily agreed. “It still pisses me off that at the height of the Slaughter, things got so bad for the Dragon that females of all ages were ordered to evacuate their Clans. In an unprecedented occurrence, the Ancients spoke directly to every woman with even an ounce of Dragon blood, giving them the location of Dadga’s Island somewhere in the center of the Bermuda Triangle.”

      “Oh, yeah, I remember now.”

      “Oh, my Great Goddess, you were paying attention.”

      “Yes, I was,” Tessa groused, knowing Pandia was just winding up but still irritated with the jab. “I still can’t believe the females never made it. How can that many Dragons simply disappeared? Be gone forever?”

      Sighing and shaking her head, the Vaepanther continued telling the story Pandia had told her many years before. “Of course, no one knew anything about the mass disappearance until after the last battle of the Slaughter. Once the Shifters rose victorious and the dust settled, the Dragons went looking for their females. They called out the Ancients. They flew over every inch of every ocean on this planet and quite a few others but found not hide nor hair of the women of their Clans.”

      “Completely at a loss, knowing all of Dragonkin would last no longer than one – maybe two generations – King Alarick sought the council of his brethren,” the female Pantheress picked up the retelling. “Thankfully, not all the women evacuated. Some, mostly those who were already Mated or at the very least knew who their Mates were, stayed.”

      “And that’s when King Alarick’s brother, Allus, suggested giving the Ruby of Branwen, a relic of the Celtic Goddess of Love to Alarick’s own daughter, Carys,” Tessa jumped in, telling her favorite part of the story.

      “Alarick was all for it, but some of the other Kings thought it was unfair that the first King, who already had some much power, would also control the Mating of their bloodlines. So, after much debate, all the Dragon Kings called upon the Mage. They asked that he remove the power of the Shift from Carys and any who should come after her, in exchange for the wisdom and foresight to ensure that any and all Shifter – not just Dragons – would never have to be without the one the Universe made for them.”

      “And Babs is the Babhdóir to anyone with even half of a half of a half of a half of an ounce of Magic anywhere in their being. Not just this generation’s, according to you, that petite powerhouse has been around for more centuries than even you can remember and hasn’t aged a day.”

      Taking a deep breath, she added, “And it still took me longer than most to pluck up the courage to get my perfectly plump ass here.”

      “But look at it this way, you’re already settling in, and things are…”

      “Come in,” Tessa called aloud, then mentally whispered to her alter-ego, “Saved by the knock. Will you at least try to behave?”

      “Nope, waste of energy.”

      Ignoring Pandia, she smiled, “Hey.”

      “Hey there,” Babs beamed. “You getting all settled in?”

      “Oh, yes. Thank you so much.”

      Pulling out the chair beside the dressing table, the Finder of Fated Love was barely seated before Tessa asked, “Are you sure you can find my Mate?” Turning to hang up the blue silk dress, a birthday gift from her mother, she kept going, “I mean, it’s not like I’m a Shifter… Well, not your normal, run-of-the-mill Shifter anyway.” Twirling a strand of her long, dark hair around her finger – a sure sign she was stressed – the Vaepanther’s words came quicker with every syllable. “I mean, Amanda said Two-Natured Others are your specialty. It’s just that I… Well, I guess it’s easiest to say, I’m Three-Natured. IS that one too many?”

      “Not at all,” Babs reassured. “What you’re feeling is perfectly normal. A little anxious, a bit nervous, it’s all to be expected. You’re actually here. The waiting is over. The prospect of meeting your Mate is becoming a reality and it is freaking you out.”

      Taking a drink of one of the glasses of iced teas she’d carried in, the Babhdóir went on, “And, even though Amanda is happily mated to not one but two Shifters – a Lion and a Stallion, you doubt something like that is in the cards for you. Then there’s the fact that your two oldest sisters are happily Mated to Vamps, the other two have careers and are not even considering finding their Mates, you’re wondering if you can find your happily ever after in the One the Universe made for you.” Setting her glass on the dressing table, Babs straightened her glasses where the hung on her chest. “Did I get it all?”

      “Pretty much,” Tessa nodded. “Are you sure you’re not a mind-reader?”

      “Not even close,” the Babhdóir snorted. Looking up, her eyes glowed an even brighter emerald as she asked, “So, tell me about your past relationships. What worked? What didn’t? Were any of them successful? Did you at least have fun?”

      “Oh yeah,” Tess quickly answered, slipping out her heels and making her way to the bed. Sitting on the edge, she continued. “I’ve gone out with a few really nice guys, but…” Looking out the window, she sighed, “In the end, we were just friends. There were no sparks, nothing…magical.”

