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        Everyone thought Gunnar was dead.

      

        

      
        A century ago, he and his elite force of Trackers vanished while hunting the Berserkers—never to be seen again. No bodies. No answers. Just a mission that ended in silence… and a legend buried with it.

      

        

      
        But legends lie.

      

        

      
        Gunnar lives.

        Captured. Broken. Bound by an ancient evil.

      

        

      
        For one hundred years, he’s been held by a ruthless Elven Sorceress determined to destroy the O’Clery Dragons—and he is the key to her vengeance.

      

        

      
        Until her.

      

        

      
        Aisley never expected to find her Mate in the flames of a funeral pyre.

      

        

      
        A powerful Earthen Witch, she came to Scotland to bury her past… not ignite her future. But when a ritual meant to honor the dead reveals a man who is very much alive—and very much hers—she knows one thing with absolute certainty:

      

        

      
        She will find him.

        She will free him.

        And anyone who stands in her way will burn.

      

        

      
        The enemy she thought she’d already defeated is back… stronger, darker… and holding the one man Aisley cannot live without.

      

        

      
        Saving Gunnar might not save the world, but it will save her heart.

        And she will unleash hell to make it happen.

      

        

      
        A Fated Mates Dragon Shifter Romance with a Tortured Hero and Powerful Witch that will leave you on the edge of your seat, breathless and hoping the end never comes.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INDEX OF THE ORIGINAL LANGUAGE OF THE DRAGONKIN

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Tha ifrinn a' feitheamh ri cridhe an dràgoin………. Hell awaits the Dragon’s heart

        Mo chridhe………. My heart

        Mo bhana-bhuidseach bhòidheach………. My beautiful Witch

        Mo gràidh………. My love

        Mo stóirin………. My treasure

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Wanna Find Out about Gunnar’s brothers?

      

      
        And we couldn’t forget carrick!

      

      
        The Story that Started the Whole Dragon Guard Series

      

    

    
      
        About me

      

      
        also by me

      

      
        join the clan

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      It had taken almost a week to find the perfect venue for their Mating Ceremony. Carrick would accept nothing short of absolute perfection for Ginnie, and he’d damned near driven himself crazy looking.

      “We can only thank the Heavens that you didn’t give up and ask if you could move the ceremony to the Lair,” Alasdair, the Dragon King with whom he shared his soul, reminded.

      “That was never going to happen. Ginnie wanted…”

      “But you thought about it, Lad. Don’t even try to deny it. We share a…”

      “Yes, I know we share a brain,” Carrick tried not to growl. “And yes, I doubted myself for the briefest of seconds, but Ginnie wanted…”

      “Ginnie wanted the Mating Ceremony in Gravesland, and you were ready to move Heaven and Earth to make it happen.”

      “Exactly.”

      “As was I,” Al added.

      “Yes, I know, and I thank you,” Carrick responded while fighting back laughter because the old Dragon King had moaned and complained after the first hour of searching for the appropriate venue.

      Thankfully, Zachary, Malachi, and Riordan, the other Elders of the Golden Fire Clan, had arrived on the sixth day, and together, the four of them decided the Healing Cave, where Ginnie had been revived, was the perfect place. Not only was it steeped in the Magic of Mother Nature and the Earth, but the abundance of Blessings the Indigenous people of the land had offered over so very many centuries filled it with a sense of hope and love– and it was made all the more special because of the significance it held for the couple.

      After meditation and communion with the Ancients, the Blessing of Dragonkin was placed upon the entire maze of caverns, but the approval from two others was still needed. Since the Healing Caves had been blessed and nurtured by the Thorntree Tribe of the Cherokee Nation for centuries, they not only needed to speak with Chief Cheveyo, but also Aisley Brightside, Ginnie’s best friend, a powerful Earthen Witch and the Keeper of the Sacred Scrolls for her tribe.

      Of course, their meeting with Cheveyo had been more of a celebration than a request for his approval. The Old Chief welcomed them with open arms and had a feast prepared in their honor. The five of them, along with the other Chiefs and many of their Warriors, talked and laughed into the wee hours of the morning.

