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        Be Safe. Take Care. And ALWAYS Dare to Dream!

        Thank you, God.

        To my girls, Liz and Em, I Love You. Every day, every way, always.

        To my mom, dad, and brother – You are never far from my mind and always on my heart. I miss you every day. Fly high! Love you!
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        Mo gráh……….. My love

        Mo chroí………. My heart

        Tá tú mo ghrá eternal………. You are my eternal love.

        Ta’ mo chroi istigh ionat………. My heart is in you

        Grá mo shaol………. Love of my life
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      “Yep,” she nodded, keeping her hard-fought smile in place and her tone even.

      I will not turn and leave. I will have this conversation one more time, and all will be well. They love me. I love them. All will be well. All will be well. All will be…

      “But…”

      “But nothing,” she reassured, reaching across the counter and patting her surrogate mom and Pack secretary on the back of the hand. “It’s only for a few days. The cabin is two hours by road and faster by paws. I’ll be back…”

      “You will be back for the Passing of the Torch and the Lighting of the Flame," Sally Ann stated rather than asked in her 'mom voice.' "At least three days before. There are lists of things to do, cards you have to sign, the last fitting of your gown, and don’t forget about Christmas and New Year’s. You’ll be the Alpha. You have to give the toast, carve the turkey…"

      Holding up her hand, palm out and fingers extended, Laurel Winters leveled her gaze and waited until the woman she loved with all her heart stopped talking and stood perfectly still. “I promise to be back. I swear I won’t be late. Have I ever lied to you or broken a promise in all the years you’ve known me?”

      “No, because you’re a good girl.”

      Chuckling despite the burning need - and the insistent growls of her Wolf – to spin towards the door and leave, Laurel snickered, "Well, let's just say I try to be." Pushing her hand forward when the older She-Wolf opened her mouth to once again interrupt, Laurel refused to yield.

      She had to say her piece and prayed the hundredth verse of the same conversation would come to a screeching halt sooner rather than later. "We all know I never dreamed of being Alpha. Didn't want to be a 'Leader.'" She made air quotes mostly out of frustration and because Laurel believed being the Alpha was so much more than just leading the charge.

      "This is literally the last thing I ever thought I would be doing. On the list of stuff I planned for my life, this wasn’t even in the top fifty.” Exhaling sharply, she let the rest of the words flow with her breath. “But it is my responsibility, my birthright, and most of all, what mom and dad and JJ would want me to do. Would need me to do.”

      Inhaling deeply, just barely holding back the tears, the ones that were always sitting and waiting for the slightest mention of her family, Laurel added, “I won’t let them down. I won’t let y’all down. And there's no way in hell I'll ever let this Pack down. It was momma and daddy's life, what they believed in, what they lived for." One quick melancholy snicker and she added, "Well, right after JJ and I. Family always came first, and this Pack is all the family I have left."

      At the sound of claws on the hardwood floor, she dropped her hand, smiling as her dearest friend, most loyal confidant, and the biggest German Shepherd anyone had ever seen licked her palm. Dane always knew when she needed him. He wasn't ever far from her side and never let her down.

      "Besides," she chuckled, needing to dispel the tension in the room and move on from the topic of those she'd lost. "Dane can't stay away from your cooking for longer than three days. He literally took the last piece of chicken fried steak right off my plate last night. I turned to grab a bottle of water, and…" Snapping the fingers of her free hand, she pretended to growl, "The little scamp had it in his mouth and was halfway across the kitchen."

      "What a silly boy." Sally Ann tried to be stern but couldn't hide the goofy grin and the affection she'd always had for Laurel's best friend.

      Wagging her finger at the King Shepherd with that same adoration shining in her eyes, the older She-Wolf pushed the red-rimmed reading glasses from the end of her nose to the top of her head, then opened the bottom drawer of her desk. Pulling out a plain brown paper bag, she winked. "I have just the thing for you, my furry friend."

      No sooner had the tips of Laurel's fingers touched the bag than Dane's butt hit the ground. Back straight, chest pushed out, he assumed 'the position.' With his snout level to her waist, his eyes never left the sack. The black tip of his nose wiggling up and down like a bunny's, he licked his lips, trying to wait patiently for the first bite of his favorite treat.

      “Oh, you think whatever’s in here is for you, huh?” Laurel teased. “Maybe Sally Ann made me some cookies, or…”

      “Stop messin' with that poor pup," Jed, the Winters Pack Beta, who also happened to be Sally Ann's Mate, chuckled. "He's a good boy. We gotta keep him at his fighting weight. Keep him keen and strong. ‘Specially since you refuse to let the Pack Protectors go anywhere with you.”

      “Don’t need an entourage,” Laurel grumbled, handing Dane a large piece of Sally Ann’s famous peanut butter and jerky. “Never have been a fragile flower. Not startin' now. I can take care of myself. You should know that better than anyone. You were teaching me self-defense and fighting stances ten minutes after I took my first step.

      “More like five, but who’s countin’?” Dropping a kiss atop his wife’s head, the Beta snickered, “Damn it all the hell, if you don’t sound just like your momma. Even when she was pregnant–both times, mind you - I had to have the boys tail her from a distance and stay downwind.” Shaking his head, he chuckled slyly, “‘Cause if she even caught a whiff of one of us followin’ her…”

      “There would be hell to pay the second Beth was back here at the Ranch,” Sally Ann laughed out loud.

      “See?” Laurel grumbled under her breath, paying way more attention to Dane’s special jerky treats than needed. “Mom had the right idea.”

      "She damned sure had a mind of her own," The Beta couple replied in unison, adoration and appreciation heavy in their every word.

      "Your momma was smart, strong, and as independent as they come," Sally continued on her own. "Beth was a genuine leader, with a heart of gold, and the determination of ten men–excluding Jed here and your daddy, of course."

      Stepping out of her husband’s arms, the older woman stopped right in front of Laurel, smiling as she reached for the younger Wolf’s hand. Squeezing it tight, letting all the love they shared flow from her heart, she added, “And you’re just like her, Laurel Elizabeth. From the top of those light brown curls you inherited from your momma to the tips of your old, worn-out boots that I can’t get you to replace, you are a Winters Wolf through and through.”

