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        In Loving Memory of my Brother, Jim Lake

        I know you never wanted to read schmexy scenes written by your big sister and that’s okay, I understand. However, Julian, the Bengal Tiger, is in honor of you. He has your quick wit, infectious smile, and loves his family with all his heart, not to mention – he loves the Bengals just like you.

        Fly high, Baby Brother.

        Love you Always.
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        Roses are red. Violets are blue.

        Dragons have wings, and Fairies do, too.

      

        

      
        Unfortunately for Tristan, no amount of Dragon Fire or Fairy Dust will keep the most famous Finder of Fated Love in the whole Universe from making sure he has his happily-ever-after in record time. She’s not putting up with any of his sh…ahem, fertilizer. No way, no how.

      

        

      
        Everything’s coming up sunshine and daffodils come hell or high water.

      

        

      
        Fate Will Not Be Denied…especially with Babs MacAutley on Her side.
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        AWW SNAP, DRAGON

      

        

      
        Gaelic

        Mo ghrá………My love

        Mo chróí………My heart

        Mo chara……….My friend

        Ceithre……….Four

      

        

      
        Spanish

        Mi amigo……….My friend

        Pequeña hada……….Little Fairy

        Muñeca………..Doll
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      “Are you going to tell me what’s going on, or would you prefer I leave you to mope?” Julian looked over the black rims of his glasses, his Bengal Tiger shining in the depths of his eyes. “You’ve been a Gloomy Gus since you got back from that Mating Ceremony at Poseidon’s Acropolis.” Shuffling through the stack of papers in his lap before sliding three towards Tristan for his signature, the Tiger added, “Is being back in with the Dragons that bad? Max, the King of the Big Cats…”

      “I know who he is.”

      “I know you do, but I’m never sure if you’re paying attention.” Holding up the index finger of his right hand, Julian – his oldest friend and business partner- kept right on going. “As I was saying, Max, says those Winged Warriors are good guys. Did somebody piss in your Post Toasties? Let me guess, the ‘Good Old Boys’ Club didn’t welcome you with open arms and elect you to be their Grand Poobah.”

      “No, it’s not that.” Scribbling his barely legible autograph where the Bengal Tiger’s assistant had so diligently indicated with bright yellow flags, Tristan sat back in his big, leather office chair and turned to face the window. “It’s just… It’s well…” Getting to his feet, he harrumphed, “Hell, I don’t know what it is. I’m in a funk that not even designing a new game seems to be able to help.”

      Watching the people below from the twenty-first floor of the Dragon Tech building, his building, the one that housed every department, facet, and person he employed, Tristan caught sight of the bright green van, covered in daisies with the name Fancy Flowers daintily scrolled on the side. Impatient to see Felicity, the owner and operator of the small business responsible for keeping the thousands of plants decorating every office, breakroom and corner of his building alive, Tristan nervously jingled the coins in his pocket.

      Finally, just when he’d almost given up, the driver’s side door opened and out stepped the brown-haired beauty who smelled of freesia, sweet peas and sunshine. Her every move was enchanting. The messy bun atop her head was endearing and the sexy curves of her well-toned body were damned near impossible to resist.

      Ignoring Julian’s grunt and grumbles, refusing to move away from the window until Felicity had disappeared from view, Tristan stepped back, returned to his seat and swiveled back towards his long-time friend. “What else do we need to get done today?”

      Before the Tiger could answer, the door to Tristan’s office swung open with the flamboyance only one person could ever bring to the party. Bright red hair, no bigger than a minute, the power barely contained within her petite, curvy frame filled every square inch of the tech mogul’s massive office, so powerful it even stirred the slumbering Dragon King with whom he shared his soul. Stalking forward like she owned the place, the woman known to every creature great and small in the Supernatural world parked her cat eye-rimmed glasses atop her head and her behind in the chair next to Julian.

      Crossing her legs, a cheeky grin curling her lips, she announced in an Irish brogue so thick it took him a second to comprehend, “I’m here to fix your love life, Big Guy. Hush up, sit back and let me do my job.”
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      “Hey, Felicity! How ya’ doin’?”

      “Super, John! Thanks for asking,” she smiled at the tall, lanky blond who served as the gatekeeper of the huge Dragon Tech building. “How are you today?” She added, swiping her access card through the flashing red lights on the top of the shining stainless-steel podium. Tapping her foot as she moved her canvas bag from one arm to the other, the owner-operator of Fancy Flowers nearly ran through the turnstile when the lights turned green.

      Rolling his chair towards her, leaning on the high side of his massive wooden desk, his smile a little too bright, John went on, “Pretty good. Your flowers were delivered early this morning. I had them moved into the backroom. Just let me know if you need help getting them to all the floors.” Winking, he added, “Those boxes sure looked heavy. You might just need a big, strong guy to help.”

      Hurrying away, narrowly escaping yet another dinner invitation from the gregarious Security Guard, Felicity slipped into the office-turned-workspace she’d been assigned and let out the breath she always seemed to be holding when John was about to ‘make his move’. “How many times can one man hear the word no before he just gives up?”

