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        She'll fight beside him. Forgiving him is another battle entirely.

      

        

      
        Kyra survived his betrayal once. She won't make that mistake again.

      

        

      
        When her Dragon returns after years of silence, bearing scars and desperate pleas for forgiveness, she'd rather set him on fire than fight beside him. But an evil older than dragons is rising—one that feeds on the very magic flowing through her veins.

      

        

      
        He broke her heart. Shattered her trust. Left her when she needed him most. Now he wants her to risk everything to save a world that never protected her.

      

        

      
        The Goddess may have destined them as mates, but some betrayals cut deeper than fate can heal. And this Dragon will have to prove he's worth fighting for—before the darkness consumes them both.

      

        

      
        Love forgives. But some sins require more than pretty words and desperate kisses to wash clean.
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      The sound of boots hitting the wet ground drew Royce to the mouth of the cave he had called home for the last thirteen days. In the distance, he could see his brother Rian, Head Elder of the Blue Thunder Clan of the Dragon Shifters, and winner of Most Arrogant Brother of the Year one hundred and fifty years running, making his way towards him. His daily visits had grown old on day one and did little more than exponentially add to Royce’s nasty attitude. Deciding to prepare for the inevitable lecture, he moved back to his camp chair by the fire and stirred the logs in an effort to calm his turbulent mood. All was wasted when Rian called to him before he had even crossed the threshold, “So tell me, little brother, how long are you going to hide in these caves?”

      “Hide? What the hell are you talking about, Rian? I am not hiding,” Royce answered through gritted teeth, ignoring the ‘little brother’ dig. So what if the asshole was an inch taller and a year older? He had grown soft over the years and Royce had no doubt he could take him in a fight. The thought of using his pompous ass of an older brother’s face to work out some of his frustration almost brought a smile to his face.

      “Aye, brother, you are. You’re hiding from the wee lass with platinum curls and violet eyes,” Rian answered with a cocky grin that made Royce grit his teeth and the brogue of their ancestors.

      “Damn you! Stay the hell outta my head!” Royce barely contained the roar he felt building.

      “Tsk, Tsk, Tsk…did I hit a nerve?” Rian held up his hand to keep Royce from lashing out again. “If you don’t want the entire clan to see what you’re truly feeling towards the little witch, I suggest you learn to shield your thoughts while you sleep. It’s obvious that no matter how hard you fight it, the mating call has its hooks in you.” His brother raised one eyebrow and smirked, “At least I have the decency to block you out before your ‘hormones’ take over. I’m not sure the younger of the clan will be so courteous…should your thoughts reach them.”

      Rian chuckled and Royce worked hard to control his temper. He was well aware of where his thoughts regarding Kyra went when he let his guard down. How could he not think of her in all the ways a dragon shifter was supposed to think of his mate? She was, after all, the One promised to him by the Universe. She was absolutely gorgeous. Yes, she was short, only five foot two, but she was a force unto herself. Her long platinum hair reached to her waist and was both straight and curly and seemed to just be shy of being tamed all the time. Her violet eyes were vibrant and expressive and held a wisdom that went beyond her age or her experience. She seemed to glow with energy and exuberance, and her heart seemed to lead her no matter the magical power she wielded. But that did not negate the fact that she was a witch, and no matter what he felt for the beautiful woman, he would not mate with her. She was witch! A fucking witch!

      At first, he tried to justify it with the fact that Kyra’s father was human, which worked for about five seconds - just long enough for him to remember the other half of her lineage. The half that came from one of the most powerful and highly regarded white witches in all the world, mommy dearest, the Grand Priestess Calysta St. Croix. That alone gave her immense power. Power that crackled and sparked all around her. Power that he knew could twist and corrupt even the purest of hearts. Although he had to admit, that he felt nothing but goodness and light in Kyra, and for a few brief hours every day when he was so tired he just dropped onto his pallet, his treacherous mind and heart imagined a life with her, but he knew there was no way he could trust it. Everything could change in the blink of an eye and he was not going to be caught unaware, not again. He would fight Fate with his last breath. A lonely, loveless life was better than living every day waiting for his mate to turn in to a power-hungry piece of trash that would slay all he held dear to gain the power she thought she deserved.

      He shook himself from his thoughts. One glance at his brother and he knew Rian was just gearing up to spout more BS, and true to form, big brother did not disappoint. “Even if I hadn’t been able to see the turmoil in your head, I’ve had visits from Stefan. Not only is he the clan’s Spiritual Elder…you do remember that he’s also our uncle and the man who helped raise us after Mother’s death, do you not?”

      “You know I really hate when you get the high and mighty ‘I’m the Head Elder’ tone in your voice, Ri. And you know damn good and well that I remember who he is and all that he’s done for us. That’s precisely the reason I wanted to talk to him. Stefan was there when mother and Rhianna were killed. He tried everything in his considerable power to keep our mother and sister with us. It was he that identified the spell Ilsa had been trying to work and sanctioned her execution when father was unable to do little more than breathe and grieve. Who better to know how I feel about witches than he?”