      “They’re still good. No holes,” Laurel teased, ignoring the comments about her mom and hoping to lighten the mood.

      But Sally Ann didn’t stop there…

      Giving her a kiss on the cheek, the gray-haired Wolf added with an emotional whisper, “Your parents loved you and JJ so much. They were so proud of both of you, and I know they still are. That pride grows by leaps and bounds every damn minute of every damn day.”

      Pushing the fingers of her free hand into the thick brown fur at the crown of Dane's head, drawing power from the gentle giant who'd been her source of strength for as long as she could remember, Laurel refused to let the tears fall. One thing she'd learned almost before she could walk, the phrase both her parents had uttered more times than she could count – Alpha is only a word - echoed through her mind. You have to earn the respect the name commands. You can never take it for granted. You have to work every day to be better and stronger and rise above the day before.

      You have to have heart. You have to feel everything twice as profoundly and for three times as long as those who are looking to you for guidance.

      A true Alpha, a good Alpha, an Alpha worthy of the name - never puts herself before her Pack.

      She has to be strong. She has to be smart. She has to listen, not just hear. But most of all, she has to lead with her head, her heart, and her Wolf in equal measure at all times.

      It meant that no matter what she faced, who was coming for her, or her family, or her Pack, no matter how bad her heart was aching, she–Laurel Elizabeth Winters - Alpha and Luna Lupine of the Winters Wolf Pack–would stand tall. She would look whoever or whatever dared to threaten her Pack right in the eye. She would never back down. She would never flinch. And she would die to protect those she loved.

      They were not only her Pack, or her Wolves, or her people - they were her family in the truest sense of the word. No, they did not share blood, but that was just red shit that stained the ground, and sooner or later, everybody lost a pint or two.

      Pack meant having people who loved you unconditionally, not despite your shortcomings, but because of them. Because you weren’t afraid of the things that made you unique or quirky or sometimes downright bitchy, but embraced them, learned from them, and worked hard to get better every damned day.

      Pack meant loving and supporting one another when it was hard as hell, and with the thought of giving up dogging your every step. Anybody can and will stand beside you during the good times. It was the rough times, the dark times, the times when you weren't sure the sun would ever rise again that your Packmates were right there with you.

      Above all, Pack meant being the best person you could be. Inspiring your loved ones. Loving even the 'special snowflakes.' The Winters Pack was hers, and as their Alpha, Laurel was the very heartbeat of her Wolves.

      It had always been that way. They were the blood in her veins. Not one Winters' Wolf had ever been far from her heart and soul. Even as a child, she knew when Jed and Sally's son, Jason, was being chased by a rogue Pack of Jackals and went running out of her kindergarten dance recital to fight to protect one of her own.

      Likewise, she'd been swimming the last leg of the individual relay in Galveston when Alison, the Pack Healer, was bitten by a speckled King Snake. No sooner had she tapped the tiled wall than did Laurel jump right out of the pool and into her shorts. Flip-flops in hand, she made a beeline for her beat-up red pickup, fired up the eight-cylinder 308, and floored it. Stopping only when she was in the middle of the Chihuahuan Desert, she raced to the Healer and got her safety. It wasn't until the next day, when Allie was venom free, safe, and sleeping, that Laurel found out her swim team came in first place.

      And the list went on and on. It had been that way for her mom, dad, and her brother. They were the lifeblood of the Winters Pack, blessed by the Universe, governed by Destiny, and beholden to Fate.

      So, why are mom, dad, and JJ dead? How did somebody get close enough to murder them in cold blood? Why didn’t I know it was happening? Feel it? Sense it? Why couldn’t I protect them? Why does the asshole who slit their throats, beheaded them, and left their bodies in the desert for the vermin to feed upon still draw breath?

      With her gaze meeting Sally's, Laurel forced another smile, working hard to make it reach her eyes so that the older Wolf wouldn't worry and would release Laurel from her well-known death grip. "Okay, enough of the…"

      “You know you gotta agree with her, or she's never gonna give you your hand back," Jed snorted. "If there are three things you can count on, it's that God made little green apples, a Wolf's gonna howl at a full moon, and…”

      “Sally Ann’s gonna be right, or wear ya’ down until you agree anyway,” Laurel snickered in unison with the old Beta.

      "Ya' know, that would piss me right off if it wasn't the truth," Sally Ann matter-of-factly agreed. Leaning forward, she gave Laurel another quick kiss on the cheek before finally letting go, stepping back, and instructing, "There's a cooler in the backseat. Sandwiches for you to munch on while you're driving and treats for Dane. I also put a big thermos of my special caramel macchiatos in that clunky thing you call a console. And there's water, three casseroles, and some cookies in the insulated bag. At least, I'll know you're not starving yourself while you're gone."

      “Thank you, Sally. You really shouldn’t…”

      “Oh, hush,” the older Wolf interrupted, giving a little finger wave and rolling her watery blue eyes. “It’s just what I do for the ones I love, you know that. Now, get goin’ so you can get back. I know you’re gonna do what you’re gonna do, and there’s no way to stop you. So just get it done, Girl. Get it done.”

      “Yep,” Laurel laughed out loud. “I learned everything I know from you, Momma Sally.”

      “Well, I never heard tell…”

      "Oh, yeah, you did, and you do, my dear heart," Jed guffawed, showing up behind his wife and putting his hands on her shoulders. "When they look up 'mother hen' in the dictionary, old Webster's got your picture right there. Now, let the girl get outta here. The sooner she’s gone. The sooner she’ll be back.”

      “And on that note…” Laurel gave the couple a mock salute and a wink. “Dane and I are outta here." Turning on her toes, she headed towards the door calling over her shoulder, "I'll have my phone on, and then the radio will be on channel seven after I get past Dead Man's Crossing. Holler if you need me."