      “One-hundred-fifty-three…maybe fifty-four times,” Bitsy’s high-pitched, almost mousy voice answered a split-second before the tall, blond bombshell of a Flower Fairy appeared, floating upside-down, with her legs in the lotus position, and her braids floating like a halo around her head.

      “Dammit, Bitsy!” Felicity shrieked, slapping her hand over her heart to keep it from jumping out of her chest. “How many times have I told you not to follow me to work?”

      “Three-hundred-and-forty-four times.”

      “And to never sneak up on me?”

      “Oh! That adds three-hundred-and-sixty-two to the count, bringing it to…”

      “My question was rhetorical, Bitsy,” Felicity deadpanned. “Ninety-nine-point-seven-five of all the questions I ever ask you are rhetorical.”

      “How am I supposed to know when you want an answer and when you’re just blowing sunshine up my heinie? I mean, you know that I was made by the hand of the Great Goddess to answer all questions immediately and precisely. It’s not something I wanted, or that I even like for that matter. It just… is. Like everything else I got outta this whole being the youngest of the Fairy in the Frolick gig. It sucks.”

      “Yeah, I know,” she huffed, wondering if being the youngest was really as bad as her sister made it out to be.

      Quickly plastering on a smile she prayed reached her eyes, Felicity spun on her toes, lovingly adding, “And I’m sorry. I have to find a way to stop letting this job freak me out. It’s absolutely nerve-wracking, but that’s no reason to take it out on you. Please forgive me.” Laying her hand on Bitsy’s shoulder, her head tilting to the side, she let her next thought fly right through her lips, “Hey, aren’t you supposed to be at the shop helping the others get ready for the Spitz wedding?”

      “Yes and no.”

      “Yes, and no?”

      “Yes, you told me to be there. No, I don’t have to be because all my stuff is done, “Bitsy haughtily huffed. “Besides, you know how much I hate baking. That’s Josie’s gig. She knows all that measuring and pouring and mixing makes me nutso-banana pants crazy, so, she asked me to make the sugar paste flowers for that ginormous eight-tier cake.” Her hands flew up - which was actually down since she was still floating with her butt in the air - as her usual sass turned into a rant. “I mean, really. Come on, people. White flowers on a white cake on a white table in a white room – is this a wedding or a hospital? How about a little color? A little life for the party? Why is everybody so bland?”

      Making Felicity’s head spin as she flipped herself upright, Bitsy continued, talking faster and faster the more irritated she became. “Why can’t we just give these people a little zap when they have stupid ideas? Make them see sense? I could jazz that stupid wedding up with a splash of pink there and a skoosh of bright yellow over there. That’s all it would take. You know it. I know it. Hell, a five-year-old would know it, but noooooooo, these stupid humans want white – literally the most boring color on the whole stupid planet. Like anybody in their right mind thinks they’re still pure. Ha! What a joke.”

      Deciding it was better not to mention that white wasn’t really a color, rather the absence of pigment, Felicity moved over to the first pallet of flower boxes as she replied, “You know as well as I do that we cannot and will not be zapping anyone for any reason, especially to change their minds about the color of their wedding. If the bride and groom want white, then we give them white. That’s just how it is. The customer is always right.”

      “And if they’re not, we just ignore, ignore, ignore,” Bitsy huffed under her breath.

      Sighing while trying not to roll her eyes, Felicity once again thought about her life, or the lack thereof. Living with her three sisters and co-owning Fancy Affairs, a multi-faceted business where each sister was able to use her talents to plan and facilitate the most amazing parties Texas had ever seen, was good… might even classify as great most of the time.

      Felicity loved her siblings with all her heart, appreciated the synergy with which they lived and worked. It made every day an adventure with people she knew would absolutely always have her back. However, she couldn’t escape the dream of someday finding a Mate and having a family of her own.

      

      It wasn’t that she never wanted to see her sisters again, or that she wanted to break up the businesses they’d worked so hard to build. It was just that Felicity needed something all her own. Something and someone she didn’t have to share with anyone. She wasn’t being selfish.

      Nope, not the slightest little bit.

      She wanted the same for each of her sisters. Prayed, and prayed, and prayed it would happen sooner rather than later. Waiting for it to happen was excruciating. The Great Goddess and the Universe were sure as hell taking their sweet time, and Felicity was damned tired of all of it.

      Born as a set of four, what the Fairies refer to as a Ceithre, the girls popped into the world exactly seven minutes apart on a cool spring morning, to the fanfare of the entire Seelie Court. Princesses, one and all, were just what their parents had been waiting for.

      Their father, King Owain of the Seelie Earthen Fairies, and their mother, Queen Cecily, the great-grand-daughter of Morgan le Fey, were renowned and revered in their own rights, and the girls were all bound for glory no matter what they chose to do. Unfortunately, as with all things Fairy, the enchanted world the girls were born into was in constant upheaval. Battles for leadership seemed to flow from one to another, creating an endless war that the King and Queen refused to let their daughters be drawn into.