      “That was a long time ago, Roy, and the Universe does not make mistakes…”

      “SHUT THE HELL UP!” Royce roared, letting all the frustration, anger, and helplessness he felt at the cards Fate had dealt him, freely flow.

      For the first time that he could ever remember Rian just stood, staring…not speaking, not spouting pious recriminations, just waiting to see what would come next. It was something Royce had never experienced in his very long life; his brother was actually listening. Royce took a deep breath and began again, “I understand what a wondrous gift a mate is, but Kyra is a witch and I cannot and will not live my life with a witch…white or not.”

      He let his head fall forward into his hands and sighed, the weight of all that had happened in the last six weeks bearing down on him like a boulder. How could the Universe, in Her infinite wisdom, pair him with a magic practitioner? Yes, Kyra was beautiful and intelligent and had a heart ten times bigger than her tiny five feet two inch frame should be capable of containing, but she was a witch!

      He spoke his thoughts out loud, “I have seen her capacity for goodness. Hell, I could actually feel her agony and regret as she apologized to Grace and Lance for unknowingly helping Andrew.” He turned and watched as Rian took the seat across the fire, still not speaking.

      “I damn near cried myself when she knelt before Sydney and apologized, promising with complete sincerity that she would do everything in her power to stop the man that had almost taken her new daddy from her. I can feel that her intentions are pure, but what scares me is the power I feel within her; it is immense.

      “I know Rory and I were much closer to Ilsa than you. Father always took you with him, making sure you learned everything you needed to know to become the next leader of our clan, but you have to remember how much we trusted her. She was like a second mother to us all. She took care of us, kept us out of trouble, made us all believe she was family and then…”

      Tears filled his eyes and the lump in his throat grew so large that he could barely breathe. A memory so strong it felt as though he had been transported back in time began to unfurl in his mind and he was helpless to do anything but let it play out.

      There in front of him was the home where he and his brothers had spent their youth, looking the same as it had all those years ago. He could see the beautiful stained glass windows that decorated every turret, each depicting a famous dragon in the throes of battle. His fingers itched with the need to touch the ivy that lovingly grew in every nook and cranny of the brick structure, and he almost laughed out loud remembering all the toys that he and his brothers had hidden from one another in those tangled vines, only to be found and used for ransom in one of their many games of war.

      He watched as a much younger version of himself made his way around the house, a large buck slung over his shoulder and a huge smile on his face. His father had dispatched him that very morning to rid the lair of the deer that continued to raid almost every garden. It was with great satisfaction that he remembered hanging the carcass from the tree while others of their clan began to gather and congratulate him on his hunt.

      The hair at the nape of his neck stood on end, just as it had so many years ago, when his mother’s blood-curdling screams cut through that beautiful fall day. The earth shook from the responding roar of his father’s dragon, miles away. Unable to stop the flood of memories that had irreparably changed his life, his heart raced and sweat rolled down his back as he watched a younger version of himself race through the house and up the steep wooden staircase that led to the bedrooms. Just as he reached the door of his parent’s room, his point of view changed. No longer was he an innocent bystander, but an active participant. He had slipped into his much younger body, doomed to relive one of the most horrific events of his life. The actions that had rushed by and fought for his attention only seconds before, now moved in slow motion.

      Fury and disbelief caused bile to rise in his throat in reality just as it was in his memories. His mother, Riona, hands extended over her head, tied to the bedposts, legs stretched wide and knees bent with her feet secured, just as was their custom during a pure dragon birth. The coppery scent of fresh blood flooded his senses as it dripped from the dagger that was clenched in Ilsa’s hand, their long time nursemaid. The chant that escaped her lips was guttural and ominous, nothing like the sweet melodious voice that had sung him to sleep more times than he could count. He watched, helpless to stop what pure evil had already set into action, as the blade descended and cut a wide path through his mother’s already ravaged abdomen. Riona fought with all her might against her restraints while begging for her most trusted companion to stop the madness that had obviously befallen her.

      Royce raced forward and grabbed Ilsa by the waist, turning as he went in an effort to get her and her deadly stiletto as far from his mother and unborn sister as possible. The one time confidant struggled to stay upright while still slashing her blade in Riona’s direction. In her bid to escape Royce’s grasp, Ilsa tripped, her blade missing her mark and plunging into Royce’s shoulder, ripping his skin, tearing tendons and muscles, stopping only when it grated against his collarbone. Unable to pull her blade free, the nursemaid began tearing at his face and chest with her nails that had somehow become talons since he saw her that morning at breakfast.

      As he battled to control the rampaging woman that had attacked his mother, the room filled with members of their clan, all attempting to save his family from what looked to be certain death, even for a dragon of her breeding and power. Out of the blue, wave after wave of pain, anguish, anger, and fury threatened to drive him to his knees. His father had finally reached his mother and with no thought except of his ravaged mate, his usually well-secured shielding blew away. All the outrage and pain from what his beloved was suffering rolled unchecked through the unique bond the Head Elder shared with all that had pledged their allegiance to him. From clan member to clan member, their turbulent emotions added to their leaders, making the room thick with a mixture of anger, sorrow, and a growing need for retribution at what had been done to their queen.