      Out the door, down the steps, and across the gravel driveway in record time, Laurel opened the door of her silver SUV and snapped her fingers. Following Dane into the vehicle, the door had barely clicked shut when she let out the breath she'd been holding and sighed, "Well, here goes nothin’, Big Guy. You ready for some mountain air, squirrel chasing, and fishing?”

      All it took was Dane's excited yip and the thump-thump-thump of his tail hitting the back of the seat for the tension knotting Laurel's shoulders to melt away. Snapping the King Shepherd's seatbelt and then her own into place, she started the engine and put the SUV into drive.

      Pulling across the gravel and down the lane, she grinned, “And this time, I get to pick the radio station. Another two-hour trip listenin' to the Chipmunk's Christmas Carols, and I'm gonna need something stronger than caramel macchiatos and chocolate chip cookies to keep my sanity.”
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      “What do you mean She wants to see me?”

      “Is there a certain word that’s throwin’ ya' for a loop, Little Brother? All of 'em? The sentence itself? Narrow it down, and maybe I can help clear things up for ya'."

      The thought of punching his oldest brother in the mouth was tempting, but after the hundreds of years they'd been siblings, he knew it wouldn't do a damned bit of good. Besides, his knuckles would be sore for at least an hour. It just wasn't worth the effort.

      Stopping short of pouring coffee into his mug, Duncan growled, "You know damned good and well that it's the She part, asshole. She shouldn’t be here. The calendar says the mansion is ours until after New Year’s. We’re supposed to have Christmas dinner, presents, the whole happy, happy, ho, ho, ho all to ourselves.”

      “Yeah, well, the calendar was wrong. Leave it to Deacon to mess that shit right up. Never gonna understand why we gave him that job. "’Cause none of us wanted it, and... he was out on a mission." "Oh, yeah," Darek laughed. "Good times. Good times." Scratching his jaw as he sighed wistfully, it took less than a heartbeat for him to get back to the topic at hand. "Anyway, She is here, and you have been summoned." Tossing the dishtowel he'd been wiping the table with so close to the tip of Duncan's nose that the younger Stone brother felt the breeze, he added, "So, get a move on."

      Looking from his brother to the empty mug on the counter in front of him, then to the carafe in his hand, the White Dragon let his eyes slide shut. A quick, deep inhale through his nose, then a sharp and exasperated exhale through his mouth, and he growled, "Well, shit, I was really lookin' forward to a hot cup of coffee and one of those chocolate chip cookies Sandy just took out of the oven. They're still warm, dammit. I never get them while they're still warm."

      “Yeah, well, where you’re goin’, I’m sure you can get anything you want.”

      Eyes flying open, Duncan spun around, snarling as he went, “What the fuck does that mean? What do you know that I don’t? What the hell is goin’ on? I swear, if you’ve dropped me in a pile of shit again, I will put an entire packet of red Kool-Aid in the washer with you tighty whities.”

      “Oh, nothing,” Darek snickered, a split second before the smug look on his face turned into shock, then fury. “You better never, Little Bro,” he ground out through gritted teeth. “And when have I ever ‘dropped you in a pile of shit’? I’m your big brother, Dude. I would never…”

      “Just tell me what that the hell is going …”

      “Master Stone.”

      “Yes?” Duncan and Darek answered in unison.

      “Master Duncan Stone," Carlton, the Mistress' butler and all-around pain in the ass corrected, his right eyebrow raised so high it would've gotten lost in his hairline if the old man's head didn't resemble a large, age spot-covered cue ball. Glaring at Darek, he added with a scowl, "You knew to whom I was referring. You were to have already told Master Duncan that the Mistress required his immediate and prompt presence in her office.”

      Shrugging, a shit-eating grin spreading across his face as the devilish glint in his eye got brighter, Darek failed miserably with his attempt to act innocent. "And I did. Can I help it if a cup of coffee and a warm cookie is more important to my little brother?" Crossing his arms over his chest, sitting on the edge to the table he'd just finished cleaning, and crossing his right ankle over his left, the oldest of the Stone brothers slowly shook his head and mockingly tsked, "You try to raise 'em right. Teach ‘em manners. And see what…”

      “I’m coming,” Duncan cut his brother off before the older Guardsman could get started.

      Darek's favorite pastime was winding Carlton up. He would purposely misunderstand, pretend not to hear, or just out and out ignore the butler, hoping to make the old man lose his temper. Thankfully, Carlton had the patience of a Saint because Duncan knew he could kick Darek's ass with one hand tied behind his back despite his modest manner and senior appearance.

      It made no sense. None of his brothers saw it. But that didn't stop it from being true. Carlton was more than he appeared. And someday, Duncan would figure it out. It was a puzzle that kept the Guardsman up at night — a combination of things that most would miss because they didn't pay attention. But Duncan saw them and had cataloged them in his brain. There was no way Carlton was just a butler. Duncan couldn't put his finger on it… yet. It was just a feeling he got whenever the old guy was around. And eventually, the Guardsman would figure it out.

      Goddess knew Carlton had a quick mind, a calm exterior, and could keep all the Stone brothers in line while managing the mansion and the Mistress' many endeavors. That, in and of itself, was no small feat. Hell, dealing with Darek was a full-time, irritating and thankless job. And he was only one of four. But the butler did it without breaking a sweat and always came out on top. To date, the score was the Butler ten-thousand-five hundred, Darek zero.

      “I thought the little brother got to be the spoiled asshole,” Duncan chuckled under his breath as he headed for the door.

      “What was that?” Darek asked, cupping the ear closest to the youngest Stone Dragon as he added, “Hark, does my youngest brother have any last words? Anything I need to take care of in your absence? Should I water your plants? Let out the cat? Clean out your…?”

      Without turning around, Duncan flipped his brother the bird and growled, “Fuck. You.”

      Past the butler and out into the hall, he made a right, then the first left, and finally exhaled, "What did I do this time?"

      Of course, there was utter silence. Not that he expected an answer from Carlton. He'd never gotten one before.

      Why would this time be any different? Hope springs eternal? I’m an optimist? I’m dumber than a box of rocks?

      Knowing he would get nowhere asking Carlton for a second time, Duncan recalled the details of his last mission in his head.