      Under the cover of darkness, with the help of their great-great-grandmother Morgan, the girls, at the age of eighteen, were disguised as Brownies and smuggled into the mortal world. The first century in the Land of the Humans, the girls lived in the forest. They took care of the flora, fauna, and wildlife, and were perfectly happy to live out eternity in obscurity. It was literally as close to Paradise as they could have ever imagined.

      Every day they lived like the Fairies of old. Like the stories Aunt Esme had told them almost every evening of their childhood. Never wanting for anything. Never bothering anyone and never being bothered.

      But life rolled on. The world continued to turn. And with the passage of time came with change in all its many forms.

      The arrival of non-magical folk – humans – inevitably led to exploration. Exploration led to expansion and that flowed right into the evolution of the world they’d known for so very long. The girls’ quiet, solitary life was no more, and surprisingly, it was exhilarating.

      Quickly assimilating to their exciting and changing New World, the Fairies were sometimes called Witches by those who didn’t understand. Sadly, on more than a few occasions, they were forced to hide under the cover of Spells and Charms for months at a time. In the end, and after a really steep learning curve, the Ceithre fell into the swing of things and as the humans say, so far so good.

      Now, the Goddess knew they’d all worked incredibly hard and made real sacrifices to start their own businesses. Fancy Flowers, which took care of the floral upkeep for many businesses and onsite setup for parties and weddings was Felicity’s. Buttons and Buds, a storefront florist, belonged to Mary Beth and always had a waiting list of customers for everything from anniversaries to birthdays to weddings – just anything someone wanted to accentuate with beautiful flowers. Josie, the first-born, could whip up anything sweet and delectable, so she named her bakery Sugar and Spice Specialties. Then there was Bitsy, whose stationery store, Sweet Sentiments, was the perfect addition to their enterprise. After all, what else would the youngest of the bunch with the talent to be exact and precise in everything do? Everything she touched was sheer perfection and the customers loved her.

      Together, the four shops made up Fancy Affairs, Inc. As one well-coordinated Frolick – just as they had been from the moment they were born – their enterprise was the one and only place everyone in the Southwest United States called to do their wedding, bar mitzvah, baby shower, sweet sixteen galas, or plan old fancy party.

      It was phenomenal. Really, it was. However, four-hundred-years of togetherness was enough. It was time…. hell, it was way past time for each of the girls to get a life of their own and start truly living. Felicity vowed to herself on more than one occasion that if Fate and Destiny threw a chance her way, she would grab it with both hands and hang on tight. Happily ever after would be more than a dream. It would be her reality and she would love every single minute.

      Pulling herself back to reality, already behind and needing to get back to the shop to help the others with the Spitz wedding, Felicity opened one box and then another and then another. Inhaling the mixture of sweet vanilla, spicy cinnamon and coconut pie from the elegant purple, yellow and white orchids, she couldn’t have been happier with what she saw. Decorating the halls of Dragon Tech to usher in Spring, to make the inside match the out of doors, made the Flower Fairy feel like dancing. There was just something about the scent of fresh flowers and the anticipation of spring that made the glittering gossamer wings laid tightly to her back flutter with excitement.

      Watching the so-small-they-were-invisible-to-the-human-eye Dragonfly Fairies flit and flutter from bloom to blossom tending the orchids, spreading the pollen and helping the blooms thrive, Felicity thought of a much larger Dragon with a wickedly handsome smile and dark blue eyes that reached right into her soul and set fire to her heart.

      Tristan O’Doherty was everything she’d ever dreamed of and so very much more. The only problem was, every time she got near him, the way-older-than-she-would-ever-admit Fairy turned into a bumbling teenager of barely a hundred years old all over again.

      Her mouth went dry. Her palms got sweaty. Her tongue tied. And worst of all, she suddenly had two left feet.

      No matter how many times she prepared to be cool, took a million or so deep breaths, and meditated to keep from falling flat on her face, all bets were off. The instant the rich scent of smoky ash combined with a cool evening’s breeze hit her senses, her inability to speak, walk, or stand in his presence became super awkward. It was a blow to her confidence, making her believe she’d ruined any chance of getting to know the oh-so-sexy Dragon who made her Fairy heart go pitter-pitter-pat-pat.

      “You better get outta Dreamland and get busy,” Bitsy snarked, stepping up to Felicity’s side with her hand on her hip and a goofy smirk on her face. “Stop fantasizing about that spicy, overgrown lizard and get to work. You know Josie expects us back by four. Don’t make me tell her that you were in La-La-Land. You know how she gets.”

      “Since when do you care what anyone expects of you?” Giving her younger sister the side-eye, Felicity completely changed the subject in hopes of avoiding being called out for her not-so secret fantasies. “You know what?”

      “No,” Bitsy groaned, rolling her eyes. “Do enlighten me, if you must.