      Looking at the floor, her cheeks got hot. “I know you think I’m a real goof talking about sparks and Magic.” Shocked to look up and find Babs smiling and nodding, she wasn’t so embarrassed anymore. It was easy to go on and talk about things she seldom revealed to anyone. “I want it all. I’m gonna live a really long time, don’t I deserve to be happy, loved…accepted?”

      “Damn straight, you do!” Babs adamantly agreed, jumping to her feet and coming to sit beside Tessa. Patting her knee, the Babhdóir encouraged, “You have every right to be loved and accepted for what, who and how you are. To hell with anyone who thinks differently. If anybody dares to say a word to the contrary, you send ‘em to me. I’ll jerk a knot in their tail not even the Mother Goddess can untie”

      Feeling more confident the longer she was in Bab’s presence, Tessa nodded, “Thanks for that. It’s hard enough knowing your family thinks you’re a freak, I really don’t think I could take my Mate agreeing with them.”

      “Please tell me the jerks you dated didn’t tell you, that because you are part Vampire and part Panther, that there’s something wrong with you?”

      “Yeah, it’s been mentioned a time or two. The fact that Pandia is a Black Panther only made their comments and criticisms weirder. Oh, and let’s not forget that I’m curvy with a big chest and butt.” Snorting sarcastically, she added, “If I had a quarter for every time someone called me Chunky Elvira or made the kissy noise and called out, ‘Here Kitty, Kitty’, I’d be one rich Vaepanther.”

      “You have got to be kidding me?” Babs growled. Eyes narrowing, the bright glow of angry flames made the hairs on the back of Tessa’s neck stand on end. “What jerks,” the Babhdóir seethed. “Well, you won’t have that problem here. All my guys are interested in finding a woman with curves.”

      “Really? That’s awesome. All the Shifters I’ve ever encountered look like fitness models.” Tessa fanned herself with her hand. “Their muscles have muscles, and they seem to want the same in a Mate.”

      “Yeah, true. They are big and brawny, but that that doesn’t mean they can’t want a beautiful, strong, confident woman who embraces her curves standing beside them for all eternity, does it?”

      Slowly shaking her head, liking what she heard, Tessa answered, “No, not at all.”

      “Besides, it’s Fate, Destiny, and the Universe who decide – and those Deities do not make mistakes.”

      “I guess you’re right.”

      “I know I am.” Looking her right in the eye, Babs very clearly stated, “But know this, Tessa, you have to be confident with your body. I know the world as a whole, thinks we all have to be five-foot-ten and weigh a hundred and twenty pounds dripping wet, but that shit is not reality. I mean, I applaud the girls who can do it. Goddess bless ‘em. But most of us live in a reality with Snicker bars, oatmeal raisin cookies, and coffee with extra cream.” Grabbing her hand, the Babhdóir held on tight. “You, my beautiful girl, gotta embrace the you that you are and be happy in your own skin.”

      “Yes, ma’am. You are so right.” Whole-heartily agreeing, Tess ended up laughing, “I once had a guy ask me if I was really gonna eat an ice cream sundae when the waiter sat it in front of me.”

      “What? Was he crazy? You have got to be kidding.”

      “Nope.” Chuckling, Tessa remembered her response and the look on his face and had to share the story. “So, I took a huge bite and with whipped cream on my lips said, ‘I’m sure as hell not letting it melt’. I laughed and kept eating. He left. That was that.”

      Shaking her head, Babs tasked,” Let me guess, he was a full-blooded Vampire?”

      “You got it.” Looking out the window, Tess thought about the last conversation she’d had with her mom. “My parents think I should look for a nice Vamp to settle down with, but they don’t get it. I inherited the soul of the Black Panther from my great grandpa. I’m not like them. I’m still alive. I can have kids. Sure, I still look like I’m dead during the day while I’m resting, and I have to drink a little blood here and there, but I’m really not a Vampire. I won’t have to die on my three-hundredth birthday, only to rise again. I can still eat real food, and dammit, I like it. My curves have curves, and I wear them well, if I do say so myself. I have great hair, know how to put on makeup and I absolutely love to dress up. I think I’m a catch.” Realizing for the first time she was actually speaking her deepest thoughts, Tess looked at the floor again. “Well, most days, I’m pretty confident. Then there are some…”

      “Oh, I know. We all have them, but let’s not dwell on that.” Patting Tessa’s knee again, Babs before got up and returned to her chair. “Sorry, I’m too short to sit on that bed for long. I always feel like a munchkin from the Wizard of Oz,” she laughed out loud. “I’m better over here where I can put my feet on the floor. Just so you know I wasn’t runnin’ off.”

