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        The Sun has made its presence known, and Fate is about to get burned.

        A dying Dragon King whose final breath could shatter worlds.

        A Phoenix whose true power makes gods tremble—and she doesn't even know it yet.

        A Prophecy so devastating that Heaven and Hell formed an unholy alliance to prevent it.

        Now the Sun is involved, and all bets are off.

        With time bleeding out and enemies closing in from every realm, they must unlock her hidden Power before his heart stops beating. It’s all on the line. When a Dragon King falls, empires crumble. But when a Phoenix rises, universes are reborn.

        What happens when their Destinies collide? Reality itself will never be the same.

        Winner takes everything. Loser loses existence. Game on.
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        Mo chroi’……….My Heart

        Mo ghra’……….My Love

        Ta’ mo chroi istigh ionat……….My Heart is Within You

        Mo A Mhuirín……….My Darling

        Ceann beag……….Little One

        Banphrionsa beag……….Little Princess

        Iníon……….Daughter

        Mo banphrionsa fiery……….My Fiery Princess

        Mo laoch beag……….Little Warrior

        Mo stór……….My Treasure

        Mo banríon fiery……….My Fiery Queen

        Mam go raibh maith agat……….Thanks Mom

        Mo ghrá thú……….Love You

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Went to Hell…check. Saved my brother’s mate…check. Saved a Guardsman we all thought was dead…unplanned, but hell yeah on that check.

      So now what?

      Oh yeah, lay here and be bored to death. HA! I mean, that’s unless the hellhound poison coursing through my veins doesn’t kill me first. Good times. Good times.

      Crap! Left that off my list of accomplishments. Get bitten by hellhound…check. Seriously, not in the original plan but it’s an accomplishment nonetheless, right? Right.

      Leave it to me to go to the Underworld and get gnawed on by a beastie. Worst part is, I’m never gonna live it down. I can only imagine all the jokes those knuckleheads are cooking up while I lay here like a bump on a log. I hear it now… “Paybacks are a bitch”. “What happened hot shot? Zigged when you should’ve zagged?”

      HA! Yeah this is gonna be fun and by all that’s holy, no one deserves it more than I do. I’ve never in my life let even one of them off the hook… probably something I should rethink for the future… if the future comes…

      The youngest of the O’Reilly brothers laid helpless, talking to himself to pass the time and to avoid listening to the conversations going on around him. Everything he heard was depressing. Nothing Niall and Calysta, or anyone for that matter, could think of was making him any better. The hellhound poison continued to eat away at him, killing from the inside out. It didn’t take his enhanced senses to figure out that everyone was just as frustrated and infinitely as tired as he was, which was good, since every single one of them had ceased to work, even his mindspeak.

      And the hits just keep coming…

      But there was no one to blame. They were doing the best they could. It was just a damned shame all their hard work was accomplishing was holding off the inevitable … his one-way trip to the Heavens.

      Time to change the channel...

      Rory heard them mention Siobhan, the Elder Healer from Royce’s clan, several times, which meant all of the best people were on the job. It also meant all of the best people were stumped.

      Time to get serious. The big guy needs to wake up. He’s my last, best hope. Mom was right, some things you just gotta do yourself.

      The powerful white magic only Guardsman and beast could create together was the one thing in existence that Rory could think of that might be strong enough to drive the poison from his system.

      Poking at his dragon was fun at first. They’d always had a big brother/little brother relationship, with Rory doing what he did best…be the pesky little brother. However, his usual fun-loving pranks quickly turned into shouting insults and was barreling toward mental violence as his beast continued to lay dormant. Rory played with the idea of dreaming up a big stick and jabbing the dragon. If there was one thing his beast hated, it was a poke in the eye with a sharp stick.

      Come on, you big galoot, wake up. It’s time. You can sleep later.

      Mindlessly aggravating his thousand-pound alter ego, Rory groaned as he heard Maximillian Prentice, the King of the Big Cats, enter the room. “Have the Guardsmen found the woman yet?” The Leo’s usually arrogant tone had a tinge of concern.

      Aww…Max cares. Wait? What woman? There’s another healer?... another witch? Another…?

      “Not that I’ve heard, but Rian sent them out so I assume he’s the one whose been getting updates,” Calysta answered then chuckled. “Kyra said she and Royce are going to visit the newlyweds today.” The Grand Priestess’ chuckle turned into full blown laughter as she continued. “Roy said Rian and Audrey were due for an interruption.”

      Max laughed out loud. “I wonder if they will agree. Rian waited a hundred years to have his princess by his side. Something makes me think Royce is looking for a little payback after all the grief his older brother gave him in the not so distant past.”

      “I’m sure he is. To hear him tell it, Ri was relentless when Royce and Kyra found each other,” Niall added.

      “That’s one way to put it,” Max chuckled. “I witnessed some of it but from the other stories I’ve heard, I have to applaud Royce’s restraint. When I find my mate, I promise to draw blood if anyone tries to intervene.”

      “I’m sure this one was a real pain in the bum, too.” Calysta had a smile in her voice as she replaced the cool cloth on Rory’s forehead. He could tell from the scent the Grand Priestess had added some new healing herbs to the mixture.

      I sure was and I was really looking forward to doing the same to Rian. Oh well, there’ll be time for that later…hopefully…

      Thinking of anything other than the venom in his system, his ever-rising fever, and his inability to move even his little finger, Rory focused on his oldest brother’s change in marital status. He was glad to hear Rian’s mating ceremony had gone off without a hitch and that the couple was happy. He’d never been one to get all worked up about such things, but it did his heart good to know his brothers were both with their mates and living life as the Universe intended.

      Mates are for some. I’m the lone wo…dragon. He chuckled at his own joke.

      Calysta, Niall, and Max’s conversation was a dull roar in the background as Rory gave his dragon a mental kick in the shins. The youngest O’Reilly brother was surprised to hear Max mention he’d also sent his werepanthers out to find the mystery woman, and he willed the King to explain who she was.

      “I just heard from my men. It seems they missed her by less than an hour. Juan Carlos has assured me she is headed this way but for some reason is taking a rather convoluted route over backroads and down little known trails. It’s as if she is trying to avoid someone or something.”