      “And the stories Cheveyo and Zachary told were hilarious.”

      “Even the ones about your exploits as a young Dragon King?”

      “Especially those,” Alasdair guffawed. “I had forgotten what a hellion I could be.”

      “I hadn’t,” Carrick teased, and they ended up laughing together.

      “Well, you should be thanking me for not telling all your secrets.”

      “You spilled enough, Old Man. I can only hope that Zach, Mal, and Riordan don’t share those stories with Rayne or the others. I’ll never live it down.”

      “Oh, please, you’re never gonna live down finding your Mate. Do you think those lads are going to forget how many times you told them you were too old for such nonsense?”

      “A man can dream.”

      “He can also wish in one hand and spit in the other and see which one fills up first.”

      “Ha!” Carrick couldn’t help chuckling as he went on, “You have such an eloquent turn of phrase, Al.”

      The next morning, Carrick went to see Aisley and was greeted with a big hug and a slice of the best Texas sheet cake he’d ever eaten. After she’d finally settled in the chair across from him, he asked, “I am going to get right to the point. I am here to…”

      “You are here to ask for my Blessing. You want to use the Healing Cave for your Mating Ceremony.”

      “Well, yes,” he nodded. “How did you…?”

      Tapping her temple, she smiled brightly and chuckled, “I felt the Blessing y’all placed on all the caves yesterday. Then I got a call from Uncle Cheveyo.” Stopping to catch her breath, she continued, “He said I should tell you that the Great Spirit came to me and told me you needed my Blessing.”

      “That sounds like Cheveyo,” Carrick chuckled.

      “Yeah, he loves a good practical joke,” Aisley snickered. “But I decided to go with the truth because I also have a request.”

      “Shoot. I owe you more than…”

      “Oh, now, please just stop that,” Aisley leveled her bright blue gaze and widened her eyes. “I think of Ginnie and her nieces as family. So, that means you’re about to be family, too. That means we don’t keep score. We just do what needs to be done to keep our family happy, healthy, and safe. Sound good?”

      Slowly nodding, Carrick smiled as he said, “Ginnie said you were one of a kind, and she was damn sure right. Thank you.” Taking another bite of cake, he remembered what she’d said and added, “Wait. What’s your request?”

      “I want to attend the Mating Ceremony.” Holding up her right hand with the index finger raised in anticipation of Carrick’s denial, Aisley hurried on, “I know it’s against all the Dragon rules, and since you are the Grand Poobah…”

      “Chief Elder,” Carrick laughed out loud.

      “Yeah, that…” She giggled nervously. Then talking faster with every word, she went on, “Since you’re the Chief Elder, I figure you want everything to be exactly the way it’s supposed to be, with all the bells and whistles and nobody there but Dragons, but it would mean the world to me, and I think… Well, I’m pretty sure at least that Ginnie wants me there, and…”

      Stopping to grab a big gulp of air, she gave Carrick the perfect chance to jump in with a wink and smile and say, “Yes! Of course!”

      Letting go of the breath she’d just inhaled with an audible whoosh, Aisley stammered, “N-no way. R-really? I can… I can be there? In the cave?”

      “Absolutely.” He nodded. “I was actually going to ask you if you’d like to attend after I asked for your Blessing to use the Healing Cave for the ceremony.”

      “Of course,” she cheered. “That is the perfect place! I should have thought of it while I was showing you places on the maps.”

      “Me too,” he chuckled. “I’d like to take the credit, but it was Zachary who thought of it.”

      “Zachary?”

      “Yes. Sorry. The other Elders, my brethren of the Golden Fire Clan, arrived yesterday.”

      “That is great!” And Carrick could tell that she meant it. “I know Ginnie was stressed about meeting other Dragons. She was afraid they wouldn’t like her or be freaked out by her Necromancy or her indirect relation to Fogarty and his Supernatural Stewards.”