      With one last burst of energy, Royce subdued Ilsa and handed her off to several clan members, who proceeded to bind her hands and feet and gag her. He immediately made his way back to his mother’s bedside and stood opposite his father and brothers. His father gently held his mother to his chest, unfazed or unaware of the blood that ran from her body or the tears that stained his cheeks. Never had his father been a man that let his emotions show, but there was no denying the depth of anguish and fear the older dragon felt when faced with the loss of his mate. As he watched, his father attempted to infuse his mother with the strength and incredible healing powers of all his years and stature. Royce could see the majestic blue-green dragon that lived within his father attempting to push to the forefront, the need to save his mate just as powerful as that of the man’s. The sheer strength of the beast caused its image to be transposed over and around his mother and father.

      Movement at the door alerted him to the arrival of his Uncle Stefan, the clan’s Spiritual Leader, and Niall, one of the oldest and most powerful healers of all dragon kin. The crowd parted as the Elders rushed to aid Riona. His brothers backed away, allowing the men to kneel at the bedside. They laid their hands upon his mother’s still bleeding stomach and began the Healing Chant. Within seconds, the entire room was enveloped in the revenant verse of healing and prayer meant to call upon the Universe and add strength to the couple as they fought with all that they were to heal the damage done to the once peaceful, vibrant woman, now clinging to life in her mate’s arms.

      The scent of incense and candles filled the room as, one after the other, the healers his uncle had summoned began to appear. He could feel the massive power of his clan pouring into his parents as they melded into one entity with the common goal of saving his mother and unborn sister. They prayed with one voice and all the power they could muster to save the first purebred dragon female to be born in over a thousand years. Rhianna was to lead the way to the resurgence of their race and give strength to the human mates each dragon shifter was promised by the Universe.

      They chanted through the night, while Niall used everything in his abundant arsenal to heal Riona and Rhianna. The tiny, premature baby girl was born sometime in the wee hours of the morning, and although she was barely breathing and pale as the snow on the mountain tops, she was beautiful to all that saw her. She shared Royce’s head of bright red curly hair and the one time she graced them by opening her eyes, the brilliant blue that shined behind those tiny lids were an exact replica of his mother’s. The tiny babe had looked right into his eyes and an unbreakable bond was instantly formed. Royce willingly funneled all the energy he had left into her tiny body, praying with all that he was that she would live, that he would have the chance to watch her grow and flourish and live the life the Heavens intended.

      But at daybreak, just as the warm golden rays of the first light of day crested the mountainside, the two most important people in Royce’s life simultaneously took their last breaths. The complete and utter silence of the moment rang in his ears. Everyone in attendance watched as Ronan, their Head Elder, gently laid his wife upon her pillow, placed their tiny daughter into her arms and covered them both lovingly with the blood soaked sheet. He stood watching them, as if by sheer will alone he could wish life back into them. The vast darkness felt endless, but no one moved. He wondered if they even breathed. Then, in the blink of an eye, his father threw back his head and roared. Raw power and emotion blasted through the entire lair. Windows shattered and the very timbers of their home trembled from the sheer weight of his anguish. One by one, each clan member added their voice to their leaders until the ground shook and trees toppled.

      As quickly as it had begun it stopped, like a switch had been flipped, and the powerful ruler of the Blue Thunder Clan of the Dragon Shifters was gone…one second there, the next not. Royce looked out the window over his mother’s head as the growing light of a new day shone through the shards of glass still stuck in the window pane, and there, flying towards the sun, was his father’s dragon. He watched the beast get smaller and smaller as a crippling loss filled him. Turning his head, he saw what he was feeling reflected on the faces of his brothers.

      Unwilling to relive any more anguish he called upon the strength of his dragon, and together they pushed him from his dark revelry back to reality. The residual effects of the overpowering emotions left him spent and panting. While attempting to regain his control, he looked up to find Rian leaning against the wall of the cave, head bowed, with sweat dripping from his brow. “You ok, Ri? What happened?”

      “You happened, little brother. You and your blasted memories of the past. You and your ability to relive events as if they are happening all over again. I had no idea we were taking a stroll down memory lane until it was too late. A heads up next time would be nice.” He turned and faced Royce. The sweat that dotted his upper lip and the slight tremor in his hand gave away the power the memory had over him.

      “Now you see why I cannot mate with her, no matter how impressive her lineage or how sterling her reputation. Ilsa had never done anything remotely dark. Hell, her parents were two white witches from highly honored covens that hadn’t practiced or even spoken of the dark arts for centuries. She was of the great mage’s lineage for Heaven’s sake! She lived with our family, our clan, for hundreds of years and was mother’s closest friend. That piece of shit, waste of skin and bones helped raise us, and in the time between breakfast and lunch was overtaken by a dark spirit seeking the power only the sacrifice of a female dragon and child can yield.”