      “Have they run into any of my men?” Rian asked.

      Where the hell did he come from? Damn failing senses…

      “Give me a moment,” Max answered and Rory knew the King was mentally contacting his second-in-command by the silence that followed.

      With nothing but emptiness to fill the time, Rory growled at his dragon. Wake up you bloody beast. You’re useless, good for nothing, and a giant pain in my ass. WAKE UP!”

      When the dragon didn’t even bother to groan, the Guardsman imagined kicking the great beast in the tail a few times before erupting into a fit of laughter. Oh Hell, I’ve turned into Kell, bad attitude and all. Even had a little brogue going there for a second.

      Thankfully, Max began speaking before Rory’s thoughts could take the dark turn he felt bearing down on him. “Juan Carlos has indeed had contact with your men.” He chuckled before continuing. “Apparently, Kellan was rather adamant that he and his Guardsmen inspect the woman’s home for themselves.”

      After a rather exasperated sigh, Rian commented. “Somehow, I’m not surprised. Kell tends to be a little rigid. He feels responsible for everything and everyone, especially Rory. They’re thick as thieves. Let me give him a call and see what’s going on.”

      For about the hundredth time, Rory wished for at least his mindspeak to work. It was completely infuriating that he couldn’t at least hear what they were all talking about. Getting the play by play by eavesdropping had gotten old after about fifteen minutes.

      While he waited for Rian to finish his mental conversation with Kellan, Rory tried to figure out what mysterious woman they were talking about. No one mentioned a name or even where she was traveling from... just that she was on her way. He could feel from the way they talked about her that whoever she may be, this unknown female was his last, best hope for escaping his forever death. It felt surreal and more than a little unnerving to be out of the loop and depending on someone he didn’t know.

      Rian’s worry-filled voice interrupted Rory’s next thought. “Kell said it looks like Miss Featherstone packed up everything before leaving. He ran into the old guy who’s watching her dog—Homer, I think he said the man’s name was—but the gentleman had no clue where the matriarch had run off to. Kell confirmed what your guys said, Max. She’s going through every one-horse town and canyon she can find, but her ultimate course is still here.”

      Featherstone? What kinda name is that?

      “Why would she not come the quickest way possible? If the legends are true, which I’ve been assured by every witch from here to Timbuktu that they are, then she can feel how dire the situation is. She knows how badly we need her here.” There was a slight tremor in Calysta’s hands as she wiped his brow. One that hadn’t been there before. One that provided no comfort at all.

      Great! Now even the Priestess is worried…

      Rory knew Calysta, as well as everyone else, was concerned and doing all they could, but her shaking hands brought the harsh reality of his situation crashing down around him. Guardsmen were damned near invincible. Minus silver and beheading, they could withstand anything else that would fell the ordinary human, not to mention the extraordinary ones too. Facing his own mortality had never been anything Rory had considered, and if he had to be honest, it pretty much ranked up there with warts and the clap (neither of which he’d ever had but had heard they were truly wretched ailments).

      “I think I know why the matriarch is covering her tracks.” Max’s voice sounded distant…thoughtful. “Raphael is sure there’s a third party pursuing our Miss Featherstone. One with less than honorable intentions.” The Leo paused and when he began again, Rory could hear the click of the heels of his boots against the concrete floor of the clinic.

      Max is pacing? Must be some serious thinking going on there. Oh! And why does everyone know about Miss Featherstone but me?

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, Calysta, but isn’t there a prophecy or foretelling or some such mystical thing about the matriarch of a clan being pursued by the light and the dark? I seem to remember hearing about it somewhere over the years.”

      “Yes, there is. But…”

      “But it has always been assumed they were talking about a dragon, and since all the female leaders were killed some time ago, no one has mentioned it in years.” Kyra’s intrusion into the conversation announced the arrival of both she and her mate, Royce, the middle O’Reilly brother.

      “Glad you could join the party.” Rory could hear the smile in Max’s voice and wondered what was coming next. Thankfully, he didn’t have to wait very long.

      “Yeah, super glad to see you, ya asshole. Thanks for the wake-up call.” Rory could tell Rian was just giving Royce a hard time and wished like hell he could join the fun.

      At least I have a front row seat.

      Royce’s booming laugh filled the clinic as he answered back, “I always told you paybacks were a bitch.”

      The room erupted in laughter as Rian commented, “Yes, but did you have to let Lenn set off fireworks on my patio?”

      Kyra’s tinkling giggle rose over the others as she struggled to speak. “Sorry, Ri, that was my idea. I forgot how he gets with explosives.”

      It was obvious he was trying to hold back his laughter as Rian responded, “The scorch marks go all the way to the roof. How the hell am I supposed to get them off the brick?’ He paused and Rory imagined his brother’s patented scowl. When he began again, Rian’s tone was less harsh, “Thank the Heavens Audrey just laughed.”

      Everyone howled and Rory could only imagine the look on Rian and Audrey’s face when Lennox, one of his oldest friends and an ex-navy seal with a love of all things explosive, had set off his display. The youngest O’Reilly brother remembered last Fourth of July when Lenn let off so many fireworks they had to turn three different fire departments away at the gates to the lair. To say Lennox loved all things that went boom was a serious understatement.

      “You got a good one there, Ri,” Royce chuckled.

      “Speaking of your lovely mate, is she coming by?” Kyra asked.

      “Yep. She said I was distracting her and told me she’d be over after her shower.” Rory laughed at the grin in his oldest brother’s voice and the way the others gave him a hard time about distracting his mate. “She’s really worried about, Ror.” Rian’s tone was suddenly solemn and his comment left the room bathed in an uneasy silence.

      After several heartbeats, in which Rory wished someone—anyone—would make a joke, a cell phone rang. Rian’s quick, “Whatcha got, Kell?” filled the silence.

      Kell’s gruff brogue filled the clinic. Thankfully, his oldest brother had put the call on speakerphone. “Have you ever heard of the Tale of Dark and Light?”