      At the mention of Ginnie’s brother-in-law, Carrick’s brow furrowed, but he quickly schooled his features. Sadly, Fogarty was never far from his thoughts. The bastard had to be brought to justice.

      “And he will,” Alasdair reassured. “Just as soon as Ginnie wears our mark.”

      “I know…”

      Pushing all thoughts of Fogarty T. Petersen III, Demon Lords, and anything that was not about Ginnie and their Mating ceremony to the back of his mind, he explained, “I tried to reassure her, but it took her meeting Zach, Mal, and Rio to see that just like Guy, Bernie’s Mate, Dragons aren’t the judgmental assholes everyone thinks we are.”

      “Speaking of Bernie and Guy, are they coming to the Ceremony?”

      “They can’t leave Arrhythmia. Their combined Magic is all that’s holding the Hellmouth closed.”

      “And keeping Mammon at bay?”

      “Yes, and I believe the Demon Lord is keeping Keevandrie Creighton hidden.”

      “Well, crap,” Aisley scoffed. “That makes sense. Explains why I haven’t been able to find her.” Pointing to her back porch, one of the largest Magical greenhouses he’d ever seen, she went on, “I’ve used everything I can think of and a few things I’d never tried before to boost my scrying power and still got nuthin’.”

      “Yeah, that tracks. She is nowhere to be found.” Trying to control his rage, not wanting to show his frustration, Carrick took a deep breath, slowly let it out, then continued, “But we’re going to put all thoughts of evil Elven Sorceresses, Demon Lords, asshole Necromancers, and Hellmouths on the back burner. I have six days to get the Healing Cave decorated in a fashion befitting my gorgeous Mate.”

      “Need any help?”

      “No, but thank you very much.” Clearing his throat, he added with a wink, “It is part of our tradition that the male be in charge of everything for the Mating Ceremony.”

      “Everything?”

      “Absolutely everything.”

      “That is so cool.” Suddenly struck with a case of the giggles, it took Aisley a few tries, but she finally chuckled, “I bet that’s killing our own ‘Miss Martha Stewart’. You know that Mate of yours even decorates her bathroom for every holiday.”

      Laughing, Carrick added, “I noticed everything was perfectly poised for spring and summer.” Taking a drink of iced tea, he nodded, then added, “And just to confirm, her favorite flower is the Texas Bluebonnet and white roses, right?”

      “Yes, sir,” Aisley smiled. “You got it.”

      “Then. I am off to find every bluebonnet and white rose in the state.”

      Getting up, he reached for his dishes, took them to the sink, and rinsed them. Turning around, he caught Aisley staring and asked, “What? Did I do something wrong?”

      “Not at all.” Smiling, she motioned to the sink as she got up. “Ginnie was right. You really are a keeper.”

      Tipping a pretend hat, he dipped his chin, and in the best southern accent he could muster, twanged,” Why thank you, ma’am. I appreciate it.”

      Laughing out loud, Aisley teased, “And I wouldn’t use the accent at the ceremony.”

      “Noted,” Carrick chuckled.

      Turning toward the front of the house, he wasn’t surprised when the Witch fell in step beside him. “If you need any help at all with anything, just holler.” Snapping her fingers, Aisley Magicked a tiny bluebonnet bloom and handed it to him. “I come in handy in a pinch.”

      Taking the tiny flower, Carrick inhaled deeply. The delicate, floral, powdery scent instantly conjured an image of Ginnie in the forefront of his mind. His heart skipped a beat, and steam billowed from Al’s nostrils. Both man and Dragon King were so in love with their Mate that it took everything in both of them not to race out of Aisley’s house and make a beeline for her.

      A quick shake of his head and sharp exhale, and Carrick stopped and turned toward Aisley. Accepting another hug, he warmly said, “Thank you so much for everything. I’ll see you at the Ceremony if I don’t see you sooner.”

      Stepping back, the Witch gave him the thumbs up, then giggled like a very happy schoolgirl. “I am just so excited for both of you!”

      Nodding, he confirmed, “Me too.”