      He paused, trying to regain some semblance of control. With none to be found, he continued, his voice a low snarl. “She slaughtered our family.”

      The look that crossed Rian’s face let Royce know his older brother was uncharacteristically thinking before speaking. His older brother turned, stopping with his feet shoulder width apart, his hands clasped behind his back, reminding Royce of all the speeches Rian had given before the Guard had flown off into battle, but was sure this oration was not to be uplifting. He braced himself for the recrimination he was sure would follow. The voice that reached his ears was one he hadn’t heard since childhood. “Royce, I know this isn’t what you wished for or could’ve ever seen happening, but it is your reality and you need to find a way to accept it. You’ve been given a gift, one that every dragon shifter hears tales of from their first bedtime story and wishes for from the second of their transformation.

      “As much as you don’t want to hear it, you will listen…The Universe does not make mistakes. She and She alone knows what you need even if you don’t.  Most times She acts in spite of what you believe is right for you. You have to find your faith. It is not your destiny to die alone and loveless. You more than any of us deserve to be happy, to have an entire clan of your own running around and to have a woman at your side that reminds you to lighten the hell up!”

      Both brothers burst out laughing, the tension breaker needed before they ground their teeth to nubs. Royce knew his brother was right, in theory, and he was instantly filled with regret for burdening Rian with his personal problems after the horrible hand Fate had dealt him. “Ri, I’m…”

      “Shut the hell up, Roy. Do you really think I’d be working so hard to pull your stubborn ass out of the past if I was still stuck there? What’s done is done. But you, my little brother,” Rian stopped, eyebrow raised and took a step forward, “have a bright future just waiting for you. All you have to do is grab it.”

      “Ya know I really hate that you know what I’m going to say before I get it out of my mouth, and I know you’re right, at least for the most part, but there are no guarantees she won’t fall to the dark arts.”

      “Dammit, Roy, pull your head out of your ass! Guarantees? You want fucking guarantees? Life has no guarantees! We get what we get and it’s up to us to make the most out of it!”

      Rian turned and stood staring towards the mouth of the cave. Royce could see his brother’s shoulders rising and falling as he took deep breaths to regain his composure. It was an uncommon occurrence for his older, and although he hated to admit it, wiser brother to lose his temper. There had to be something else going on besides Royce’s inability to accept his mate. He listened as Rian’s breathing and heart rate returned to normal, but decided not to resume the conversation. If Rian wanted to he could, but Royce was fine with letting the subject die the death it deserved. Of course, his brother liked the sound of his own voice just about as much as he liked anything, so Royce was not surprised when Rian began again.

      “I’ve seen your little witch in your mind, just as you see her with your own two eyes, and more importantly, with your heart. You’re drawn to her, just as it’s meant to be. Your dragon pushes for you to go to her, but you hold the past in front of you, shielding, protecting you from real happiness, from life as it was intended. You have to stop holding on to the past as some sort of tribute to mother and Rhianna. They are gone, Royce, have been for over a hundred years. Father’s gone on to join them in the heavens and they’re looking down on all of us, wishing they could bitch slap some sense into you. You’re not honoring their deaths by refusing the one person you are meant to spend all of your days with both here and in the next life…”

      Rian paused, and for the first time since Royce had arrived at the clan of his birth, he realized how tired his brother looked. Something was weighing on him, something he wasn’t sharing with him. Just as he was about to speak, Rian held up his hand and looked him right in the eye. “No justifications, you are dishonoring them.”

      Before Royce could respond, the space that Rian had occupied was empty. Royce was left feeling even angrier and more confused than before. He paced beside the fire, looking to the mouth of the cave every few minutes, not sure who or what he was waiting for, but sure things were about to go to hell.
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      Drip…drip…drip…Kyra watched the raindrops slide off the leaves and fall into the huge puddle that had formed outside the makeshift shelter Lance and Devon had built for her. Each splat seemed to accentuate the incredible amount of time that was passing and the utter failure of her quest to catch the little shithead that had tricked her into helping him hurt the nicest bunch of people...and dragons, she had ever met. They actually cared for one another and saw each other as more than a means to an end. It was something she had never experienced before.

      Smiling, she remembered how her ‘escorts’ had reacted when the first raindrop had fallen about an hour ago. It had been absolutely comical as the two big bad Guardsmen bickered like little boys as they constructed the lean-to that kept her and her supplies somewhat dry. She had laughed so hard tears had run down her face. Lance and Devon were worse than a coven full of teenage witches and that was saying something. About an hour into her wait, she’d wondered if it had occurred to them how the bright blue tarp secured to the ground behind her and attached to two large pieces of wood in the front stuck out like a sore thumb on the side of the mountain they were perched upon.

      “You do know I won’t melt, right?” She yelled. “That was the Wicked Witch of the West. I’m the Short Sarcastic Witch of the South,” she snorted at her own joke and heard them laugh along.