      “No worries,” Tessa chuckled, seeing how everybody who talked about Babs always said they loved her. Sure, she was strong, didn’t mince words and didn’t take any shit, but she had a big heart, and that meant everything in the word to the Vaepanther.

      “Okay, good,” the Babhdóir winked. “So, what are you looking for in a man?”

      Taking a deep breath, she thought for a minute then answered, “I want a guy with a good sense of humor. He can’t be afraid to laugh at himself or me. He has to be ready to fly by the seat of his pants, but also be content at home or out on the town. I love to explore and have fun. Life is to be lived. I don’t want to miss a minute of it, and I definitely want to share all that with my Mate.” Taking a breath, she dove back in with both feet. “I want fire and passion. I want to look at him and feel love, passion, and excitement all the way to the tips of my toes. I want to hear his voice on the phone and count the seconds until he’s home and I’m in his arms. And also, he needs to know when to be tender and thoughtful. I want roses and candy. He has to remember my birthday, our anniversary, Valentine’s Day, Sweetest Day, all of it.”

      Too wound up to stay seated, Tessa got to her feet and walked to the window. Looking out over the gorgeous scenery, Tessa saw Babs smiling as she looked on. It gave her the confidence she needed to add, “I want it all. The whole sweet, sappy, love-of-a-lifetime, wrapped up in a bow with sugar-on-top-of-it mess. I’m easy on the eyes and a helluva lotta fun.” She spun around, “A real catch, ya know?”

      “You are. Absolutely no doubt about it,” Babs laughed out loud, punching the air with both fists. “I like you and your attitude, but I have one more question.”

      “Fire away,” Tess grinned, feeling happier than she’d been in a long time.

      “What about sex? Does it mean a lot to you?”

      “Yes, yes and yes,” she nodded emphatically.

      “Fiery hot, all night long loving, huh?”

      “Yes, please, with a side order of gasoline and no fire extinguisher in sight.”

      Laughing out loud, Babs got to her feet and walked over to stand next to Tess. “Oh girl, I have just what you’re lookin’ for. If this man wasn’t made for you then I’ll eat my own hat in the town square.”

      “Really?” Trying not to act too excited, Tessa tried to control her pounding heart. Just the thought of finally meeting a man she could spend the rest of her very long life with was overwhelming, exciting, and downright exhilarating.

      “Oh yes, really,” Babs winked. Turning and heading towards the door, she stopped with her hand on the knob and looked over her shoulder. “Get some rest, Lady. I’ll be back in a little while. I need to talk to a Badger about a honey of a man.”
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      “What in the hell is wrong with you now, Son? Why ya’ sittin’ over here lookin’ like you lost your horse, your dog ran away, and somebody ate your last cookie?” Throwing his thumb over his shoulder as he took a long drink of his beer, Kayne huffed, “Have you seen all the women in this place? Look at all the women.”

      “Yeah, I know but…” Taking a swig off his longneck, Lenn sighed. “They’re just not what I’m looking for. There’s no Magic, no sparks, nothing special.”

      “I remember hearing you say something about ‘Miss Right Now’.” Leaning against the bar, the Demi-God swatted him on the arm. “There’s a whole damn bar full of Miss Right Nows. You should be jumpin’ for joy. What am I missing something?”

      “No, you’re not missing anything,” Lenn grumbled. “Except that, I’m full of shit and Pearce was right when he said that I don’t need to get laid, I need to find my Mate.”

      Lifting the Mad Bomber’s arm and looking under it, Kayne asked, “Do you have an expiration date I don’t know about? Is that shit stamped on your ass? Did I miss something? Is your lifespan shorted than the rest of us?”

      Pushing himself up, Lenn shook his head, “Yeah, you missed the fact that I want to find my Mate. I want to settle down. I want to meet and fall in love with the one woman made for me by the Universe. I want kids, a white picket fence, a garden, the whole damn kit-and-caboodle. Hell, I’d even take a nagging mother-in-law in the deal if that’s what it takes. Is that too much to ask?”

      Frustrated beyond his own belief, he turned so fast he almost missed the bar with his empty bottle, just to take another look at the women in The Sundowner. Yes, they were all very pretty, probably even nice, but not a damn one made him or Vulcan stand up and take notice.