      Out the door and down the steps, the second his feet touched the path towards his SUV, Carrick was jogging. Fingers on the handle of the door, he burst out laughing when Al teased, “I thought we were about to take flight there for a minute.”

      “Hold on, Old Man,” Carrick chuckled. “It might still happen.”
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      Looking around the grotto, he couldn’t believe his eyes. In six days, it felt as if he’d acquired every bluebonnet in the state of Texas, and even more that Aisley had Magicked up for him. Together with the other Elders, Carrick had also gotten a hundred dozen white roses, more spools of blue and white ribbons than he knew existed, white ceramic vases of every size and shape, and an archway a very nice lady at the nursery convinced him was perfect.

      “And she was right,” Alasdair commented. “Also, putting it in front of the platform where Zachary, Malachi, and Riordan will be sitting was a wise decision.”

      “I’m glad you approve.”

      “As you should be.”

      Chuckling along with the Dragon King with whom he shared his soul, Carrick exited the grotto. Walking down the tunnel to his right, he dipped into a small cave on the left to change.

      It hadn’t been that long since he’d gotten into his dress uniform. He wore it every time he officiated a Mating Ceremony, but this was different. He was dressing for his own union with the woman the Universe had made for him. He would finally be the one standing before the other Elders and pledging his undying love and commitment not only to Ginnie, but also to The Powers That Be.

      “And you’ll be asking for their Blessing,” Al chuffed.

      “Seems as though I’ve been asking for a lot of blessings lately.”

      “Yes, you have, and each and every one was for a very good reason.”

      “Aye, Old Man,” Carrick readily agreed, letting the brogue of the Isle of Skye, his homeland, ring true in his tone. “And I’d do it a hundred times over to spend the rest of forever by her side.”

      “For sure, Lad.”

      One last look in the mirror Aisley had made sure he had, and the renowned Dragon Guardsman, the Leader of the Golden Fire Clan, turned toward the mouth of the tiny cave and let his chin fall to his chest. “Thank you, Great Ancients of Dragonkin and the Great Universe, for bringing Virginia into my life. I will love her, protect her, and cherish her for the rest of time. In the light of your love and guidance, Amen.”

      “Amen and hear, hear!” Al cheered as soon as Carrick lifted his head.

      Walking back to the grotto, he was just in time to greet the other Elders. “Damn, man,” Zachary jokingly marveled. “You clean up nice.”

      “As if you’ve never seen me dressed like this before,” he scoffed, trying to avoid the inevitable embarrassment.

      As usual, that was not meant to be. If there was one thing he could count on, it was for his oldest friends to give him a rash of shit two minutes before he was to be Mated to the woman the Universe made for him.

      “Oh, we’ve seen you in those clothes,” Malachi chuckled.

      “But it’s the twinkle in your eye that’s been missing since we were the young Guardsmen taking off to battle,” Riordan went on.

      “Or about to start a brawl at the local pub,” Zachary added, before all four burst out laughing.

      Thankfully, Carrick was able to regain at least part of his composure just as Zachary tapped his wrist and winked, “Come on, young ‘un. Time to get you hitched.”

      Clapping him on the back, Malachi added, “And since Zach is the only one who can call any of us young’un, I guess that means we all better get in there.”

      No sooner were the Elders seated on the dais he’d prepared and Carrick was in his place to the side of the archway than Aisley came in and took a seat in the chair at the front. Inhaling deeply, the Guardsman, known for his calm control, forced all thoughts of everything but his wonderful Mate from his mind.

      Looking up, he saw his future, and damn it all to Hell if she didn’t look perfect. The vision of Ginnie passing through the archway took Carrick’s breath away. There were no words to describe how exquisite she looked. All that mattered was that she was standing there ready to begin a life together with him.

      Her wavy auburn hair was elegantly piled on her head, curly tendrils framing her expressive face. Her Emerald eyes glowed with excitement, wonder, and so much love that his heart literally skipped a beat. The tiny white blooms of baby’s breath, delicately placed in the intricate pattern of the Ancient Vibria, signified being pure of heart. Carrick knew there was nothing better for Ginnie to wear on their Mating Day.