      “Yeah, I’m pretty sure you won’t melt. I’ve heard only sugar melts. However, all your witchy goodies may and after thirteen days of absolutely no sign of the traitor, I’m not taking a chance that we’ll miss him the first time you get a jingle or whatever happens on your magic mirror,” Devon answered, and she could tell that he and Lance were moving closer.

      She shifted her bags to the side to make room for their larger than usual bodies when the toe of a soggy, worn-out cowboy boot entered her view. “Hey, Snarky Witch,” Lance chuckled at his own joke and the thought of kicking him in the shin made her grin, “Looks like the weather is clearing up. Since we’ve established you won’t melt, how about you get packed up and let’s see if we can find the little asshole?”

      “Thank the Goddess,” she mumbled as she grabbed the handles of her bags. “I’m so ready to find that shithead and give him a swift kick in the ass.” She stood and walked out into the reappearing sunlight.

      When she saw them, she laughed out loud. “You guys look like a couple of drowned rats. You sure you don’t want to head back and get some dry clothes before we continue.”

      The last word was barely out of her mouth before they answered in unison, “Hell, no!”

      She raised her palms in a sign of surrender. “No problem. I just don’t want your mate,” she looked at Lance, “and your momma,” she looked at Devon, “to get pissed at me when you both get the sniffles.”

      “We don’t get sick,” they answered in unison.

      “You two really need to talk one at a time or take your ventriloquism act on the road,” she laughed as she placed her bags on a rock and turned to start taking down the shelter.

      “We can get it. You just cop a squat and we’ll be on our way in a minute,” Lance winked and she wondered if his new mate, Samantha, ever got tired of his constant joking.

      Then she remembered the dreamy way they looked at one another, as if no one else existed, and she knew the answer. Unfortunately, the image of the largest man she’d ever seen with brooding brown eyes and absolutely luscious lips burst into her mind. It didn’t matter that she’d barely ever seen them in anything but a frown or heard little more than a grumble come from them, his lips were still completely kissable and occupied her thoughts way more than they should. She hadn’t seen the man she knew Fate had picked out for her for almost two weeks. Apparently, he had left before sunrise the morning after Baby Jay’s first birthday party. Jerk! He’d been completely unbearable and basically anti-social, even to his brethren, during one of the most joyous occasions his clan had known. It was a huge deal that the Commander of the Elite Dragon Force and his beautiful mate had been blessed with a son, and an even bigger deal that in the middle of the search for the traitor that had damned near killed the child’s mother, the entire Force had taken a day off to celebrate the little would-be warrior’s first birthday.

      She’d tried everything she could think of to get him to speak to her but had failed…totally…miserably, and then completely lost her nerve when she crashed right into his chest. To make matters worse…he had growled…really growled at her when her hand had landed just above his waist. What the hell! He was six-foot ten and she was five-foot two; her hands only reached so far and she was about to fall on her ass. It had been one of the most embarrassing moments of her life, and she knew Devon had witnessed it all. Thankfully, he’d had the decency to never mention it.

      Dammit, she was no wimp! Kyra St. Croix had never cowered from anything in her life. She was the daughter and heiress of Grand Priestess Calysta St. Croix, the leader of the oldest and most powerful coven of Earth witches in the world. She’d made it through every test that could have been thrown at her when her right of succession had been questioned, completely based on her ‘mixed race’. Was it her fault her father was a human? That her mom had a thing for mortals? She had only laid eyes on the man three times in her entire life. That was the way of their coven. Not one she really agreed with, but who was she to buck thousands of years of a tradition she really didn’t care about? He seemed nice enough, but three times in seventy-five years did not a daddy-daughter relationship make. He was a sperm donor in her eyes, plain and simple. She had endured forty days and forty nights in the Forest of Darkness, with only what she could scavenge to survive and infused with a magic-dampening spell to prove she had what it took to lead the prestigious coven.

      Not that any of that really mattered. There was no way her mother would ever forgive her for leaving, skulking off in the night, to avoid being paraded from dragon clan to dragon clan to identify her mate. She was not a show pony, or worse yet, a beauty queen on tour. Her mother had refused to listen, insisting that they needed to locate her mate as soon as possible with no explanation why. Only after a few months of arguing had Kyra overheard the conversation that changed everything.

      She had been heading back to her room after one of the absolutely worst training sessions in the history of training sessions. One that made her want to rip out every last strand of her hair and scream to the heavens. Training had never been something she enjoyed, whether she was doing it or receiving it, and it had definitely never been her lifelong dream to instruct orphaned teen witches with raging hormones. All the talk of boys, hair, and New Kids on the Block triggered her gag reflex, ranking right up there with talking about her feelings and painting her toenails…shit that made her ass twitch. Lost in thought, she almost ran into the wall when she heard her mother say, “Kyra will do as she is told,” from behind the half-closed door of her mother’s office. She slowed and leaned against the wall, pretending to review the training schedule stuck to the clipboard in her hands.