      “That’s what it’s called!” Kyra shouted, making Rory imagine the five-foot platinum-haired witch nearly vibrating with excitement. She wasn’t only the mate to his middle brother but also the daughter of the Grand Priestess. She was probably the most powerful witch in the world with a heart of gold and the desire to help those in need. The youngest O’Reilly brother was damned glad to have her on his side.

      “Max was just talking about a prophecy of some sort. Is that what you mean?” Rian asked. His tone no longer that of a concerned brother, but as the leader of their clan.

      “I don’t know that you’d called it a prophecy so much as a history lesson. Homer’s not just a friend of Claire’s, he’s also the Chief of the Choctaws. Even better, he loves to talk. He told me that once every five thousand years, the Leader of the Clan of the Sun is tested. She’s given the choice of two mates; one whose magic is light and pure, and one whose magic comes from the darkness. The Chief said it’s the Universe’s test to make sure the matriarch is worthy of her position.”

      Claire Featherstone! The mystery woman has a name! And the Leader of a clan, so not a witch. Hmm…

      Rory chuckled to himself and imagined the scowl on Kellan’s scarred face. Not that he smiled very much anyway, but it was evident from how pronounced his accent had become that the Guardsman was not at all thrilled with what he’d learned.

      “Homer went on to say that Claire’s been having visions of both her suitors for more years than he can remember but had decided to let nature take its course. She never told him who or what her destined mates were, only that she knew of their existence and would wait for them to seek her out. He never doubted that she would choose the light, which was reinforced a few days ago. It was right about the time we were in Hell fighting our way out. I guess our girl went into a trance. She walked to one of the portals to the Underworld somewhere in the forest surrounding the Clan of Light’s mountain and tried to open it. Thank the Heavens she had no clue what she was doing or there could’ve been a whole lot of uglies running amok.”

      “It took the Choctaw medicine man and the Healer of Claire’s clan to bring her out of the trance. Then a few hours later, dark clouds filled the sky and the matriarch started talking about being watched. No one found any trace of a stalker, so Homer’s pretty sure her trance triggered the mating call. And now, whoever her dark suitor is has started his search for her.”

      “Wait. I’m confused,” Kyra chimed in. “What does one thing have to do with the other?”

      “I’m getting to that,” Kellan growled and then quickly added just above a whisper, “sorry ceann beag. It’s been a bitch of a day.”

      “No worries, Kell. This whole damn thing sucks.” Kyra’s voice was soft and accepting. Royce was one lucky son of a gun. Hell, they all were just to be able to call the little witch family.

      Clearing his throat, the scarred Guardsman continued, “Because Claire had been dreaming about her mates, she knew the minute our boy was bitten and her beast took over, doing whatever she could to get to her chosen mate.”

      Wait! What did he just say?

      “So you’re saying that our boy is…” The end of Rian’s comment was cut off by his laughter. Unfortunately, Max was right there to pick up the slack.

      “That is absolutely brilliant.” The chuckle in the King’s voice made Rory wish he could slug his old friend in the jaw.

      “Hold on just a damned minute!” Kell yelled over all the frivolity, making Rory laugh to himself.

      The old boy seriously has no patience.

      “There is no way to know for sure that Rory is Claire’s mate. It can be any of us. She would also be duty bound to help any of her mate’s brethren because of our blood bond.” There was a shudder in his voice, echoing the youngest O’Reilly brother’s feelings. Both were confirmed bachelors and had made a pact to stay that way for as long as they could. “All I’m sure of is that she knows her mate is a dragon and that one of our Force needs healing that only she can provide.”

      Good news is Kell thinks she can heal me. Bad news is I can tell he thinks this chickie is my mate.

      “So it could be any of us.” Declan, who was with Kellan and the others searching for Claire, added in his typical deadpan tone.

      “And that doesn’t freak you out just a bit?” Max asked.

      “Nothing I can do about it. It’s gonna happen one way or another.” Rory had to smile at Dec’s detached answer.

      Nothing gets that guy excited…not even the prospect of a mate.

      “I’m guessing you think Claire is taking the scenic route as a way to avoid her dark mate?” Rian commanded an answer more than asked a question.

      “Yeah, that’s my best guess. We’re only a few minutes behind the panthers and from the tracks she’s leaving, they’re only a bit behind her. Hopefully, we’ll all catch up at the same time and can escort her to the lair without any more trouble.”

      Kell sounded tired and frustrated. Something Rory was getting used to hearing in everyone’s voice. Laying around like a corpse was no fun, especially when the clock was ticking and he had to depend on others to save his backside.

      Speaking of that…Wake up, you useless fire breathing blow hard! I need your help! Some of us have an expiration date, ya know?

      Rory’s rant included a few mental jabs, a swift kick in the tail, and a poke in the eye, only to be answered by an obnoxious snore and a gust of smoke.

      Dumb, stupid, good-for-nothing…

      The prick of a needle in his upper arm, followed by an immediate sense of euphoria, cut the youngest O’Reilly brother’s newest tirade short. Audrey’s voice sounded like it was coming from the bottom of the barrel when she asked, “What was that injection for?”

      Niall’s answer was little more than a whisper as the medicine’s full effect began to take over. “It’s a sedative combined with an analgesic. A slower heart rate means slower spread of the poison. And then there’s his fever to worry about. Don’t want there to be any permanent brain damage since it’s been slowly rising since you lot returned from the Underworld. I’m just trying to give him enough time for Miss Featherstone to arrive and work her magic.”

      Magic? But…not a…witch…so…sleepy…

      “I’ll get her there.”

      “You do...” Rian’s response was cut short by the sound of silence. Kell had already disconnected.

      Rory worked hard to stay awake, not wanting to miss any detail of his condition, but the medicine Niall had injected into his vein was too strong for his toxin-ridden body to fight. Feeling no pain for the first time since losing his battle with the hellhound, images of a crimson-haired beauty with eyes the color of storm clouds and lips so perfectly bowed his mouth watered from his desire to taste them invaded his mind. Instantly, he knew this was the woman who could save him. This was Claire.