      That had to be why he'd been called to the Mistress' inner sanctum. Nothing else made sense. After all, She wasn't even supposed to be in the Earthly Realm.

      Checking off the mission specs in his mind, Duncan quickly came to the same conclusion as before - everything had pretty much gone to plan. Or at least, there had been no unusual hiccups - only the kind the Stone Brothers always encountered. But what else could he expect? The four of them were charged with keeping the world spinning, the Paranormal safe, and the Supernaturals happy, healthy, and not killing one another.

      He’d landed in the densest part of the forest to the west of the Maeotian Swamp without being seen. Then made his way to the Strait of Kerch where the Amazonian Queen, Amarylis, was waiting.

      After all the pleasantries that came with meeting royalty and reading the information Amar, as she insisted he call her, had gotten from the King of the Czech Giants, Romaby, Duncan knew the Amazons were being double-crossed. The trouble was, the Guardsman didn't know by who.

      Romaby’s intelligence was thorough. The Giant had left nothing out. There was no reason to think the con involved him. No, the King was not duplicitous, just an unknowing pawn.

      Halfway through his explanation, agreeing with the King's assessment - that there were no doubt other factions were working against the Amazons - all hell broke loose. Instantly under siege by a pack of Hellhounds, Duncan transformed, letting his Dragon King, Thiago, do what he did best.

      The fight hadn't taken long. The Winged Warrior reduced the entire pack of twelve to nothing more than ash in a matter of minutes. Yes, it was a victory. But way too easy. Textbook, not so much as a claw out of place or a single flare of hellfire. That shit just never happened. Everything happened just like it should, well, except for the fact that Thiago had gotten a little 'flame happy.' Shame there wasn't at least one Hellhound alive for interrogation.

      It frustrated Duncan to no end, but Queen Amarylis agreed with Thiago's actions. So, the Guardsman let it go.

      Unfortunately, all the praise from the Amar only fed the Dragon's ego. Thiago droned on and on, forcing Duncan to listen to hours of the egomaniac regaling his extraordinary and heroic deeds.

      Always the one to make lemonade from lemons, the Guardsman listened to every single retelling. He picked apart every detail. Waded through the minutiae. Looked at it all upside-down, inside-out, and backward. And every damn time, he came to the same conclusion - nothing about the attack or lack of a subsequent fight made sense. But none of it helped. Duncan just couldn't shake the feeling of impending doom. It beat at him from every direction. Kept him awake for days. Refused to relent.

      So, the Guardsman did what he did best - he went back to work.

      Endless hours of surveillance. Days sitting on a rock in the dense forest and traipsing through swampy terrain. Waiting and watching. Using every resource at his disposal – Dragon Magic, sharp intuition, Thiago, the mysticism of the Swamp itself, even an ancient and enchanted talisman of the Amazon - nothing worked. Nothing new came to light.

      And still, his conscience wouldn't let him leave alone. It was his job, his mission. Hell, being a Protector was in his very DNA. It didn't matter that the ones he was trying to safeguard were formidable warriors. Eliminating all threats, preserving life at all costs–that was the assignment, that was the job, that was who he was.

      So he stayed even when Amar told him he could go.

      Every day was a combination of surveillance in the field and training with the Amazons back in the village. The experience was terrific, and the knowledge he gained absolutely priceless.

      Every time he talked to his brothers, he could feel their playful envy. Deacon, brother number two, teased, "Three weeks surrounded by a tribe of tall, gorgeous female warriors, and you're belly achin’? What the hell is wrong with you?”

      Then Dillion, the Stone Dragon just three years older than Duncan, chimed in, “Are you seriously bitchin’ because hot women are hittin’ on you? Dude, you need to get yourself to the doctor. There’s somethin’ seriously wrong with you.”

      Maybe they were right. Maybe there was something wrong with him. Perhaps it was time to give up on the whole Fated Mate thing. Forget about Laurel and move on. No, he would never have children, never feel the True Bond with the one woman in all the universe made for him, but he was doing what the Universe, Fate, and Destiny demanded. Wasn't that enough?

      Not even close, Asshole…

      So, he ignored his brothers and kept up the same routine. Hours looking for… for… Well, he had no clue what he was looking for, but would know it when he found it. Until then, he would end each day by returning to the City of Amar and to endless hours of sparring. After all, few were better in battle than the famed Amazons, and all the training kept his senses sharp.

      On what would end up to be his last day there, Captain Perseph, an Amazon of unparalleled finesse and prowess in battle, asked him to spar. It thrilled Duncan to no end. It was an opportunity to learn from the best.

      "Yeah, then she punched you in the jaw, and you dared to bleed," Thiago chuckled, the sound more like gravel rolling around in a dryer than laughter.

      “Well, shit,” Duncan spat. “How was I supposed to know that seeing the blood of an opponent was an aphrodisiac for Amazons?”

      “Everybody knows that, Lad,” the Dragon King snickered, the thick Scottish brogue of his homeland getting more pronounced with every syllable.

      “Yeah, so, you said… later,” Duncan growled. “Funny how you forgot to tell me that when you were going on and on about Amazonian law, lore, and all the other BS.”

      “But, in the end, I stood up for you, didn’t I?”

      "Yeah, when the Captain's sisters were holding me down, and their crazy, six-foot, sex-starved sibling was trying to cut my pants off my ass."

      “I stopped her.”

      “Only when you were damned good and ready, and one leg of my pants was in shreds.”

      “But I stopped her, didn’t I? Your dear Thiago had your back when it counted, didn’t he?”

      Whether it was the Dragon King’s nonchalant tone or the way he didn’t let Duncan get a word in edgewise, the Guardsman would never know because Thiago didn’t miss a beat. Didn’t even take a breath. Just continued to recount the harrowing experience like he was pitching it to a movie producer.

      “I sprang forward. Only forced the tiniest bit of a Shift. Hands, face, more scales than anything else, ya’ know what I mean? It was all for show. I needed to be sure they knew it was me, not you, who was doing the talking, didn’t I? No way they would’ve believed you. It had to come from a third party, someone impartial.”