      Calysta was talking to one of Kyra’s many aunts, detailing her contact with the leaders of the dragon clans in the area concerning the ‘new development’. Not surprisingly, they had all agreed that Kyra needed to be ‘united’ with her mate as soon as possible. WOW! Romance much? Even though her mate had been predetermined by Fate hundreds of years before she was even a twinkle in her daddy’s eye, it pissed her off that her mother was trying to control it. Kyra wasn’t looking for a fairy tale love story or anything mushy, but the chance for them to meet on their own terms would have been nice.

      It was not the first time since her fiftieth birthday that she had cursed the dragon tattoo on her right hip. Like most things her mother was involved in, one of the coolest things to happen to Kyra had taken a swift slide down a slippery slope. At first she had been excited, kind of giddy, even though that was not an emotion she’d really ever experienced. The prospect of being a part of something bigger than herself, something that had absolutely nothing to do with her mother or her aunts or her coven, was exciting.

      The marking that spelled out a huge part of her future was beautiful and majestic, and it fit Kyra. She just knew it was meant for her and that she belonged to the beast it represented and the man with whom he shared his soul. The blue dragon with ever so faint touches of green was in flight and appeared to be simply enjoying the air through his wings and on his scales. He was slightly tipped to the side, so that one wing appeared higher than the other and in just the right light, she could make out the depth of emotion glowing in his deep brown eyes. He had opposing horns and a tail that was long and barbed and she knew would be treacherous in battle but was elegant in flight. More than anything, the tattoo was hers and what came with it was her destiny, and hers alone. The other witches gushed over it and wished for their own. She listened to the giggles and whispers until she thought she might scream.

      Kyra was NOT a girly-girl, never had been. She didn’t gush or giggle or even gossip like the other girls had when she was younger, and as the years passed, she’d pretty much avoided every female-centered conversation she could. It just wasn’t her thing. But when the beautiful blue-green dragon that looked like it was flying through a perfect sky had appeared, she’d immediately felt a sense of purpose…of belonging. In that moment, she had realized that’s what she’d been missing, and there it was, within her reach. Then in came momma! Leave it to Calysta to insert herself smack ass in the middle of a situation that had absolutely nothing to do with her. What the hell was it about Kyra that made her mother incapable of letting her have any kind of life that was her own? Goddess knew that the Grand Priestess had done nothing but groom her to take over the coven from her first steps. She had never been a real mom. There had been no tea parties, no Barbie dolls, and no make-up tips…absolutely nothing but hour after hour of training in one form or another.

      She had been so lost in her anger that she had almost missed her aunt’s comment about ‘The Prophecy’. If it was possible, she got even madder with each word she heard. So mad that power began to build in her veins, making her hair lift around her face. Her anger was spiraling out of control until a crack began to form above her head. It had been years since she’d lost control, but just the prospect of her mom ruining the one thing she wanted for herself was the last straw. She had quickly ducked into the storage room beside her mom’s office. Leaning against the wall, attempting to regain her control, a plan came to mind. A way to show her mother and all those other bitches that she was through with their crazy ass plans for her life.

      Several hours later she had come up with a plan that would help her get her hands on the actual Prophecy and get the hell out of dodge. She knew that it would take a few days, but then she would be rid of all the bullshit that came with her mother, her aunts, and their full-of-shit coven. Her prayers for a less complicated life were going to be a reality, she would see to that.

      That had been twenty-five years ago. From the moment she had stowed away in the back of that eighteen-wheeler, after hiking almost fifteen miles to the nearest highway in the dead of night, she’d never looked back. There had been times she knew her mother and the coven were looking for her and had even talked to Calysta a few times over the years when she knew it was safe and absolutely necessary. Thankfully, she was truly gifted in the Cloaking Spell department, thanks to her mother’s bloodline.

      Her magic had manifested at an early age, more powerful than anyone had imagined. It had quickly become second nature to her. She had gotten good at hiding who and what she was or at least making it damn near impossible for anyone to find her, from the moment she decided to disappear. The purity of the dragon magic of her newfound friends called to her white Earth magic, and it had been second nature to drop her guard and let them know exactly who she was. Had the scumbag, Andrew’s, dragon magic not been buried so far within him the first time she met him, she would have recognized him for what he was and things would have gone very differently and people she now cared about would not have been hurt. That was just one of the many reasons she wanted to kick his ass until he begged for mercy and then turn him into the snake he was.

      Somewhere along the way she had decided she should find out more about her father, but all she had was a faded Polaroid and a rusty old pocket knife. Her mother had claimed she’d lost touch with him after finding out she was pregnant and running back to her coven. Every time they had ‘the discussion’, the little hairs on the back of Kyra’s neck stood on end and she got a ringing in her ears telling her Calysta was lying. They always fought. Kyra always begged. Calysta always avoided until Kyra wore her down and then it ended the same way, with the same lie. She finally had given up ever getting the information she so desperately wanted from her mother. Eventually, she had figured since he was human, and she was over seventy-five, that he had passed away, just another thing in a long list of things that her mother had taken from her.