      “Look at that,” he swatted Kayne’s shoulder with the back of his hand. “A sea of beautiful women before me and I still feel like I’m sitting on an island surrounded by sharks.”

      “Good grief,” the Demi-God snorted. Shaking his head, he teased, “Goddess save us all. The Mad Bomber’s become a philosopher.” Turning, he leaned against the bar. “If you are serious about finding your Mate…” Pausing, he took a drink of his beer while eyeing a tall blonde with curves for days who couldn’t take her eyes off him. “…I might know a way you can find her.”

      Jerking his head to the side so quickly the room was a blur, Lennox blurted out, “What the hell? Tell me!”

      “Simmer down, young’un.” Kayne nodded, slowly turning to face Lenn. “I have to be sure you are truly ready because once I put you in contact this little redhead…” Kayne snickered, taking a drink of the new beer he’d just picked up off the bar. “Well, let me just say, there’s no going back.” Looking him right in the eyes, the Demi-God deadpanned. “Ya’ get my drift, Son?”

      Opening his mouth to speak, Lenn’s words were stolen from his lips as the scent of orchids and water lilies invaded his senses. Wrapping around both man and Dragon King, they were soon wrapped in a warm blanket of yearning and desire they never wanted to leave.

      Eyes snapping to the door, his heart stopped. There she was – the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. Tall, with long dark hair and hypnotic brown eyes, she had curves that his hands longed to explore and lips so kissable his own tingled with need.

      “You were saying?” Kayne chuckled before waving his hand in front of Lenn’s face. “Hello? Hello. Anybody in there? See something you like, Big Man?”

      Unable to look away, drawn to her like a moth to a flame, Lennox leaned back and asked Janice, the bar owner and head of the Honey Badger Clan, “Who is that?”

      “No clue, but I pretty sure she’d a friend of Babs’.” Wiping the counter, she conspiratorially grinned at the Demi-God. “You know what that means, don’tcha, Kayne?”

      “Oh yeah,” the Son of Lugh snickered. Snapping his fingers next to Lenn’s face and laughing out loud when the Mad Bomber didn’t so much as flinch, he added, “It means the dope here needs to pay attention.”

      Holding up his hand and half-heartedly waving it at Kayne, Lennox mumbled, “Yeah, yeah, I’m listening. What were you saying?”

      But he wasn’t listening. There was no way he could. Kayne’s ramblings were like annoying static in the background, as he took in every detail of the lovely creature whom Fate had seen fit to put in his path.

      Thank you, my long lost friend. Sorry I ever doubted you…

      “I told you, she would come when you least expected it,” Vulcan insisted. “But do you ever listen to me?”

      “Yeah, yeah, I listen.”

      But he wasn’t. His heart beat faster with every step she took and his feet were ready to take off running just to be by her side. Hell, the poor Guardsman was sure she’d fried his brain when as she sat down and crossed her legs. He wanted to be the fabric of her knee-length black skirt, lovingly baring just the slightest bit of her beautifully rounded thigh. Never had there been a woman as lovely, as alluring… as perfect as her.

      Jumping to attention when a bar towel hit him in the back of the head, Lennox spun around and sputtered, “Wh-what the h-heck was that for?”

      Motioning with his thumb, Kayne raised his eyebrows. “Don’t look at me. Janice threw it.”

      “Damn right I did. Pay attention when I’m talkin’ to you, Son. When I’ve got something to say, it’s worth hearing. Got it?”

      Holding up his hands in surrender, Lenn appeased, “I got it. I’m sorry. I was…

      “You were drooling over that pretty girl, and I was telling you to be careful. If ole Babs gets her hooks into ya’, you’ll be a goner for sure.”

      “Good! That’s exactly what I want.”

      Shaking her head, the Honey Badger picked up her towel and continued wiping down the bar, “Yeah, well, just be careful what you wish for. Fate and the Universe have some truly warped senses of humor.”

      Turning back around while Kayne once again began talking about this mysterious woman named Babs, Lenn’s heart took a nosedive when he saw the chair where the woman of his dreams had been sitting devastatingly empty. Searching the bar, he once again inhaled her scent, this time following the tantalizing aroma to the back door.

      Stepping out into the cool night air, he stalked across the dirt alley, past the dumpster, and into the tall weeds he knew led to the river. Using his preternatural senses, Lenn slowly scanned the area, moving farther into the darkness with every beat of his heart.