      “Oh, I will,” Felicity nodded adamantly. “I most certainly will.” Wagging her finger in here her youngest sister’s face, the Flower Fairy quickly stuck out her tongue for added effect while trying with all her might not laugh out loud at the look of shock and awe on Bitsy’s face. “If I had a nickel for every time I was forced to stop what I was doing just to track you down and haul your butt back to the shop for a delivery, I could retire on my own Fairy Mound, eat honey and tea cookies all day, and be waited on by half-dressed Avalonian males.”

      “Not cool, Fliss, really not cool,” Bitsy frowned, her hands once again flying in the air. “I can’t help it if I get bored. What we do is so booooring. It’s miserable. It’s… It’s… It’s so mundane.”

      Letting her hands fall from all the way over her head to slap the sides of her thighs and with her blond hair flying all around as the youngest of the Fairy sisters shook her head, she railed on. “I need adventure. It should be us having all the fun and someone else working day and night to plan the party. It’s me…” Poking herself in the chest with the tip of her index finger, she ground out through gritted teeth, “…me, me meeeeee who needs to be the life of the party. Someone should be throwing a freaking gala in my honor. My name should be up in lights.”

      Reaching forward with both hands, Bitsy bopped Felicity in both her arms in time with each word she growled. “I. Was. Not. Meant. To. Be. Pinned. Down.”

      “Neither was I, Little Sister.” Spinning towards Bitsy, immediately enraged and ready to blow a fuse, Felicity raged, “You think I don’t want more out of life? That Mary Beth and Josie don’t want their own adventures, too? Their own fun? Their own freakin’ lives? So you really believe this…” Throwing her arms open wide and wiggling her fingers for effect, she got louder with every syllable. “…this is all any of us ever wanted?”

      Taking a step forward, forcing her sister to move backward, Felicity couldn’t have stopped if she’d wanted to. The fuse had been lit and she was about to blow. “We all do, Bits. Every bloody one of us. Me, Mary Beth, and Josie all want a life of our own. We want Mates. Dream of being moms with little Fairylings running around screaming, ‘Momma’ at the top of their lungs. Hell, I even want a house with a Goddess-damned white picket fence, vegetable garden and beautiful blooms in every window. So, grow the hell…”

      The door flew open cutting off Felicity’s grand finale as an incredibly short, perfectly curvy redhead with glowing green eyes and tortoise-shell framed glasses swinging from a strand of multi-colored pearls wrapped around her neck stormed into the room. Pointing the perfectly manicured fingernail at the tip of her index finger right at Felicity with her powerful and older-than-Methuselah Magic popping and crackling in the air all around, she snapped in an Irish brogue ringing of the heather-covered moors, “Stop bitchin’ and come with me. I can help.”

      Watching the woman do an about-face on the flat heels of her to-die-for knee-high brown leather boots, without so much as a ‘How do you do?’, Fliss looked at Bitsy, whose eyes were opened as wide as they could get with mouth was hanging open, and whispered, “Do you know her?”

      “Nope,” Bitsy slowly shook her head, still staring at the spot where the woman had been standing. “But from the power rolling off of her, I’d say you better get a move on. She’s not someone I’d mess with, and ya’ know I mess with everybody.”
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      “Well, I guess she told you,” Julian chuckled, shifting in his seat as he added, “I’m not sure what she is, but I’m pretty sure that short stack of dynamite could mess up your day in ways you’ve yet to imagine, Old Man.”

      “Don’t ‘Old Man’ me, Morris,” Tristan growled, adding an extra heaping helping of sarcasm to the nickname his friend hated the most. Getting to his feet and pacing the width of his office, the Guardsman went on, “I was here. I have ears. I heard every blasted word and an sure never to forget.” Scratching the stubble already appearing on his jawline, he grumbled, “And I know who and what she is. Just wish I’d known she was coming, so I could’ve been conveniently absent.”

      “What? Wait. You know that little powerhouse?”

      “I know of her.”

      “So, what gives? Who is she? Better yet, what is she?”

      “Her name’s Babs MacAutley and she’s the one and only Babhdóir.”

      “The Bad Whore whatchamacallit? What the hell is that and why do y’all Dragons use so much Gaelic? Isn’t that a dead language? Don’t y’all live in the here and now – like modern times?”

      “No, Gaelic is not a dead language. It is still spoken in Ireland and Scotland and everywhere a Dragon flies.”

      “Well, excuse the hell outta me. I just thought you Dragons were all working to seamlessly integrate with all of us ‘younger’ Shifters. Not to mention, the humans.”

      “If only I could,” The Guardsman growled, ignoring his friend’s comment about fitting in. “Now, where was I? Oh, yeah, it’s not Bad Whore, Bonehead. It’s Babdhóir.” Just barely managing not to laugh at his friend’s flamboyant faux pas despite the seriousness of the situation, Tristan hurried to finish his explanation. “It means Matchmaker in old Irish or Celtic or whatever other languages are spoken over there on the Isle of Skye. Just don’t ever let Babs hear you mispronounce her title or call her a Matchmaker. The only time I ever saw fear in my granddad’s eyes was when he talked about Babs. He said she preferred to be called the Finder of Fated Love or the Mistress of Mated Bliss. I’m pretty sure no one who has ever messed up any of her chosen titles has lived to tell the tale.”