      Her long red curls flowing behind her like dragon fire as she rode across the countryside made his palms itch to see if they were as soft as they appeared. Long sleek legs held tightly to the coal black seat of her Soft Tail as it hugged the curves and sailed over the hills like it was riding the rails. Rory’s skin tingled with the need to feel the touch of her long, beautiful fingers that just as easily could’ve been playing Mozart’s Requiem in D Minor as manning the throttle of her Harley.

      This woman was real, not just some fantasy his drug-induced stupor was making up. He could feel her strength. See the determination in her every movement. She was used to being in charge and took her responsibilities very seriously, but there was also a softer, gentler side Rory could see in the depths of her eyes.

      Claire Featherstone was tired of being alone. She had a clan. Had good friends. Had distant relatives. Had all the things any other living being would’ve been content with. But even in a crowd, she was alone. Maybe even kept herself apart. It’s who she was. How she’d been raised. But it was the part of her she was readiest to lose.

      Rory had no clue how he knew all this about his savior, only that it was as clear as the nose on his face. He watched Claire look at the dark clouds chasing her, that looked like a winged beast, and shake her head. He expected her to frown or become agitated by the image, but as he was quickly learning, Miss Featherstone was anything but ordinary. Instead of doing as he expected, her lips curled into a knowing smile just as her hands gave a quick twist to her throttle and she shot down the road, laughing like she hadn’t a care in the world.

      I think I could like this one…

      The thought had barely crossed his mind when Claire looked up. Their eyes locked. He could feel her awareness of him like they were standing face to face. Not only could he feel what she was feeling, but now, he could see into her mind. Rory was sure he was dreaming and damned if it wasn’t just too good to wake up from.

      He felt a mingling of kindred spirits, a familiarity he didn’t want to feel but was helpless to stop. Not only could Claire save his life, but there was no doubt in Rory’s mind she was going to irrevocably rock his world to its very foundation. She was everything he’d spent all his adult years avoiding and she was careening toward him with no signs of stopping.

      Not willing to out a name on what he felt—what he knew without a shadow of a doubt— Rory searched for a way to sever their connection. Instead, he was thrown into a sea of memories…Claire’s memories…with one taking center stage….

      An old man with deeply tanned skin and long ebony hair bounced an adorable freckled-face girl with long red curls on his knee. The little girl’s giggles were contagious, making everyone around them, especially the elderly gentleman, smile and laugh along. The little girl begged again and again until the man finally relented and began to speak…

      “Long ago when the gods still roamed the earth and spoke to their chosen disciples, Lugh, the Celtic God of the Sun, bestowed a precious gift upon your ancestors, banphrionsa beag. He saw a greatness, a strength in the women of your clan, and right here on this very mountain he gave them the power to heal and to rule. Many thought he was crazy. Women were not meant to lead. Women were meant to take care of their husbands and to have many children, but the Sun God knew what he was doing. The men had taken advantage of their positions long enough. It was time to set things right.

      “He explained to the angry male leaders that the women of the Clan of the Sun were the stronger of the sexes. They were to be revered, not treated as second-class citizens. He pointed out that the women were the ones who had always protected their homes and kept their families safe, while the men did little more than spend their days hunting and creating wars.

      “You see, over time Lugh had come to love the women of the Clan of the Sun like a father loves his children and decreed that each daughter born into the clan from that moment forward would indeed be a child of his. He said his blood would flow through their veins and each would be imbued with a fraction of his power. Not only would they be able to heal with their tears, but they would also be given the power of flight and the ability to change forms. It was the largest blessing any clan had ever received from their god.

      “Your ancestor, Emmaline Featherstone, became the first matriarch of the Clan of the Sun. She was fearless and sought to see her clan grow and thrive. But the men resisted. They didn’t care that everything she was doing had been decreed by Lugh and was for the betterment of their people. They wanted things back as they had been and when that didn’t happen, they packed up and left the mountain, leaving only the women and their daughters to fend for themselves.

      “The Sun God foresaw the extinction of his beloved clan and refused to stand idly by. He asked the Universe for favor upon his chosen daughters that they may find mates from other clans. That these strong, vital women be given a chance to thrive and live out the destiny he had planned for them.

      “In Her infinite wisdom, the Universe granted Lugh’s wish, but with a condition that every five-thousand years, the matriarch be given a test. That her loyalty to the light be challenged. It would be the one time she would have a choice of mates and her choice would determine the way of the world. Lugh was confident in the goodness of his daughters so without a second thought, he agreed to the Universe’s terms.

      “So you see, my little Claire Bear, you are the first to be faced with this choice. When the time is right, you will know. I know in my heart of hearts you will make the right choice. You, my sweet girl, are destined for greatness.”

      The memory ended there and Rory was flung back into the present. No longer in Claire’s mind but still able to see her racing across the countryside. He watched the confident smile on her face fade into a determined scowl as she glanced at the dark clouds getting closer, growing darker, dropping lower, dogging her every mile. They’d taken the shape of a great winged beast with the head of an eagle and the tail of a lion. The darkness he’d seen in her thoughts had become a reality, and it was gunning for her.

      A smoky contralto that could only belong to Claire drifted through his mind a single heartbeat before the engine of her Soft Tail roared with renewed vigor and the mysterious matriarch disappeared in a blaze of fire.

      “Hold on, dragon man, I’m on my way.”
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      Claire couldn’t help but chuckle at the irony of her situation. Here she was racing across the countryside trying to beat the poison threatening her mate’s life, while a madman hell bent on world domination, who by the way, thought he should be her mate instead of Rory, was hot on her heels. Oh, and the asshole only wanted her for her power. Thought he could steal it from her or, even sillier, make her use it to harm others.

      Guess I never have done anything the easy way. Why start now?

      She’d known of the existence of both her mates for quite a while; one dragon, one griffin. One the representation of everything good and right in the world. The other a power-hungry, megalomaniac with serious mommy issues who represented the worst the world had to offer. It was the classic struggle of good and evil. The one she’d been trained to conquer from birth.