      Finally, the sound of a twig snapping under a paw alerted him to movement just under a huge weeping willow. Zeroing in, he saw the sway of an ebony tail a split second before he watched a perfectly elegant Black Panther leap into the tree and disappear from sight.

      “What in all that’s holy are you doing out here?” Kayne yelled from the door of the bar. “I thought we were drinkin’?”

      “We are. I was just lookin’around,” Lenn replied, turning and heading back towards the light.

      “Well, get back in here. Janice and I were talking to you, and there’s a fresh, cold beer with your name on it.”

      “I’m coming.”

      Oh yeah, I’m coming for you my pretty little Panther. You may have gotten away this time, but never fear, I’ll find you…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Okay,” Babs slowly reiterated. “Say that one more time.”

      “I got up and left,” Tessa matter-of-factly stated. “It was crowded. Almost everybody there was a woman. And…”

      “And?”

      “Well, there was this one guy, but he just stared at me.” Fiddling with the hair that fallen over her shoulder Tess exhaled sharply. Didn’t smile. Didn’t move. Heck, I’m not sure he was even breathing. Maybe he was a display, some kind of advertising for beer.”

      “Oh, come on,” Babs chuckled even as her eyes were still wide with shock. “HE had to be real. I know Janice and she doesn’t do advertising.”

      “Okay, yeah, I knew he was real,” she grumbled. “I smiled. HE did nothing. I smiled again. He still did nothing. As a last-ditch effort, I crossed my legs and showed some skin, but he just stood there like a statue. I thought maybe I had dirt on my face, or a booger in my nose.”

      Shaking her head, Babs chuckled, “You are something else, my girl. I like it.” Pausing for a second and adjusting her glasses that were now on top of her head, she asked, “Was he tall with dark hair and green eyes – the kind that make you swoon?”

      “Yes.”

      “And had a friend with shoulder-length blonde hair who looked like a god come to life?”

      “Yeah, how did you know? Were you there, too?”

      “No, I wasn’t but I had a feeling they would both be there. I know the blonde really well. His name is Kayne.” Taking a seat, she motioned towards the couch opposite where she was sitting. “He’s actually a Demi-God. The son of Lugh, but that’s not important. It’s the other one I’m interested in. He didn’t say anything at all? Didn’t even smile back?”

      “Nope, not a thing.” Wondering how much she should say, Tessa blew out the breath she was holding and told the Babhdóir everything. “There was an instant attraction. Pandia and I both wanted to rub all over that long, tall drink of water with the emerald eyes and arms like pythons. We thought about brushing up against him just to stake our claim.”

      “You should’ve.”

      “I really might’ve if he’d so much as blinked,” Tessa admitted. “I scented that he was a Dragon right away and I wondered…” Stopping short, she giggled nervously.

      “Oh, hell no. You can’t stop and blush like that and not tell me what you’re thinking.”

      “Okay,” Tess groaned, forcing herself not to show how embarrassed she was. “I want to know if he burns hot and tastes like flames.”

      “Well, you should’ve just asked.”

      “Yeah, right, what if he laughed.”

      “Then you laugh, too, Silly Girl.”

      “Oh,” Tessa snorted. “I guess you’re right. No wonder you’re the Finder of Fated Love.”

      “You know it,” Babs nodded. “But I really wanna kick that Dragon in the shins. Was there a woman behind the bar? About my age, with a ponytail, ordering people around?”

      Laughing out loud, Tess nodded. “Oh yeah, she pelted him with a wet towel when he ignored what she was saying. I liked her a lot, even though I didn’t get to meet her

      Barking with laughter, Babs slapped her knee. “Yep, that’s Janice. Love that woman to death. She’s raised her kids all by herself and reopened that bar after the death of her Mate.” Pointing her finger towards the Heavens, she added, “That Honey Badger’s good people.”

      Wondering where all this was going and if by chance she’d met her Mate, Tessa was surprised when Babs stood up and headed for the door. “I have some calls to make. You get some sleep. Won’t be long till sunrise. We’ll get after this tomorrow evening.” Walking into the hall and turning right, she hollered, “Sweet Dreams.”

      “You, too,” Tessa returned, getting up off the couch and heading upstairs.

      Getting ready for bed, she couldn’t stop thinking about that sexy Dragon and more importantly, the way he’d looked at her. The heat in his eyes had been mesmerizing. She’d scented his arousal and knew he’d smelled hers by the way his nostrils flared, and his eyes slid shut.

      Sliding into bed, she couldn’t help but imagine what it would feel like to have those muscular arms wrapped around her, or to kiss his amazing lips
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