      “Oh, come on,” Julian scoffed. “What’s four-foot-eleven-inches of Irish Magic gonna do to all this mighty, mighty Bengal Tiger goodness? If she knows my Mate is out there, then…”

      “Then she’ll snap her fingers, turn you into a greasy spot, and diel up Fate and the Universe to whip you up another Mate.”

      “As if.”

      “As if nothing,” Tristan assured, leaning forward and staring right into the Tiger’s eyes. “Not only is she the Goddess-Ordained Love Guru in all matters of the heart to the whole of the Supernatural Community, but that little bundle of piss and vinegar with enough Magic to blow us all off the face of the Earth has the blood of the original Dragon running through her veins.”

      “She what?”

      “You heard me.”

      “That just can’t be true.” Julian’s head shook with such disbelief that his long, dark curly hair flew like a halo behind him. “I would’ve sensed her Dragon. Hell, Eon would’ve picked up on it before the toe of her boot hit the Italian marble covering your floor, Old Man.”

      “Stop with the ‘Old Man’ bullshit, will you please? And as for your Tiger…” Slowly shaking his head, Tristan spoke in a hushed reverence. “Not even he can sense what’s not there.”

      “But you just said…”

      “I just said that Babs had the blood of King Alaric coursing through her veins. I did not say she was a Dragon Shifter or that a Dragon King shared her soul.”

      “Huh?”

      Any other time the look on his friend’s face would’ve had the Guardsman cracking jokes and laughing his head off. Unfortunately, there was no time for such frivolity, even when Julian deserved it. Nope, on this occasion, Tristan needed to explain who and what Babs was before his friend ended up on some planet on the other side of the universe picking the seeds of purple strawberries from his teeth.

      “Listen up, ‘cause I only have time to explain this once,” Tristan sat back in his chair with his hands gripping the edge of his desk. “The MacAutley Clan has been around since right after God said, ‘Let there be light’ and the Universe said, ‘Yeah, okay, cool’.”

      “Alright, now, I know that you’ve lost your mind. Nobody is that old.”

      “Okay, maybe not that far back,” Tristan attempted a smile. “Let’s just say they’re really old and move on with the history lesson you should’ve learned in school.”

      “I was too busy chasing girls.”

      “And getting your ass kicked,” the Guardsman snickered. “I’ve heard all the stories. If I were you, I’d keep that shit to myself.”

      “Hey, that’s not cool.”

      “No, but it’s honest.” Taking a quick inhale, Tristan let his next words flow on the exhale. “After the Great Mage joined the Dragon Kings with the knights of old, everybody thought things would get easier. Unfortunately, they were wrong. Fanatical groups like the Hunters just doubled down. In an effort to be sure not only the Dragons were gone for good, but that all Predators – not matter if they were Shifter or not – would never be seen again, they developed all manner of warfare to irradicate anyone they saw as a threat.”

      “Holy shit, I actually remember hearing about this when I was a kid.”

      “Lookie there,” Tristan mocked. “Your dad will be so happy to learn that all the hard-earned cash he spent on your education didn’t completely go to waste. You did actually learn something at all those fancy Shifter boarding schools.”

      “You’re such an asshole, Tris. Like the King and Grand Poobah – yes, I like calling you that before you make some smartass comment - of all assholes in the entire universe.”

      “Yep,” the Guardsman nodded, not so much as taking a breath before going on with the story. “At the height of the Slaughter, things got so bad that all the female Dragons of all ages were ordered to evacuate their Clans. In an unprecedented occurrence, the Ancients spoke directly to every woman with even an ounce of Dragon blood, giving them the location of a secret island somewhere in the center of the Bermuda Triangle.”

      “Dagda’s Island?”

      “I have no clue,” Tristan shrugged. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not female and it also bares mentioning that the Celtic deity and club-wielding chief of the Tuatha dé Danann does not consult me on matters of any kind.”

      “Well…”

      “Oh, shut up, Dickhead, and listen. For once in your life pay attention.”

      Aye, aye, Cap’n,” the Bengal Tiger Shifter gave a mock salute. “Please carry on, oh Wise One. I await your infinite knowledge.”

      Refusing to rise to the bait, the bronze Dragon powered on. “It really doesn’t matter if it was Dagma’s Island or the King Kong Key where they still sacrifice maidens to their gods, the point is, the females never made it. They simply disappeared. Gone forever. Of course, no one knew any of that had happened until after the Slaughter. Once the Shifters rose victorious and the dust settled, the Dragons went looking for their females. They called out the Ancients. They flew over every inch of every ocean on this planet and quite a few others but found not hide nor hair of the women of their Clans.”

      “Completely at a loss, knowing all of Dragonkin would last no longer than one – maybe two generations – King Alarick sought the council of his brethren.”