      “Shit!” She yelled as cold drops of water splashed her face and chest, ending her trip down memory lane.

      “Wake up, Witchy Poo,” Lance chuckled while Devon laughed and shook his head.

      “You had to throw water on the last dry shirt I have?”

      “Sure did. We’re ready to go. I called your name. You didn’t answer. So I threw water at you.” The biggest hundred-year old kid she had ever known shrugged. She saw the glint in his eye and knew the best was yet to come.

      “Besides, you said you wouldn’t melt,” he winked and she was once again reminded of a bad little boy just waiting to be scolded. Goddess bless Sam for signing up to deal with him for all time.

      “No, but I may call in the flying monkeys if you two don’t behave yourselves.”

      “Hey! I didn’t do anything,” Devon pretended to pout while Lance laughed so hard Kyra was almost afraid he might fall off the side of the mountain.

      “No worries, Dev. I’ll direct them to the pain in the ass over there…” No sooner were the words out of her mouth than a familiar pain hit her square in the chest. Devon’s eyes widened and Lance stopped laughing. ‘Pain in the ass’ was what Royce called Lance and everyone knew that. Everyone also knew that the six-foot ten-inch wall of muscle with red curly hair and deep brown eyes had snuck out before dawn the night after Jay MacLendon’s first birthday party and had basically been incommunicado ever since. That had been thirteen days ago.

      Thirteen long, miserable days and nights of her lamenting over the last time she’d seen Royce and the conversation between him and Devon that she’d overheard. Unintentional eavesdropping had been a part of her life from a very young age. She had always been short and then stopped growing at twelve. So at five foot two, she went unnoticed…A LOT…and that allowed her to hear things that she otherwise wouldn’t have. She had replayed the Guardsmen’s conversation over and over and always came to the same conclusion. Royce was surprised that he could intimidate her. It was almost as if he was scared of her and that shit just didn’t make sense. What the hell could she do to a hundred-plus-year-old dragon shifter who was chock-full of his own special brand of magic, chivalry, and goodness, with the ability to change into a thousand pound beast of war and knock down skyscrapers like they were Legos, not to mention the whole fire breathing thing?

      At first she thought it was because he recognized her just as she had recognized him and just wasn’t ready for the whole ‘be together forever in this lifetime and the next’ gig that Destiny had decided for both of them. Then she thought it was the fact that she had unknowingly helped that little shithead, Andrew, hurt some of the sweetest people in the world that just happened to be part of Royce’s clan. But she knew he was there the day she had apologized and been forgiven by each and every person, even little Sydney. Hurting people was not something Kyra ever wanted to do in any way, shape, or form, and especially not with her magic. Not only because she had taken the Pledge to ‘do no harm’, but also because she just wasn’t a villain. Hell, she didn’t even have an evil laugh.

      At the age of thirty, she had pledged her magic and her life to the Goddess of the Earth, assuring both her coven and the Universe, as well as the blessed Goddess that she would only ever use her gifts in a positive manner. It was kind of like the Hippocratic Oath that doctors took before they became licensed, but much more comprehensive and punitive. In its simplest form, the Pledge meant DO NO HARM, and since she was supernatural, if she did intentionally do harm to any living thing she would be low-jacked and the ‘powers-that-be’ could zap her ass. It was incredibly painful but with no long lasting effects. If, Goddess forbid, she got a couple of zaps, the Council showed up and that was something she never wanted to have happen.

      The Council was made of up of the oldest, most powerful witches in existence, who had absolutely no sense of humor or patience for rule breakers. She had only ever seen them once, and it had been another time where she was somewhere she wasn’t supposed to be but had gone undetected. A man she’d known her entire life had gone completely off the rails, killed people, irreparably damaged the Earth, and had completely turned to dark magic. It had taken ten of the most skilled from her mother’s coven to capture him and the Council’s punishment had been swift. One minute the accused was screaming and spitting venom and the next he was on fire. Poof! Gone! Pile of Ash on the ground! Definitely not something Kyra ever wanted to experience firsthand.

      She was shaken from her memories when Devon’s hand touched her shoulder. “Come on, let’s get this over with. I’m ready to go home and relax. Kyndel invited me to dinner and Jay and I have plans for a rousing game of roll-the-ball.” He winked and she knew he was trying to get her mind off the one track it had seemed to be stuck on ever since meeting the dragon they all called ‘the gentle giant’. Devon’s beautiful smile and twinkling grey eyes didn’t hurt anything either. He didn’t make her feel anything but friendship, but he was sweet and really nice to look at, as were all the Dragon Guardsmen.

      “Alright you two knuckleheads, lead the way.” Lance pointed towards the direction they had been heading before the downpour.