      The tiniest pause, one Duncan tried, to no avail, to use to his advantage, and the long-winded, incredibly pleased with himself Dragon was at it again. “I was so eloquent. Had them eating out of the palm of my paw. Told them all about Laurel and why you weren’t with the one the Universe had made for you. Explained about your commitment to the Mistress and the Sacred Decree. Told Perseph and her sisters, nay, the entire tribe, what a great Warrior you were. Went on and on about your loyalty and abstinence since being separated from your Mate. Even explained that you and your brothers were the one and only Dragons of Fate. I mean, I was brilliant. In a matter of minutes, those lovely ladies were treating you like a king. The Captain apologized profusely. She felt so bad, the poor girl. She was going to cut off her own hand for touching a mated man. Even gave you one of her own knives, a blade forged by none other than the Greek god, Hephaestus. It was the ultimate act of contrition. It was…”

      “It was your finest hour,” the smoky contralto voice of the Mistress echoed through their collective psyche. “Every time you tell that story, I learn something new about you, Thiago.”

      “Oh? And what would that be, Mistress?”

      Literally biting his tongue to keep from laughing as his pompous pain in the tail Dragon King went from bragging like a rock star to stammering like a kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar, Duncan kept walking down the long, stark white hall. For once, the Mistress’ attention was on Thiago and not him, and the Guardsman was enjoying every minute.

      “That you are as full of crap now as you were a thousand years ago.”

      Stopping mid-stride, his jaw-dropping and his eyes opening so wide he feared they might pop right out of his head, Duncan didn't know whether he should turn and run, or drop to the ground, put his head between his knees, and kiss his ass goodbye. Not once in the entire fifteen years of his service to the Mistress had the Guardsman ever heard Her speak with such familiarity. She was actually laidback, having fun.

      Very formal, never so much as cracking a smile, and never making a joke, She was, after all, an omnipotent Being. Was as old as time itself. Created a split-second after God said, 'let there be light' and by His own hand. The Mistress was to be feared, to be revered, to be obeyed. Duncan had never doubted who was in charge. Still didn't. After all, She was Fate. And everyone knew, She would not be denied.
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      "Well, this has been an uneventful tr…"

      And just like that, she was transported back in time. Couldn't finish her thought. Couldn't get the words out. Could barely breathe. Only capable of feeling everything, all over again.

      Swept away by the swaying melody of the strings, the light tinkle of a piano in the background, the way the music filled the SUV, it was just like being there all over again. Then Nat King Cole, that soulful crooner with his perfect baritone, started to sing, "Chestnuts roasting on…"

      And the tears she'd been holding back for as long as she could remember started to fall. Why did it have to be that song? Their song? Why did she always come up to the cabin before Christmas? Why couldn’t she let go of the tradition she and Duncan had started? Had promised to continue for all their lives?

      She could see his face, feel his touch, hear his voice…

      "Tomorrow's the day, Mo gráh. Just a few short hours from now, you will officially be mine just like I've always been yours. For all time. No longer alone. Always one in heart and soul. You will be Laurel Winters-Stone." Sighing wistfully, he added with a smile, "Damn, that has a nice ring."

      Just as happy as he was, maybe more, she couldn't believe it was finally happening. What started less than three months before and seemed like forever in the best possible way – being Mated to the man of her dreams – was finally going to be more than a wish or a prayer. It was going to happen.

      From the moment she saw the tall, broad-shouldered, sexy-as-the-day-is-long Dragon with smoldering eyes and the greatest ass in the whole damned world, Laurel knew. There was absolutely no doubt. Duncan Stone was the man the Universe made for her. He was the other half of her soul, the only man who could ever complete her - body, mind, and spirit.

      In the world of Shifters, the couple was taking a long time to make everything official. Usually, it was a wham, bam, mark the female, and ta-da, the Mating was complete. But for them, it was a little harder. As a lone Guardsman, Duncan didn't have a Clan or family. There was no one for Laurel to meet or impress, but in her world – there was JJ.

      James Jonathan Winters, her older brother, the Alpha of her Pack, and the most pigheaded, overbearing, loving, caring, and protective big brother a girl could ever want had to be told. Not asked, no cajoled or convinced, she would tell him, and he would accept it or say goodbye forever. Unable to keep her secret for even a second, Laurel made a beeline for the Ranch and marched straight into the huge knotty-pine paneled office – the one that had been her dad's – without so much as knocking.

      Past the Winters Pack Protectors positioned on either side of the door, past Jed, Rad - the asshole Alpha from the Randolph Pack and his Beta and Protectors - she stopped right in front of JJ's desk and announced, "I need to talk to you. It's important." Holding up her hand to keep him from interrupting, Laurel left no room for argument or debate, as she matter-of-factly stated, "It can't wait. No, I won't wait. It's urgent."

      With a single slide of his eyes, JJ cleared the room. Waiting until they were all alone, he ground out through gritted teeth, "Speak."

      And she did. Without the slightest hesitation, while completely ignoring her brother's haughty growl or the glare of the coal black Timberwolf in the depths of his deep blue eyes, Laurel clipped, "I just met my Mate. He's a Dragon. He has no Clan and no family. I won't let you stop this. He is the one the Universe made for me. I know you are my Alpha. I know the rules and all the bullshit of Pack politics, but Duncan Stone is my Mate, and I will denounce the Pack if you so much as…"

      "I'm not going to stand in your way."

      "…try to… Wait? What? Did you just…?" Stammering and stuttering, her concentration blown by the instant and totally uncharacteristic submission of her super-Alpha and always domineering brother, Laurel simply could not believe her ears.

      As just the corner of his mouth lifted in the patented Winters' smirk, JJ winked, "I said, I won't stand in your way." Walking around the monstrous mahogany desk, hands reaching for hers, he went on, "I can see it in your eyes. Feel your Wolf trying to rip through your skin. Not to mention, your scent's so strong, I'm thinkin' everybody within a hundred miles can tell that the Wolf Princess Laurel Winters has found her Mate. How can I refute the evidence when it's staring me in the face?"