      The Leader of the Clan of the Sun often wondered if this was what Lugh had envisioned when he created his race of exotic birds in his own image. Claire knew they were born to be leaders, born to create not destroy, born to shine the light into the darkness, born to be the Celtic God’s likeness on earth. It was common knowledge that throughout the ages the phoenix had been responsible for restoring balance in times of evil and destruction. That they and they alone had been given the power to heal through their tears and would always know where they were most needed. He’d given them incredible power with incredible responsibility, and the matriarch had to wonder if he’d known even after making her decision that she would be faced with a race for her mate’s life.

      Wouldn’t surprise me. God or not, he’s always one step ahead.

      From the first spark of recognition the choice had been clear. Claire had been walking along her mountain, enjoying the sounds of children playing floating on the light breeze that kissed her freckled cheeks, when a feeling of pure and utter bliss filled her being. It was unlike anything she’d ever known, and with too many centuries to count under her belt, that was saying something.

      Pure unadulterated joy, followed by a happiness that made her feel complete, exceeded all the tales she’d either been told while growing up or read in the chronicles of their clan. It was as if she could fly without her wings, could see the path she was meant to take and the future that was meant to be hers. It was all crystal clear for the first time in her very long life.

      Lost in thought, Claire walked aimlessly for hours, enjoying the visions of her imminent happiness. Hours passed before she finally found herself in the sacred Meadow of Peace—the place that held the ashes of her ancestor. Making her way to the stone bench surrounded by the orange and red blossoms of the Firebush plants her mother had planted for Claire’s grandma, the matriarch sat in silence, enjoying her newfound feelings.

      She could see her mate with his deep brown eyes and curly red hair just as vividly as if he were standing before her. He was tall—at least six-foot-four—which was perfect since she stood almost five-foot-ten inches in bare feet. She ogled his broad chest that she couldn’t wait to rest her head upon. Her body tingled thinking of how his muscled biceps would feel wrapped around her.

      The image shifted and she could see him walking along a mountain pass. Claire had to fan herself as she watched the muscles of his well-toned thighs push the legs of well-worn jeans to their limits. As if that wasn’t enough to make her heart race and her palms sweat, the phoenix damned near lost consciousness when he turned around and she saw his bum perfectly encased in denim. Her fingers flexed at her sides with the need to explore every inch of his magnificent body.

      The sounds of bees and hummingbirds flitting from one blossom to another in a game of hide-and-seek pulled the matriarch from her thoughts of deep brown eyes and curly red hair to thoughts of a darker nature. Wanting to stay with Rory just a bit longer, Claire let her head fall back and her eyes slide shut. She reveled in the all-knowing power of the Sun and sighed as it called to the other half of her soul; the being who longed to soar on its fiery rays just as the phoenix of old had done.

      One creature called to the other and from one heartbeat to the next, the hard body of the man of her dreams was replaced by the brilliant shimmer of royal blue scales and an ancient strength that stole the breath from her lungs. As the image crystallized in her mind, Claire could feel the raw power of Rory’s dragon as he blazed across the sky. Every dip and turn of his massive body gave different perspective to the perfection of the creature designed to protect all that was right and just in the world. Her phoenix pushed against the restraint of her mind wanting…needing to fly alongside the mate of her heart.

      Her skin tingled as soft tufts of down replaced the hair on her arms and her fingers stretched toward her phoenix’s natural talon shape. Claire didn’t resist the change as she’d done when she was younger or push it as she’d had to do when in battle earlier in her reign as matriarch. No, for the first time she simply let the thrill of embracing the one with whom she shared her soul rush over her. She could feel the heat of her fire building within and looked forward to painting the sky with its flames.

      Completely immersed in the change, Claire was caught unaware as the vibrant gold and red of her flames flashed to the deep hues of purple and blue. Her eyes shot open. Anger and rage chased away the happiness she’d only just found. Her feathers retreated. Goose bumps covered her skin. Her hands returned to their human form as she jumped to her feet and ran toward home.

      Dark clouds filled the sky. Thunder rolled and lightning clashed. Frosty gusts of wind chased her up the mountain as petals and leaves that had been ripped from their plants dotted the landscape. Claire’s jaw ached from her grimace as she threw open the door of her cabin.

      Racing to the old wooden trunk at the foot of her bed, the matriarch retrieved the bronze blade that had belonged to every Leader of the Clan of the Sun since the beginning of time. Turning on her heel, she sped out the back door and headed straight into the storm.

      I’ll show you who’s boss, buster.

      Unlike the dragon, the griffin knew of her existence and wasn’t wasting any time letting his intentions be known. He wasn’t waiting for the phoenix to make her decision or even bothering to ask the question. Malick Slade was just as ruthless as his reputation stated. He was on a seek and possess mission, with Claire the prize to be won.

      He was the creature mothers warned their children about. He was the wolf in sheep’s clothing. Malick Slade was looking to steal not only her soul and her freedom, but her power as well. Had Claire been a lesser being, she was sure she’d have been fooled by his rakish charm and roguish good looks. He was tall with wide shoulders and a tapered waist; more of a swimmer’s body than a footballer’s.

      In every picture she’d ever seen of him, he wore his thick ebony hair in a style that made him look laid back but also put together. Dressed in the latest fashions definitely meant to impress whoever he was with, his smile was that of a shark and his black eyes soulless. He looked like the well-to-do millionaire, but what bothered her, what not even photographs could hide, was the evil that tainted everything he touched.

      Standing in the clearing behind her house, the matriarch closed her eyes and cleared her mind. Wrapping her fist around the bronze blade engraved with the spear of Lugh, Claire let the words that would call upon the power of the ancients fill her heart as she sliced through the palm of her hand.

      I seek the power of the Sun, the power of the gods, the power of the ones that came before me, and the power in my undying belief that what I do is for the good of all.

      Squeezing the blade with all her strength, Claire threw back her head, opened her eyes, and shouted, “Be gone, Malick Slade. Take your darkness far from these lands. Let it be known that neither you nor any of the Griffin Clan are welcome here. I revoke the treaty with our clans and close the borders of territory belonging to the Clan of the Sun. Let my commandment be sealed with the blood of Lugh himself as it runs from my veins.”