      “Wait,” Julian stuck his finger in the air. “How did y’all even have another generation if all the women were gone? Wouldn’t you have just fizzled out without the bow-chica to y’all’s wow-wow?”

      “Theoretically, yes,” Tristan corrected. “However, not all the women evacuated. Some, mostly those who were already Mated or at the very least knew who their Mates were, stayed. And then there were the ones who just said, ‘Fuck it,’ and stayed anyway.”

      “Okay,” the Tiger nodded. “Continue. I’m kinda diggin’ Story Time with Tristan. Just wish I had some cookies and milk. Every good tale needs snacks, don’tcha think?”

      “You would,” the Dragon grumbled, once again working hard not to jump at the chance for another of Julian and his verbal sparring matches. “Anyway, it was King Alarick’s brother, Allus, who suggested giving the Ruby of Branwen…”

      “The Celtic Goddess of Love.”

      “Yes, the Celtic Goddess of Love. Very good, Julian. Would you like a gold star?”

      “No, but a gold Porsche would be nice.”

      “Keep dreaming,” Tristan deadpanned before moving right along. “King Allus suggested giving the Ruby of Branwen to Alarick’s own daughter, Carys.”

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

      “And that little woman… What did you call her?” Julian snapped his fingers before butchering the Gaelic pronunciation. “Babwhore? No. Bad Hair? Bab…”

      “Please, for the love of the Goddess, just call her Babs.”

      Snapping fingers once again followed by a hearty fist pump above his head, the Bengal Tiger cheered, “Yeah, that’s it. Babs. Thanks, Buddy. So, this Babs is this generation’s Shifter Matchmak… ahem, I mean, Finder of Fated Love? And she’s a Dragon? But she can’t Shift into a Dragon? And she’s here for you? Because you need to get laid in the worst kinda way?”

      “Babs is not just the ‘Finder of Fated Love’…” Tristan made air quotes. “She is the Babhdóir to anyone with even half of a half of a half of a half of an ounce of Magic anywhere in their being. And not just this generation’s – that petite powerhouse has been around for more centuries than anyone I know can remember and from the look of things hasn’t aged a day.”

      “But…”

      Holding up his hand to stop whatever smartass comment Julian was about to make, the Guardsman gave a single shake of his head, waiting until his friend’s mouth snapped shut before continuing. “Yes, she’s a full-blooded Dragon Shifter who cannot Shift. Yes, she’s apparently here for me. But it is not because I need to get laid. I can get laid any time…”

      “I call bullshit,” Julian jumped in. “I’m not only your business partner, but I’m your best friend and see you pretty much every damned day. Not to mention, I have access to your calendar and all your appointments. I know you haven’t so much as looked at a woman since Queen Victoria was on the throne.”

      “Shut up, Julian,” Tristan growled.

      “I will not,” the Tiger came right back. “You need this. Besides, aren’t you even the least bit intrigued? I know I am. It’s exciting to think that Babs’ arrival might actually give you the kick in the ass you need to at least work up the fucking nerve to talk to that sexy little Fairy you’re always eyeing?”

      Inhaling deeply and clenching his fists at his side as he exhaled while counting to ten, Tristan tried not to roar as he grumbled through gritted teeth, “First of all, she has a name. It’s Felicity. Do try not to refer to her as a ‘sexy little Fairy’. Secondly, I have not, am not, and never will be eyeing her. That would not only be rude, but completely out of the realm of political correctness. She is after all, an independent contractor for Dragon Tech who is very good at her chosen profession. Her work with flowers is fascinating, innovative, and adds a much needed warm ambiance to our offices. And lastly, a kick in the butt is the last thing I need.” The final words were snarled through gritted teeth as the bronze Dragon spun towards the window to avoid the all-too knowing stare of his long-time friend.

      “Whatever you say,” Julian jested. “You’re the boss.”

      Tristan didn’t have to turn around to know his friend was grinning from ear-to-ear. The tone of his voice was proof enough. The Dragon had never been ‘the Boss’ and couldn’t think of a time he ever would be. From the day he and the Bengal Tiger joined forces, they’d both done whatever needed doing without worrying about whose name was on the letterhead, or who got the credit.

      The organization of Dragon Tech came naturally. Each man, and Alpha in their own right, simply stuck to what they did best and success followed.

      With his natural gregariousness and ability to command a room, Julian did almost all the interviews, TV appearances, and schmoozing, which was perfectly fine with Tristan. Much happier staying in the shadows, working mostly by himself, and tinkering with whatever project his overactive mind could think up or imagine, he was thrilled to let the Bengal Tiger be the face of Dragon Tech. Not only did being the more silent partner suit his personality and his need to invent, but it soothed his soul, and in the darker times, helped him forget the past. Or, at the very least, made him feel like he was preventing any more tragedies.