      "Never stopped you before," she grumbled under breath, secretly loving when his snickered in return.

      A quick kiss on her forehead, and he chuckled, "I'm gonna ignore that and the fact that you burst in here like a house was on fire."

      "Thanks for that, but I thought a surprise attack was needed."

      "And you were probably right."

      Opening her eyes wide with exaggerated shock, she gasped, "Alert the media, JJ Winters just admitted that his little sister was right about something."

      "Ha, ha, ha," JJ teased. "Now, go get that Dragon and get him over here." Giving her another wink, he snickered, "And try to keep a straight face when I put on the tough guy act. Goddess knows, he'll never take me seriously if you're laughing and makin' fun the whole time."

      "Yeah," Jed snarled, walking back into the office with his son in tow. "Sign me up as tough guy part two and none of the Laurel giggles."

      "I get part three with all the above as a given," Jason growled. "And the Protectors are ready to put that Dragon through his paces. Nobody gets to stand beside our Princess until we know he can be trusted."

      "Whoa, whoa, whoa," Laurel tried to growl, but her laughter made it impossible, and her words sounded more like hiccups. Taking a deep breath, she gave up trying to act irritated and accepted her family's actions for what they were – unconditional love. "Does not one around here know the meaning of the word privacy."

      "No," all three males answered in unison.

      Letting go of one of her brother's hands, Laurel turned towards the Beta and the Commander of the Protectors. "Tone it down. I'm about to suffocate from all the testosterone." Laughing out loud at the shock looks on their faces, she added, "Duncan's a good guy. The Universe, Fate, Destiny, the Great Goddess, all the Powers That be couldn't be wrong, could they?"

      Thankfully, JJ, Jed, and Jason couldn't argue or even answer back for a couple of seconds, which gave her time to add, "I'm so glad y'all agree because he's coming to dinner tomorrow. I told him we were casual, eat like a pack of wild dogs, and Sally Ann and I would be cookin' up a feast. We're eatin' in the kitchen at seven sharp. He's family. Treat him like it…please…for me."

      Kissing her still-silent brother on the cheek, then doing the same to Jed and Jason, Laurel felt like she was floating on air as she exited the office, sing-songing over her shoulder, "I love you guys more than all the stars in the sky, maybe more."

      Meeting the Pack, the whole Pack, every Winters Wolf, took some time but was the one part of all the old traditions Laurel loved. Filled with pride and wonder, she watched in awe, loving Duncan a little more with every second that passed as he humbly and warmly let her introduce him to her extended family.

      It had taken almost three months but was so worth it. The Winters Wolves loved Duncan Stone practically as much as Laurel. She could see it in their eyes, feel it in the air, and hear it in their kind words.

      Their courtship may have been longer than most, but it was worth every minute. And it was finally almost time, Laurel and Duncan were going to be married, Mated, joined as one, and she couldn't have been happier.

      Kissing the tip of her nose, he teased, "You, my gorgeous Wolf, have covered all the bases. I don't think any other Guardsman has ever had a Lupine-Dragon-Cherokee-human Mating ceremony in the history of the universe. Only you, only my gorgeous, amazing, wonderful Mate, could pull it all together."

      "Be careful there, tough guy," she giggled. "Your soft underbelly is showing."

      "Soft underbelly?" he pretended to growl in mock outrage.

      Using the arm wrapped around her shoulder and his incredible strength, it took less than a second for Duncan to lift Laurel off the couch and into his lap. Attacking her neck with silly snarls, loving nips, and more than a few kisses, his voice floated through her mind, "I love you with every fiber of my being, Laurel Winters-Stone. Even my soft underbelly."

      Not only was her Dragon one of the Universe's chosen Warriors, a Blessed Protector, an honest-to-the Goddess hero, but he was also loving and kind, had a good heart, a quick wit, and a fantastic sense of humor. Duncan Stone was everything Laurel could have ever wanted in a Mate and so much more.

      Like he said, he was hers, and she was his, and in twelve short hours the whole universe would know it. Nothing in all her years had ever felt so right, so perfect. It was a dream come true.

      Watching the taillights of his Harley disappear down the long lane of the Winters Ranch, she'd just closed the curtains and turned away from the window when a low, rumbling boom shook the vast Winters' homestead. Down the hall and out the door, Shifting into the Silver Wolf with whom she shared her soul, Laurel tore across the freshly tilled cornfield, telepathically screaming, "Duncan! Answer me, Duncan! Please, answer me!"

      Bursting onto Winters Road right before Wolf's Bend, Laurel skidded to a stop. She couldn't believe her eyes. Flames as far overhead as she could see, the deep red tips fueled by deep orange and bright yellow reached for the Heavens.

      Moving closer, no thought for her own safety, praying Duncan had escaped, her eyes locked on the silver bumper of his Harley. Leaping into the air, her jaws open wide, Laurel planned to grab the glowing metal with her teeth and drag her Mate from the fire.

      But that was not to be…

      Knocked out of the air as JJ's gigantic, black Timberwolf rammed the crown of his head into her side. Howling, growling, and snarling her rage, her utter disbelief at her brother's actions, Laurel scratched and fought to be freed. Rolling over one another in mid-air, she could feel her brother controlling the spin, trying to protect her from hitting the hard, unforgiving road, and still, she struggled against his powerful hold.

      Landing atop JJ, Laurel refused to stop. She had to get to Duncan. Had to be sure he was okay.

      Barely back on her feet, JJ's growled command cut through her mind, "Stop!"

      "That shit doesn't work with me," she snarled. "You can't control …"

      Another explosion, bigger, hotter, more powerful, knocked Laurel backward. Sent her flying.

      Smashing against the sharp, craggy sides of the mesa lining the opposite side of the road, her bones snapped and muscles tore, but she wouldn't, couldn't stop. She had to get to…"

      "And that's when I passed out," she sniffed, wiping the tears from her cheeks. "Only to wake up three days later to find out that my Mate was dead." Touching the platinum pendant in the shape of a Dragon with a diamond on its chest, the one she'd planned to give him at their Mating ceremony, Laurel, "And I was all alone."