      Her off-the-shoulder white gossamer gown gave him a mouth -watering view of the freckles dancing across her porcelain shoulders, and he immediately thought of all the ways he wanted to touch and tease each of those precious little dots. The corset-like bodice fit perfectly and displayed her ample bosom as an offering he found hard to refuse.

      Then he saw them, small red flames embroidered in a flowing pattern all over the skirt of her dress, and couldn’t stop the smile that spread across his face. Leave it to his thoughtful Mate to be sure Alasdair was represented at the ceremony.

      Roaming her body with his gaze, his eyes landed upon the wide, red satin ribbon cinched at her waist and followed the tails down the long skirt that hugged every one of Virginia’s luscious curves. Her bare toes peeked out from the bottom of her dress, and his heart beat in double time, remembering how she moaned in pleasure when he massaged her feet. Working hard to hold back the growl that was building deep in his chest, he focused on her face.

      As with every time he looked at Ginnie, Carrick’s desire grew in leaps and bounds. He knew their love would only grow stronger with every minute of their lives.

      “And Zach needs to get the show on the road, or you’re gonna break all the rules, Lad,” Al chuckled. “Should I tell him I don’t know how much longer I can hold you back?”

      “No,” Carrick tried to be stern but failed as he snickered, “I got this.”

      Thankfully, Zachary’s deep, gravelly brogue rang out through the chamber, “Long ago, when Knights and Dragons fought side by side for King and Country, it became apparent that Dragonkin was no longer safe from those who would expose, exploit, and destroy them. Seeking to remain hidden but also continue the mission of the Universe to preserve not only their species but humankind, they sought to join with the Knights who had so valiantly fought by their sides for so very many years. Thus, through Magic and the will of both Dragon and Knight, the Dragon Shifters were born.”

      “In the infinite wisdom of the Universe and our Founding Elders, Clans were set up, one for each color of the Dragon Kings whose soul we carry within our own. Each was assigned a region in which to make their home and to protect their families. Over time, some have flourished, some have ceased to exist, and others have been born from the joining of many. As the Elder of Knowledge and Wisdom of the Golden Fire Clan of Dragons, it is an incredible honor to stand here today among family and friends on the land of those I have the honor of calling friends. As a community and family, we have always lived our lives on a simple principle – Keep Creator/Universe, Family, and Love at the center of our world, and we can never fail.”

      “The Powers That Be continue to astound one and all as they bless the Dragons with extraordinary Mates for the best among us. Every Dragon who finds the Light of his Soul knows how very sacred she is. It is an honor to witness the power of what the Universe and our Elders put into place at our inception.”

      “We are here today, in a place that holds special meaning to this extraordinary couple, to honor what the Universe put into place all those many years ago. We will acknowledge and bless the Mating of Carrick O’Clery to the one the Universe made for only him, Virginia Elizabeth Heatherton. Will those seeking to witness this union please step forward?”

      Shocked that anyone else was there, Carrick’s eyes flew from his lovely Mate and scanned the entire grotto. Then, out from the shadows stepped six men whom he thought of as sons. He had trained them, fought with them, bled with them, and mourned with them, and now he would share the happiest moment of his life with them.

      “Look at you,” Carrick spoke directly into all their minds. “Thank you for coming. It means the world to both of us.”

      “There was no way you were doing it without us,” Rayne, the Commander, said, his lavender eyes swirling with the Magic of his own Dragon King.

      All dressed in their finest, looking like something out of a movie about King Arthur, according to the thoughts in his Mate’s mind, the MacLendon Force stepped forward. Kneeling around the Sacred Circle, they bowed their heads. Rayne stood and addressed the Elders, “We, the six of the MacLendon Force, Aidan, Lance, Royce, Devon, Aaron, and I, wish to witness and offer our Blessing to the union of these two souls, two halves of the same whole. May they live long, fight hard, love harder, and produce many young to flourish when their souls have gone to the Heavens.” Once again, he knelt and bowed his head.