      The last word was still warm on her lips when bolts of lightning shot from the sky. Electricity filled the air. The ground trembled beneath her feet. The smell of burning foliage and scorched earth filled her senses. Not willing to give into the griffin’s intimidation, Claire stood strong, staring into the eye of the storm, seeing the hatred and contempt bleeding from Malick’s filthy soul.

      “Bow down, Claire. Give in to Fate. We are destined to be together. Destined to rule the world,” the griffin’s deep, confident voice boomed from above.

      Chuckling sarcastically, Claire shook her head as she responded, “We? There is no we, Malick. There never has been nor will there ever be. Go home. You’re embarrassing yourself.”

      Malick roared, “How dare you speak to me like that? You are my chosen mate and nothing you say or do can change what will be.”

      Unwilling to listen to anymore of the griffin’s bullshit, Claire let go of the blade and turned to her left. She’d taken exactly one step when lightning struck the ground right in front of her foot.

      Malick growled, “I will not be dismissed. You will submit or pay the consequences.”

      Fury unlike anything she’d ever felt flared to life. Deep, dark crimson colored her vision. Acting on pure instinct, pushed beyond all reasonable thought, Claire spun around and raised her hands toward the Heavens. Without any thought, phoenix fire flew from her fingertips. Malick howled in pain as the mere image of the malevolent griffin burned from the sky.

      Claire continued her assault until ash and soot covered the ground around her. Falling to her knees, spent from expending such a great amount of power, the matriarch trembled as tears ran down her face. She’d known there’d be a fight. Had been ready for it for years, but nothing could’ve prepared her for the unadulterated rage she felt from what should’ve been a simple metaphysical contact with the griffin. It only confirmed what she’d known all along; she would never stray from the light.

      Months passed and Claire settled into a new routine that included learning all she could about the dragons. Specifically, Rory O’Reilly. Research had never been her strong suit. The gods knew she’d only ever done just enough of her studies to be allowed to run and play with the other children. More than once she’d been grounded for half-done homework and daydreaming instead of studying. But this time it was different. This time, more than bad report cards and a new pair of skates were at stake—this one was for all the marbles.

      Starting with her aunties, the Elders of all the Aviary Shifters, Claire had been surprised at how little information they had about the dragons. It seemed they were just as mysterious and secretive as the phoenix. Never one to give up, the matriarch called in tons of favors and made more promises than she probably should have just to get her hands on any real information about the clan that was her mate’s.

      Auntie Lillian, an eagle shifter, had spent some time with a small clan of dragons in her younger years and shared the story of their existence. Claire was amazed to learn of the sacrifice both dragon and man had made to ensure their mutual existence. It had been a choice, not something they’d simply been given from the gods or inherited from their kin. An honest to goodness choice made by Rory’s ancestors to do what was right. To make the selfless decision to help not only an entire race but the whole world. Claire was filled with pride to know the Universe deemed her worthy to be the mate of one with such honor.

      Getting information about dragon kin had been difficult enough, but finding anything other than vital statistics about Rory O’Reilly had been damned near impossible. More than once, she’d entertained deepening their connection and searching her mate’s thoughts for the information she so desperately wanted. It would’ve been easy enough. Their connection was becoming second nature to her and he had yet to sense her presence. No one would’ve ever known.

      But…it would’ve been wrong and Claire would have known. Worse than that, she would’ve been starting the most important relationship of her very long life with deception—not something that would bode well with the gods or her conscience. So, the phoenix continued to call everyone she’d ever known and some she didn’t until she had every bit of information about the O’Reilly’s she could find, which was still little to nothing.

      About a year into her search, Claire’s Auntie Seraphina, a dove shifter and the Spiritual Leader of their kin, came for a visit. As luck would have it, the dove had become friends with a lone dragon by the name of Maddox. It took several days for the elderly dragon to arrive for a visit, and when he did, Claire wondered about his sanity. He seemed to have trouble staying on topic or holding a thought and was prone to tangents about anything and everything. Getting the details she wanted was challenging, but in the end, the mad dragon was incredibly useful. By the time he left they were fast friends.

      She learned that Rory’s older brother was the Leader of the Blue Dragons, just as his father had been before him. It broke her heart to learn of the death of their mother and sister and the toll it took on their father. It was surprising to learn that the middle O’Reilly brother belonged to another clan, but then again, after all they’d suffered she supposed it made sense. Everyone deals with grief in their own way. Claire had laughed until she cried when Maddox finally spoke of Rory.

      “The boy’s a damn fool, I tell ya’.” She couldn’t decide if it was his words or his thick brogue that tickled her so. Either way, the phoenix was captivated by the mad dragon’s tales of her mate.

      “The boy’s been a handful since the day he was born. Ronin, their daddy, used to swear Rory came out with a cheeky grin, a twinkle in his eye, and piss and vinegar running through his veins. There’s never a time he can’t, won’t, or hasn’t made a joke but don’t let that fool ya’; he’s sharp as a tack with a heart of gold. One of the best I’ve seen with a sword and a mind like a steel trap. You’ll think he’s not paying attention, messing around and acting a joker, but don’t be fooled. Our Rory doesn’t miss a thing. He’s warrior through and through just like his daddy before him and his before him.”

      The pride Claire could hear in Maddox’s voice made her smile. Rory sounded like the perfect mate. She knew her aunties wanted her to rush to find him, just as all the others before her had done, but the matriarch would not. She’d decided long ago it was not her way.

      Malick had already made his intentions known and she’d given her absolute no, so all that was left was to wait for Rory. She knew it could be years, but she had to know it was what he wanted, not something she had forced upon him. The Universe had chosen well for her and Claire believed Rory would come around when the time was right.

      The sounds of an approaching vehicle pulled the phoenix from her memories. Using her extraordinary senses, Claire sought the identity of the new member of their caravan, only to come up empty handed. Magic coated not only the vehicle but also its occupants. Thankfully, it felt like a simple Concealment Spell, but it still bristled her feathers. Why would anyone hide who they are?