      Forcing a sad snicker and reaching for Dane's head as the King Shepherd disagreed with her assessment with a low growl followed by a sharp bark, she buried her fingers in the canine's sift, thick fur as she agreed, "You are so right. I am never all alone as long as I have you. I just meant…"

      But she couldn't finish her statement. Didn't want to. The past was the past, and she had three months' worth of deliriously happy memories to hold onto. It was more than some ever got.

      Turning onto the long, winding lane to her family's cabin, she sighed, "Oh, you know what I meant. Most of the time, I think you're the only one who really understands me at all." One quick, sharp exhale later and the sight of the gorgeous log home her dad and Jed had built with their own two hands and Sally Ann and her mom had named the Winters Wolf Haven, lifted her spirits as nothing else could.

      Stopping at the apex of the circular driveway, she put the SUV into park, turned off the engine, and smiled, "Lookie there, Dane. We made it, and I only cried once. After fifteen years, you think I'd be a little closer to getting over all this blubbering. Maybe I was. Then we found JJ and..."

      Shaking her head as she hit the steering wheel with the palm of her hand, she sat up straight and declared, "Enough of that maudlin bullshit. We're here to have some fun and get our heads on straight before we have to make the big decisions. I say we deserve a sandwich and some of those cookies for a job well done. Don't you?"

      "Yip-yip-yip, baarrk."

      Laughing out loud as she opened her door, Laurel let her left foot drop onto the running board. "Dane, my big furry lovebug, I couldn't have said it better myself."
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      "Count to ten, Lad."

      "Let me get this straight…"

      "Don't lose your temper, Duncan."

      "After being snatched off my Harley, the day before my Mating ceremony, before I could become one with the woman created for me by the Universe, the woman of my dreams…"

      "Remember who you're talking to, Stone."

      "…I was hurdled through time and space and whatever other bullshit we go through every damned time we come and go from this Goddess-forsaken mansion…"

      "Duncan, you really need to calm down. I'm holding you back as much as I can, but…"

      "Let him say what he must, Thiago. Our Duncan has earned the right."

      The voice of Fate breaking through the Guardsman's mind, interrupting Thiago's useless attempts to calm him, to keep him from landing both their asses in some deep, dark hole in the middle of nowhere, should've been enough to make Duncan shut up. It should've, at the very least, made him pause and consider another course of action to say his piece, to get a decade-and-a-half worth of festering fury off his chest.

      But it didn't.

      After all, he was a Dragon of Fate – one of the famed Stone brothers no one knew existed but damned near every living being had to thank for still being alive. He'd faced off with the worst of the worst in every Realm imaginable. He and his brothers had saved more humans, Supernaturals, Others, Aliens, and a multitude of unknown lifeforms than they cared to count.

      His entire purpose, the reason he'd been born, was to preserve life - or so Fate had been telling him for as long as he'd known she truly existed. To obey the laws of the Universe, the Goddess of All, and Fate. To be the champion of champions. But at that moment, he wanted to strangle the life out of the Mistress.

      Yes, he knew what she was capable of – had seen it on several occasions. That alone should've made him sit down and shut up.

      But it didn't.

      In fact, it fueled the fire raging within him, dredged up all the old feelings of betrayal and absolute helplessness in the face of forces greater than himself…

      The pain of losing Laurel was raw. The agony of having the bond he shared with the only woman in the world he would ever love severed - ripped from his heart and soul had left an unspeakable heaviness. It was a deep and irreparable chasm in his heart and soul. Its gaping maw once again wide open, begging to eat Duncan alive, to end the misery once and for all.

      But he couldn't give up. He'd beaten this bullshit once before. He could do it again.

      With the help of Thiago and his brothers, he'd locked all that away. Forced it into the deepest recess of his psyche, only ever allowing a single image of Laurel to remain. It was the beacon of undying hope that kept his heart beating, kept Duncan putting one foot in front of the other, led him home no matter the outcome of whatever battle he'd been called to.

      At first, getting the news that Laurel thought he was dead left him gutted, unable to think, ready to make death a reality. Then he'd met his brothers. It didn't take away the pain or replace what he'd lost. It gave him renewed focus, an outlet for the pent up aggression threatening his sanity. Knowing they existed, meeting them for the first time, hearing their stories – it gave him the solace of three other souls who understood him as no other ever could.

      And now, that fucking bitch, Fate, was trying to take it all away…again…

      Up on his feet, knuckles hitting the rigid granite of Her desk with such force that it shimmied and shook, he leaned forward and growled, "I lost everything. Not that I had much, but it was mine, and you took it. I had no clue about some fucked up, bullshit calling - that I was destined to be a universal soldier. Hell, you and your fucking compatriots – the Universe, the Goddess of All, your fucking sister, Destiny…" He spat the words like they burnt his tongue. "…even hid the truth from Thiago, one of your Chosen, your Winged fucking Warriors, a poor fucking sap whose been doing your bidding for as long as the world's been spinning."

      Inching forward, the sharp edge of the desk digging into the taunt, bulging muscles of his thighs, his knuckles pushing in the granite so hard he could scent his own blood in the air, he seethed, "You isolated me, kept me alone – kept us all alone. Even hid an entire Clan of Dragons – Guardsmen - from me. The MacAllens' ranch is only forty-five minutes from Fort Davis, and I never even knew they existed. In a county with less than three thousand souls, you made it impossible for me to ever learn the truth."

      Making a show of sarcastically snorting, Duncan threw back his head, his mocking laughter filling Her office with contempt and fury. Snapping his eyes back to hers, he scoffed, "Until you - in your sadly infinite wisdom. were ready for me to know."

      More incensed, utterly furious and enraged, Duncan was completely inconsolable by Fate's total lack of reaction. Sitting there staring, not saying a word, elbows on the desk, fingers steepled in front of her mouth like some fucking statue in a long-forgotten shrine or temple, he wondered if she was even breathing.

      "They are my family, my kin, not just through Dragon blood or Thiago, but through my mother - my own flesh and blood - and I didn't know they existed. Because of you, I spent my entire life alone until I found Laurel, and..." A sad chuckle slipped through his anger. "I was happy."