      With a nod, Zachary began again, “Your witness and Blessing have been acknowledged and accepted, MacLendon Force.” Looking at Aisley, he winked, “And we have another Blessing.”

      “Another surprise,” Carrick whispered to Al.

      “Life is full of them, Lad.”

      Watching as Ginnie’s best friend got to her feet, Carrick followed her eyes as she looked at his Mate, then at him, and finally at the Elders. “Thank you for allowing me to speak.”

      “We are honored to have you here, Aisley Brightstar of the Earthen Witches and the mighty Thorntree Tribe of the Cherokee Nation,” Malachi acknowledged from his seat atop the platform.

      Clearing her throat, Aisley’s southern accent filled the grotto as she began, “I bring with me today not only my own wishes for a long, happy union of these two incredible souls, but also the wishes of every man, woman, and child of the Thorntree Tribe of the Cherokee Nation and the Thorntree Pack of Timberwolves.” Inhaling, she squared her shoulders and went on, “In this sacred place steeped with Blessings from hundreds of years and many hearts, we honor the Great Creator and ask for your Mating to be abundant and grow stronger through the seasons. We honor not only the fire of Mother Nature, but that of all Dragonkin, and ask that the union between Ginnie and Carrick be warm and glowing with all the love the Great Goddess promises to each of us. We honor the wind and ask that our dear friends sail through life safe and calm as if in the Great Creator’s arms. We honor all we have been given by The Powers That Be and lift dear Ginnie and Carrick up with all our hearts.” Smiling brightly, she added, “Thank you for letting me be here.”

      “We thank you, Aisley Brightstar, for gracing us with your presence and your Blessing,” Zachary confirmed. Then, looking to Carrick, he said, “You may go to your Mate, dear Brother, and escort her to the center of the Blessed Circle.”

      No sooner had the words been spoken than Carrick stood in front of Ginnie. Taking her hands in his, he walked backward because he couldn’t muster the will to stop looking at her.

      There was pure happiness and more than a little contained laughter in his voice as Zachary once again spoke. “The Red Diamond Dragons were born of blood and fire. They are notoriously passionate in all areas of their lives. Red Diamond Dragons are known for their command and fierceness. The red of their scales symbolizes love and fertility. The black is for the mystery, primal strength, transformation, and the hidden depths of the subconscious they possess. Red Diamond Dragons always lead the charge, conquer the enemy, and defend homeland and family with their very lives. To Mate a Red Diamond Dragon means to accept all that they are and honor the power shared between Mates.”

      “As the reigning heir to the Helm of the Heatherton Magic and Necromancy, do you, Virginia Elizabeth Heatherton, take this man and his Dragon King as not only your Mate but that of the Necromancer who lives within your soul?” Zachary asked, with authority and reverence strong in his tone.

      “With all that I was, all that I am, all I will ever be, and all that we are together, I accept Carrick and Alasdair into my heart and my soul. I will share everything that I am with both of these spectacular males every day of our lives together, both here and in the Heavens.”

      Turning to Carrick, Zachary asked, “As a Red Diamond Dragon, do you, Carrick O’Clery take this woman and her Magic and Necromancer as not only your Mate but that of King Alasdair?”

      “For every day, rain or shine, fire or snow, light or dark, with all that I am or all that I will ever be, I pledge to love, honor, and cherish Virginia and everything that she is with all that I am and all that my Dragon King is. Ginnie will always come first, be the center of my focus, and the very beat of my heart.”

      “Now is the time of the Marking,” Zachary announced. Carrick and Virginia, may the Universe continue to bless you and yours all the days of your lives.” Then to the others in the grotto, he said, “While the happy couple receives their Blessing from the Universe, the rest of us will go enjoy what I have been told is quite the feast.”