      When they’re up to no good…

      Looking to the sky, she confirmed that Malick’s henchmen were still tracking her from behind dark clouds. She’d felt their presence the moment she’d left the security of her mountain but hadn’t worried much. She could take the underlings in a fight. Griffins were fierce in battle and would do anything to win, but over the years, they’d depended too heavily on their muscle and not enough on their brains. They were slow and stupid, all brawn, no brains. If they tried to take her by force, Claire would be ready. If all else failed, the dragons and their allies, the werepanthers, were both close behind. She’d just have to stall.

      Any other time, Claire would’ve waited for them to come and fetch her. It was the way of the phoenix and most definitely what her mother would’ve instructed her to do. But time was not a luxury her Rory had. The fear of losing him overrode everything else. When she touched his mind, she could feel the hellhound toxin racing to his heart, trying to take his life, and that was not something she was going to let happen. Time was of the essence if the phoenix wanted the future she so desperately longed for.

      Needing to think of something other than Rory laying helpless and in pain, Claire wondered about the alliance between the ancient warriors and the werepanthers. Dragons and cats were not naturally friends. At least from the little she knew of both races, their temperaments seemed to be polar opposites. What she’d learned of her Rory’s kin led her to believe they were honorable, loyal warriors to the core and well, the different cat shifters she’d met over the years had proved to be arrogant, mouthy, and generally a pain in the ass. Claire figured her Auntie Veronica, a hawk shifter and the comedian of their family, was right when she said, “Don’t be the canary when the cat comes along.”

      Flying over the last crest in the road before the turn off to the lair of the Blue Thunder Clan and her dragon, Claire used her considerable magic to poke and prod at the mystical bubble hiding the identity of the men pursuing her. Searching for a weak spot…anything that would tell her if they were friend or foe, since they’d appeared out of nowhere. Red flags were popping up all over the place. Nothing about this situation felt right. Her instincts were screaming these people are not your friends.

      In a snap decision, Claire gripped the throttle of her Harley, gunned the motor, and said a prayer to the gods to keep her mate safe as she sailed past the narrow dirt road she should’ve taken to reach the dragon lair. A detour was in order. She would not lead whoever was tailing her to the dragons. Not until she knew who they were and what they were after.

      The whine of the engine of the black SUV as it attempted to keep up with her made Claire smile. She knew she could outrun them if necessary but, at the moment, her plans included leading them to a deserted valley and getting much needed answers. Opening her senses wider, it wasn’t a surprise to see the werepanthers and dragons still following. She could feel their confusion and wished for a way to communicate with them. They were all apparently sure the ‘woman’ had missed her turn off.

      No boys, just taking the scenic route.

      Happy for the backup, Claire settled in for the twenty-mile drive to the mountain pass. She was happy to find Rory fast asleep when she touched his mind for the hundredth time since she’d left home three days ago. As long as he was drugged and sleeping his heart would remain slow and steady, giving her the time she needed to get rid of her unwanted shadows and make it back to him.

      These are tears I won’t mind shedding.

      Taking the last corner before the valley like she’d taken a million other corners since she rode her first motorcycle at the age of twelve, Claire looked up just in time to see her very long life flash before her eyes. Horn blaring, curses flying from her mouth like she was a drunken sailor on shore leave, the phoenix jerked her Harley to the right and then to the left. She threw all her weight one way and then the other, like she was riding the Scrambler at the county fair, maneuvering with every trick she knew to avoid a collision. Rocks and broken bits of asphalt flew in every direction as she gripped the brakes with all her might, willing the bike to stay upright.

      Tires screeching against the asphalt and the smell of burning rubber assaulted her senses as the battle to avoid smacking into the back end of the large silver moving van parked in the middle of the road continued as the thick metal bumper of the truck raced toward her face. Forcing the handlebars to the right and throwing her body into the turn, Claire felt the breeze as the corner of the bumper narrowly missed her head. Struggling to correct out of the violent turn, the front tire of her Harley hit a pothole, hurtling the phoenix and the bike toward imminent destruction.

      From that moment forward, the world moved in slow motion. It was as if she was watching the entire incident from outside her body. Shoving with all her might, Claire did everything possible to avoid being trapped under the enormous weight of her beautiful bright red Soft Tail as it toppled to the side. She pushed against the handlebars. Beat at the seat with her fists. Even kicked at the frame with her free foot, but it was all for naught. Metal met asphalt. Her hip and leg were trapped. Claire could do nothing but hold on and pray for the excruciating torture to end. She howled in pain as skin and muscle ripped from her bones while she slid across the asphalt. Flashes of light hit her eyes like a disco ball in the club as her head bounced against the pavement. Rocks and dirt embedded in every uncovered patch of skin. The world became a blur of black and gray as she slid toward the ditch. There was absolutely no escape from crashing and burning.

      Agonizing pain shot through her body. Tears streamed down her face. Horrifying screams like a dying animal echoed off the surrounding landscape mere seconds before she identified them as her own. Lifting her head as something soft and wet touched her cheek, Claire’s eyes opened just in time to witness her impact with the unforgiving trunk of a large pine tree.

      The sound of crushing metal and splintering wood echoed in her ears. Of their own volition, her eyes slid shut and her body went limp. Time stood still. Chalking up her momentary feelings of euphoria to shock, Claire screamed in agony and her eyes flew open as her Harley was lifted from her body and thrown – literally – over the shoulder of a huge, blurry man-like blob.

      Damn! Wish I could see….

      Attempting to roll over, Claire held in her scream of pain before falling back onto the ground. Her head spun and her breakfast threatened to make a hasty appearance. Two more blurry blobs joined the first and they just stood there, not moving, right out of reach…staring at her from the little bit she could actually see. Rapidly blinking her eyes, Claire tried to focus, but only shadowy figures came into view.

      “Who the hell are you and what do you want?” she demanded, trying to sound as threatening as possible while lying flat on her back and bleeding all over the ground.

      Holding her breath, Claire waited for a response, a movement, anything that said they heard her, or at the very least understood what she was saying. But nothing came. It was as if her words had frozen them in place. Frustration was adding to the pain shooting through every cell in her body, making the phoenix wonder if passing out would be better than laying helpless, waiting to be attacked or abducted while her extraordinary healing abilities mended her broken body. By her calculations it would be at least an hour before she could sit up without throwing up or passing out, and even though she now knew two of the men standing around her were human, she still had no clue of the origin of the hulk who’d hurled her Harley into the woods.