      Closer still, his body shaking with the energy it took to keep from attacking the omnipotent Being known as Fate, he seethed, "And in the blink of an eye, you took that, too. Now, you want me to…"

      "I want you to return to Fort Davis. Protect your Mate. Protect your family. Eliminate the threat to the world as we know it and live the happy ever after that is now yours to have."

      "Now mine to have?" He pushed the words out through gritted teeth. "Now? Now? What the fuck? It has always been my life. It was never yours. It was…"

      "No, Duncan, it was never truly yours until now."

      "The fuck you say."

      "Yes, the fuck I do say."

      Whether it was the shock of hearing Fate say the word fuck or the fact that she literally moved faster than his eyes could track, Duncan would never know. The only thing for sure was that an omnipotent Being with untold power, Magic, and strength had gone from the other side of a massive, granite desk to standing so close he could feel Her breath on his face.

      No longer in the mansion, he could tell by the change in pressure and the obscene amount of mystical enchantment filling the air. Fate had moved them through Time and Space with no more than a single thought, and there was no doubt that he, Duncan Thomas Stone, was about to die.

      "No," Fate sarcastically snorted. "If I wanted you dead, you would be dead. Hell, you would've been dead a long time ago if I didn't have your back. Your mouth writes checks neither your ass nor your Dragon can cash. I've never met a man – Dragon or otherwise – with such tenacity, freewill, and indomitable spirit. Not to mention, you're stubborn as Hades and can cut to the bone with your quick wit and ability to call it like you see it. You and your brothers were chosen to be Dragons of Fate thousands of years ago for those very reasons and so many more that I refuse to mention because your ego is already too damned big."

      Jaw dropping, heart beating like a bass drum, Duncan was stymied. Fate was talking like a real person, telling him off in grand style. For the first time in fifteen years, he didn't just respect Her because She could exterminate him in the blink of an eye, but because, unbeknownst until that moment, Fate could act like a real person.

      "Look, I don't make a show out of killing people, nor do I take any delight in it. And there is no way you have ever been in my sights. That would be like shooting myself in the foot, wouldn't it?"

      Looking down at her feet, she snickered, "And I paid a fucking fortune for these heels." Gaze back to his, her silver eyes swirling with more power and knowledge than he dared to imagine, she nodded, "I only have one vice, Duncan. Do you know what that is?"

      Shaking his head because he still couldn't speak, the Guardsman worked on regulating his heartbeat as She held out her arms and did a spin. "I love human fashion. Especially the classics. There's nothing like a Chanel suit and a pair of Christian Louboutin So Kate Pumps to make me smile. I could run around in anything, anything at all, but this get-up makes me feel good, ya' know what I mean?"

      Not waiting for an answer, Fate's whole demeanor did a one-eighty, and her voice returned to the intense forthright tone he was used to. "We – you, your brothers, and I - do what is necessary. It always has been that way, and it always will be.”

      “If Not only did you have to be ready, had to prove that you could do what was necessary as a Dragon of Fate, but your Mate also had to be ready. Being one in body, heart, and soul is no easy gig. It takes two to make and two to get each other killed. Now, put on your big boy pants, stop fucking whining about everything you've lost, and listen to what I'm telling you. You might just get more in the deal than you ever dreamed possible."

      "Ummm…"

      Ignoring Duncan's shock and awe, Fate turned to the side, snapped her finger, and pointed to the massive display floating in the air. Instantly, he knew what he was looking at, and his heart skipped a beat.

      There it was, just like it had been all those years ago, a beautiful, peaceful retreat, the cabin where he'd asked Laurel to be his for all time. "Winters Wolf Haven," he whispered, working as hard as he could not to be swept away on a tidal wave of memories.

      Unable to look away, even as his heart was breaking, every second Duncan had ever spent in that very chalet raced through his mind like a montage from a movie on fast forward. It was terrific and devastating, breathtaking and shattering, all the good and all the bad of those three perfect months staring him in the face.

      And then, as if his thoughts had called to her, had forced her out of the cabin, Laurel appeared. The breath froze in his lungs. His heart ceased to beat.

      There she was. His Mate. Even more beautiful than the first time he'd laid eyes on her. Laurel Winters was absolutely captivating. The highlights of her long, light brown hair glistened in the sun. Her fair skin was absolutely luminescent. Her brilliant blue eyes still shone with the unstoppable spirit and inherent goodness that called to Duncan's heart and soul.

      Laurel Winters was nothing short of amazing, and…

      "And you can be back with her." The Mistress's smoky contralto broke the spell. "It's as easy as taking a leap of faith and trusting your old buddy, Fate."

      Snapping his head to the side, refusing to let Her off the hook even though she was the omnipotent Being known as Fate, Duncan snarled, "Tell me what I have to do, then get the fuck outta the way. You've kept me from my Mate long enough."
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      Picking up the last stick she could carry, Laurel stood up, inhaling as deeply as she possibly could. Smiling from ear-to-ear as her lungs once again filled with the cool crisp air blowing down off Old Baldy, her favorite mountain in the whole damned state, she chuckled, "Just like dad always said, the air is better off the top of that old bald rock than anywhere else in the world."

      Not only did that one mountain hold all the best memories of her life, but she loved the nickname and the fact that her father always had some crazy new story about how the mountain got its name.

      "Hey Dane," she called to the King Shepherd as he sped by in high-speed pursuit of a squirrel. "Do you remember the story about the poor Brave without a pot to piss in winning the heart of the Cherokee Princess from the rich, pompous Hunter? You always sat there, watching dad, hanging on his every word like it was your favorite."

      "No, but if you hum a few bars, I might be able to pick up the tune."

      Spinning towards the unfamiliar voice, her armload of sticks flying in every direction, Laurel pushed the claws of her Wolf through the tips of her fingers and growled, "Stop right there. You're on private… What the fuck are you doin' here?"

      Shaking his head, doing a poor imitation of being embarrassed, Rad Randolph, the biggest asshole in the great state of Texas. Not to
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