      

      Sadly, some demons simply refused to be slayed…

      Transported to another place, another time, by memories that refused to be forgotten, so long ago that they seemed like a completely different lifetime, he could feel the wind in his wings. The sun warming his scales. The scent of Scots bluebells so real it was as if it reach out and touch them, Dragon Fire threatened to come alive within his very being as both heart and soul were pushed to wander Memory Lane.

      Eyes rolling downward, the sight of his family and friends made his heart soar as the tingle of a toothy grin spread across his massive snout. A triumphant roar flew from the depths of his soul as the vitality, enchantment, and excitement of his kin filled the air. The utter excitement and joy of the blessed event was nothing short of intoxicating.

      Mating Ceremonies were always cause for celebration, but the upcoming nuptials were utterly miraculous. His younger sister, Bethanee, had found the one made for her in the man known as Anton, Prince and Heir Apparent of the Sapphire Dragon Clan. The two were blissfully happy and so in love it renewed everyone’s faith in the Blessing of the Universe and their Ancestors.

      Not only was Tristan extremely happy for his one and only sister, but, as the next ruling Elder of the O’Doherty Clan, he knew all too well that the joining of Bronze and Sapphire Dragons- two incredibly powerful bloodlines - would culminate in one extremely formidable Clan. Their Guard would be damn near unbeatable. Their combined land holdings would stretch from the Isle of Sky to Loch Ness and everything north of that line. Best of all, everything owned by both Clans would include all the ports and the fishing trades allowing them to help any and all in need.

      Zeroing in on Bethanee, the platinum highlights of her light brown hair beautifully catching the sunlight as she sat alongside their mother, Karita, his heart filled to bursting with joy. From one heartbeat to the next, a stroke of inspiration crossed his mind, a grumbly chuckle rising from his massive chest as smoke billowed from his muzzle. Dropping his left wing, he pointed his snout towards the ground and in a deep, sweeping, and daring move, flew just a few feet over their heads.

      “Two can play that game, Big Brother,” Bethanee’s laughter bubbled through his mind, her happiness brilliantly infectious.

      Jumping to her feet, his little sister was little more than a blur as she sprinted across the garden. Barking with laughter as from one heartbeat to the next his favorite person in the entire world changed from woman to Dragoness and took to the skies, Tristan let the love and adoration he felt for all his kin flow freely to the onlookers below.

      “There’s just nothing that warms the soul like family…”

      But there was no time for revelry. The race was on, and Tristan simply refused to lose his long-running title of O’Doherty Family Champion. They’d played this game since Bethanee’s first transformation nearly a hundred years earlier. Whoever made it to the top of Mt. Tom a'Choinich first would be declared the winner and have bragging rights, something Bethanee had yet to enjoy.

      Pushing his long, powerful wings backward against the airstream, cutting through the sky as if he’d been shot from a cannon, Tristan lovingly goaded, “What’s the matter, Little Princess? Saving your energy for your Mate?”

      “You’re just jealous,” Bethanee teased, concentration and determination coloring her every word.

      Faster and faster, neck-in-neck, two brilliantly bronze Dragons battled for supremacy, their need to arise the victor overshadowed only by the adoration they shared for one another. Rolling his enormous body over once, twice, three times, showing off for their kin below, Tristan called to Bethanee, “How about a wager?”

      “I’m in!” She squealed with delight. “Anything you can do, I can do…LOOK OUT!”

      Bethanee’s fear slashed through Tristan’s mind right on the heels of her shouted warning. Sadly, it was a split-second too late. The sheer mass of his colossal body combined with his break-neck speed made it utterly impossible for him to stop.

      Hurdled into an invisible fog of malevolent, treacherous, perfidious mysticism, it felt as if he was mired in a mass of thick, viscous, partially congealed Jell-O possessing immense strength and razor-sharp intellect. Frenzied static, manic buzzing, along with agitated nips and snarls invaded his mind and attacked his scales. Burrowing towards his soul, the fiends would not be thwarted. They wanted nothing short of complete dominance. Their need to overtake and control both man and Dragon drove the beasts into a frenzy, fed their malicious desires, forcing them to mindlessly attempt to devour all of him.

      White hot Magic - the mystical, ancient enchantment of the Dragon King, Diarmuid, with whom Tristan shared his soul - seared through his veins and scorched the lining of his throat, propelling long blazing bolts of Dragon Fire in every direction. Agonized howls cut through his mind. The scent of burning rubber assaulted his senses. Acrid smoke lay siege to his eyes. Tears blurred his vision. Then, with a mighty burst of unparalleled mysticism and brute force that could only have come from the Ancients themselves, the Dragon broke free.

      Reversing directions, he called to his Brethren, his anger and apprehension compounding with every second of unanswered silence. Blinking rapidly, his vision blessedly cleared. Fire flew from his lips and rage filled every fiber of his being at the sight before him.

      “The Obscured,” he spat. “How can this be?”

      “I do not know,” Diarmuid instantly snarled his answer. “The bastard was killed, slaughtered by the original Kings. This simply cannot be. I have read the account of the First Battle, felt the parchment under the pads of my paws. How can…?”