      Carrick stood perfectly still, looking into the eyes of the love of his life, until everyone had left the cave. He knew there would never come a day when he would tire of looking at the gorgeous woman in his arms. Unable to take the anticipation any longer, he lowered his mouth to hers. Stopping right before their lips touched, he whispered, “Ta’ mo chroi istigh ionat,” then lowered his lips onto hers.

      It was the most all-encompassing, devastatingly enraptured kiss they’d ever shared. He felt Ginnie in every cell of his body. He was consumed with a heat that threatened to engulf him in the flames of desire, and he knew she felt the same, for his body and soul were laid open to the woman the Universe made for him.

      Every thought, every feeling, every emotion was reciprocated, coming back to him tenfold. Ginnie was just as open to him as he was to her. He was overjoyed that they were finally sharing every single thought and feeling.

      From one beat of his heart to the next, Virginia flinched in his arms, and just like that, he also felt a twinge where his neck met his shoulder. They were being marked by the Universe as True Fated Mates.

      Leaving her lips, Carrick trailed kisses across Ginnie’s jaw and down her neck, reaching the tender spot he knew still stung from their very special Mating Mark. He licked and sucked the offending spot until all thoughts of anything but their naked bodies loving one another were banished from both their minds.

      Lifting his head from her neck, Carrick glanced at the Celtic Love Knot, two interlocking hearts within an oval shape with Dragon wings on either side, on the lovely column of her neck. It was the symbol of their undying love, the Blessing of the Universe, and a warning to all that he belonged to Ginnie, and she belonged to him.

      “Is it as beautiful as I think it is?” She breathed.”

      “It is quite beautiful,” he agreed, looking in the loving eyes of his Mate. “But never as gorgeous as you.”

      Unable to look away, Carrick continued, “I promise to spend every day of the rest of my life thanking the Universe for you, Virginia Elizabeth O’Clery.” Kissing the tip of her nose, he winked and whispered, “Now, for the best part. We consummate our Mating, mo ghra’.”

      Lifting her into his arms, he used his enhanced speed to race through the tunnels at the back of the mountain with the hopes of getting to Ginnie’s home without interruption. Stepping out into the warm, dry desert air, Carrick was sure he’d accomplished his goal and was ready to take off when Aisley’s heart-wrenching cry slashed through both his mind and Ginnie’s.

      “Grandma Belle collapsed! I have to leave now!”
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      The darkness had weight. It had girth. It had substance. It was alive… malicious… taunting in its very existence.

      It was everywhere and nowhere. It could be felt but not seen. It was alive but elusive… conniving… cunning and relentless.

      It knew how to be whatever he feared most. It had seen his heart, read his doubts, and used the things that haunted him as its nourishment. It had been created to take him down…

      And he had no doubt that it was what had been used to take the Enforcers.

      “If only I hadn’t forced Alaric into the Healing Sleep of the Ancients. If only he were here. If only…”

      But the Dragon King with whom he shared his soul wasn’t there. He hadn’t been there for a very long time. The decision had been difficult, almost unbearable, but Gunnar knew what he had to do.

      “I had to protect Dragonkin.” He let the thought settle in his mind. “I had no choice. The Magic flowing through King Alaric’s spirit, the Enchantment he shared with me was the key to his brothers, to my brothers, and to the Original Mage. I couldn’t take the chance that the bastards would find a way to take it from his veins.”

      That had been nearly seventy-five years ago, and the moment his captors figured out what he’d done, the torture had gotten worse.

      Blurry images of men dressed in black leather, their masks, gloves, and chest
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THE DRAGON GUARD

We soar the sKies
Free to a certain extent,
As long as we stay hidden
From prying human eyes.

Our scales differ in color
Our defensive weapons,
Tails, horns, talons, and all,
Are never the same.

We are one with nature
We blend in with nature
The wind helps us soar high in the heavens
While the earth grants us healing strength in our hour of need.

We are one with the world
We are the guardians of our Kin
When evil conspires to maim and furt
We are protectors of this human race.

As majestic animals of fairytales
We share our beings with great men
They walk in honor and the grace of Fate,
Fate that we cannot deny.
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