      Laughing, they began their trek, joking and teasing, but the fun was long forgotten after several hours of endless walking. Kyra was hot, tired, and seriously pissed, convinced they were just wasting time, aimlessly marching around the hillside. She was just about to suggest a break when a chill ran down her spine and her hands began to shake. Without saying a word, she dropped into the lotus position with her backpack on her lap and began pulling out her supplies, completely ignoring Lance’s bitching and Devon’s inquiries about her wellbeing. It took only a few seconds and she had the silver-framed mirror that had been her great-great-grandmother’s, a vial of blessed water from the Black Lake, and her special herbs, and was working her Scrying Spell. She could hear the two Guardsmen discussing what she was doing but concentrated on the task at hand. They had been around her long enough to know she wasn't wasting time. Any other explanations would have to wait.

      The spell took less than five minutes and had a side effect she had only experienced one other time in her life. Not only did she get a location on Andrew, but she also had a vision of what he was planning. The scene that played out in her mind was like watching a horror movie, only she could feel what each character felt. Her heart raced and a cold sweat broke out all over her body, but she was stuck watching the complete annihilation of a quaint little community tucked in a once beautifully lush valley. Everything she saw was from Andrew’s point of view so although she hadn’t seen him, she knew he was there, but that was the only thing that felt familiar.

      She searched the faces of the dead and injured for any indication of the target of the asshole’s destruction, but nothing looked familiar and there wasn’t any sound to help. All she knew was that he was somewhere off a rocky coast with turbulent waters and he was having a great time hurting anyone and everyone in his path. The silent movie of destruction went on and on. When she was sure she couldn’t take any more pain and suffering and had decided to see what the guys thought about what she had seen, her heart ceased to beat and her lungs refused to hold air. There, standing in the middle of the war zone, was Royce. His brow was furrowed, his brown eyes scanning the area for those that most needed his help. Her heart broke when she saw the cuts and bruises covering most of his beautiful face and his torn, bloody, and soot-covered clothes.

      The horror show unfolding in Andrew’s mind switched to slow motion as Royce moved from person to person, helping the living from the rubble and getting them to safety. He wasn’t the only one working rescue, but he was the only one that mattered to her. He shouted something and she cursed the lack of sound. In the next instant, a taller version of Royce (was that even possible?) appeared to his right. The resemblance was uncanny. The new guy’s hair was short and curly, auburn instead of bright red, and he was not all muscular and hunky, more long and lean, which only added to how absolutely tall he was. The two worked furiously to clear away the debris, looking for someone or something specific. Even though only a vision, she could tell they were engaged in a constant stream of mind speak, another wonderful perk of being magical. 

      An ominous sense of danger filled her and once again her breath stilled in her lungs. She watched as both men turned in unison and began running almost faster than her eyes could track. They were obviously screaming orders to anyone that could hear from the expressions they wore and the way their mouths moved. The feeling of impending doom engulfed every cell of Kyra’s body as she felt Andrew’s enjoyment grow. The sick son of a bitch was enjoying what he was seeing and delighted that more was coming.

      Horror movies had never been her thing and to have the man that was her mate in a starring role in one that would be a reality was seriously freaking her out. Sifting through everything she had ever learned that was stored in her goofy brain, she looked for a way to pull out of the vision. Finally, she found what she thought might work, but true to form, a bright light burst before her eyes. Vibrations of an explosion she knew was taking place in her mind gave her the sensation of falling, right before her world went black.

      Two sets of very large hands shook her and babbled frantically. If she had been able to, she would have screamed out loud when Lance said he was going to throw her over his shoulder and run like hell, but it was Devon’s response that almost stopped her heart.

      “Dammit, Lance, settle the hell down. She’s magical…really magical and super powerful. Give her a minute to pull herself out of whatever happened before you go all caveman. We have no idea what she was doing besides scrying, and she told us that was just for location, so apparently her witchy senses found a lead and she took it. Besides, if anything happens to her, Royce will lose his shit. You and I both know it. She is his mate. He knows she’s his mate. He’s just being pigheaded. There is no way in hell he could handle her getting seriously hurt.”

      She could hear the rocks crunch under Lance’s worn-out cowboy boots and knew he was pacing, his second favorite pastime.

      “I know, dammit, but you know I suck at waiting. When she hit the ground, all I could think was snake bite, but there’s no way one would come anywhere near us. Then she started digging in her goodie bag and I thought it was no big thing, but now…what the hell? Her eyes were like…gone, rolled back in her head, and she was shaking so hard I thought she would fall to pieces.” He paced the whole time he spoke.

      When he stopped, she knew he had knelt down as the denim of his blue jeans brushed her arm. She imagined him staring at her face, not sure what to do and then he spoke. “Did you hear how fast her heart was beating? I wish Sam was here, she would know what to do.”

      “Dude, you gotta chill. I’ve seen stuff like this before with some of mom’s patients. Give her a little time and she’ll bring herself out of it. Kyra is a fighter. You just have to be patient.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah…patience. You’re all Zen and I’m about to lose my shit. I really hate you sometimes, Dev.”

      Devon’s chuckle relieved even more of the tension that had invaded her body during her vision. “I’m not Zen, I’m just not crazy like you. Now, sit down and wait for her to find her way back.”

      She heard the rustle of someone digging in her duffle bag. “You want
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