      Ya’ gotta love a head injury and a concussion. They make the worst situation seem manageable. Good times…

      Carefully taking a deep breath, Claire changed her tactics, hoping damsel in distress would work better than commanding bitch. “Hey, guys, can you help a girl out?”

      Apparently, that was their call to action, for in the blink of an eye, the hulk gently but firmly laid her over his shoulder, turned, and headed back toward the road. White hot spears of pain threatened to tear Claire’s body apart. The world spun out of control. Black dots filled her vision. She gagged as her stomach rolled. Talking a deep breath, she tried with all her might not to throw up all over the man hopefully carrying her to safety.

      “Where are you…” A soft, acrid smelling cloth absorbed the rest of her comment as it covered her mouth and nose.

      Struggling to move, she was no match for the strong hand on her face. Just as her world faded to black, a fourth man she hadn’t known was there, spoke. “You guys better hope she’s healed before Mr. Slade gets to the cabin.”

      “Malick…” Claire whispered against the cloth still covering her mouth.

      You stupid son of a bitch…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Did I not say unharmed?” An ear-splitting bellow, closely followed by the sound of something large and wooden hitting the wall before falling to pieces on the floor, startled Claire out of her dream of soft brown eyes and a cocky grin.

      Rory!

      Ignoring the chaos and yelling going on around her, Claire quickly touched her dragon’s mind. He was still sleeping and from what she could tell, the poison was still being held at bay by the herbs his healers were administering. Sighing in relief, she immediately sent healing power through their newly formed mating bond. It wasn’t nearly as powerful or effective as her tears but it would hopefully buy him the time for her to beat the hell out of Malick and get to Rory’s side.

      Don’t give up dragon man, I’m coming…

      Speaking of the asshole, Malick snarled, “I should have you drawn and quartered, you completely useless, waste of skin and bone and fur. And where in the hell is Zanus? Why was he not present?” Then mumbling under his breath, “My own brother, a stupid worthless bastard. Can’t follow an order to save his life.” His rant ended with a roar that shook the windows, caused Claire to wince in pain as it echoed through her battered brain, and then brace herself as more furniture crashed closer to her head than she was entirely comfortable with.

      I’m playing possum until the jerk cools his jets…

      Malick’s tirade went on and on. Claire began to wonder if there would be any furniture or griffins left when he was done. Luckily, the sound of a door opening somewhere to her left stopped all noise and motion in the room. Deafening silence sucked all the air from the room.

      Finally, just as Claire thought she might pass out from holding her breath, a low feminine voice, turned rough with age, asked, “Are you quite through in here, Malick, my dear? This is certainly no way to welcome your mate into our home.”

      My dear? Mate? Lady, you’re as screwy as he is if you think that’s happening.

      The sound of boots hitting a stone floor moved closer to her just seconds before the griffin responded, “Yes, Mother. You are absolutely right and I apologize for the noise.”

      Mother? No way! I was sure he was the spawn of Satan.

      “It is not me you should be apologizing to; it is your mate. Isn’t that right, iníon?”

      Busted! And who does she think she’s calling daughter? Ain’t no way in…

      Blowing out the breath she’d been holding, Claire slowly rolled to her side. Thankfully, her body was healing, but she still wanted to bitch and moan from the ache as she turned. It was nothing a long swim in the grotto in the healing caves of her mountain and twenty-four hours of healing sleep wouldn’t cure, but from the look on the face of the bane of her existence—aka Malick, the monster—that was not going to happen.

      Refusing to look at the asshole who was keeping her from Rory a second longer than she had to be, Claire turned her gaze to Malick’s mother. At first glance, she appeared to be nothing more than a well-to-do billionaire’s widow. Fashion had never been Claire’s thing, but not even her lack of knowledge on the subject could deny the perfectly cut powder blue Chanel suit, matching Dolce and Gabbana kitten heels, and pearls adorning her ears, neck, and wrist rivaling the Queen’s own jewels, that Mrs. Slade wore with incredible panache. Her silver hair was perfectly coiffed and her well-manicured nails painted a dainty pink, but none of it outshined the power that rolled off the impressive woman.

      Looking into Mrs. Slade’s midnight blue eyes, Claire saw a look she knew had come from years of getting exactly what the older female griffin wanted—whenever she wanted it. Malick may have claimed the title of King of the Griffins but it was his momma who ruled the roost.

      The cunning smile and glint in Mrs. Slade’s eyes was anything but comforting as she added, “How are you feeling, dear?”

      “I’m fine,” Claire lied, trying to make her tone as noncommittal and nonthreatening as possible, when all she and her phoenix wanted to do was call their fire, burn everyone in their path, and get to Rory’s side.

      Simmer down, Sparky. It won’t do to get killed in the process.

      Shaking her head and tsking, Mrs. Slade moved toward Claire. Taking a seat in the red velvet upholstered Queen Anne chair—that the real Queen’s bum had no doubt graced sometime during her reign—at the side of the bed the phoenix prayed was not the asshole’s, the female griffin patted Claire’s shoulder and said, “My name’s Sylvia. I’m Malick’s mother.” She paused and looked lovingly at her son. Claire thought about puking on the older woman’s perfectly polished shoes but decided that would not go over well at all, so she simply stared at Sylvia like she had three heads and hoped to wake up from the nightmare she was presently living.

      Turning back to Claire, Sylvia turned up her charm and her smile to a full hundred watts, making the phoenix think of a slimy politician, before saying, “You might as well tell me the truth, dear. I can feel your pain. I may not be as accomplished a healer as you, but I am nonetheless a healer. Let me take away your pain.”

      Your son is a pain in my ass. Does that count?

      Clearing her throat to hide the smile from the personal joke she’d just told herself, Claire worked hard to keep a civil tone and responded, “I appreciate your offer. Really, I do. But I’m fine. Healing quite nicely
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