      But there was no time. The enemy was upon them.

      Relaying the information from his mind, from his own memories, the Dragon King supplied Tristan with all he knew. Born of hate, deviance, and insatiable deprivation, the abomination known as the Obscured was a myth to most. Unfortunately, seeing was believing and Tristan wanted nothing more than to go back in time to a place of blessed ignorance. Rumored to be so destructive that not even the Fairy bastards who created it could control it, the Boogeyman of old was back and there was absolutely no doubt - it was pissed.

      Visible only when harmed, the Obscured appeared in the sky above the meadow of the O’Doherty Clan as an inky, oil corpus of hate, greed, and unadulterated evil. Striped with smoldering ribbons of sizzling pulp left behind by the flames of a true Dragon King, Diarmuid, Tristan’s soul-partner, the malevolence and malice rolled off the Creature in turbulent waves.

      Squealing in agony, the Obscured scrambled to solidify its grotesque form, regain its invisibility, and continue its attack with renewed vehemence, as Tristan demanded, “Where has this come from? It is not born of nature. It has been…”

      “Made.” Diarmuid hissed the word as if it burnt his tongue. “This Beast, this malformation of utter depravity, id the horrific result of a collaboration between both Fairy courts - Seelie and Unseelie. In an effort to abolish or at the very least, lock away all their most heinous wants, wishes, and actions, this abomination was born.”

      “From a spell gone awry?” Tristan seethed, unable to wrap his mind around the mistake turned Creature before his eyes.

      “Yes, Lad,” Diarmuid sadly responded, the battle of rage and worry within the ancient being coloring his every word. “One of the most destructive and vicious enemies the world has ever known is quite literally the personification of the darkest, hungriest, most abhorrent parts of each and every member of both courts.”

      Pulling the rest of the information from Diarmuid’s mind, Tristan uncovered the rest of a very sad, miserable tale of death and destruction…

      For years, the Fairies held the Obscured deep underground, within an impenetrable iron room away from the light of day. Allowing it to suck the lifeblood from the creepy crawlies, the negative energies of the Earth itself, and the roots of decomposing plant life, these Mystical Courts thought by keeping the Creature weak and near starvation they could control its murderous intent. In desperate times, in the dead of winter when hibernation covered the world, the Fey went so far as sacrificing their disabled, weak, ugly, and less magical kin to satiate the atrocity's ravenous hunger.

      No matter how much they fed the Obscured, it’s hunger only grew more ravenous. Nothing was ever enough. The Fey were never more than half a step ahead of the creature’s dark desires.

      Then came the Wild Hunt.

      Led by Odin, disguised as the God of the Wind, the Norse Father of All rushed through the skies astride his eight-legged steed, Sleipnir. Raising his Gungnir, the three-pronged spear made of the Asgardian metal called Uru, his shouted commands rumbled through the air. In the coldest, darkest, most ominous nights, Odin called to his warriors, ordering them to reap the harvest of blood, flesh and soul.

      The Earth trembled. The leaves on the trees shook in fear. The north winds howled, the frozen breath of those of the Wild Hunt decimated everything in their path. As the haunting war cry of the horde of undead huntsman answered the short rapid staccato blast from Odin’s Hunting Horn, these heathens announced their arrival to their prey - the living, breathing beings of the Earth who ran for cover, seeking shelter wherever it could be found.

      Thundering hooves, those of the ebony stallions the huntsmen rode, shook the ground as the steeds breathed fire, their neighs so discordant that children clapped their hands over their ears, diving under their beds for cover. Hounds, black as night, with glowing red eyes and the blood of their last kill still dripping from their fangs, bayed at the moon as they caught scent of the life’s blood, the flesh, the very souls of their quarry.

      Stopping short, hovering over the Fairy Mound, the malignant churning of the Obscured called to the Leader of the Wild Hunt, reached from its dark, dank depths, begging to be released. A sinister smile broke across Odin’s face as he lifted his Gungnir, shooting icy flames at the ghastly creature. His victory cries echoed for miles as the Obscured burst through the frozen Earth, bathing everything in its path with wild, untamed, powerfully malformed magic. It was the embodiment of Hell on Earth, and few lived to tell the tale.

      How could this be happening? On the most important day in the life of Tristan’s family and Clan, the fiend of old – the Obscured had come to destroy them all.

      Fighting with every ounce of strength, every molecule of mysticism both he and Diarmuid possessed, Tristan battled the Obscured until his strength failed, and he was forced from the sky. Barely making it back to his human form before crashing to the Earth below, the Guardsman flung the last remaining flames of Dragon Fire at the colossal mass of pure evil still swirling and snarling overhead.

      Falling to his knees, the icy fingers of death tore at his flesh. Gripping his spine and ripping the heart from his chest, the Reaper refused to be denied. Breathing his last breath, Tristan closed his eyes, waiting for Death to steal the last drop of life and send his soul to the Heavens.

      But nothing happened...

      In the blink of an eye, the Obscured was gone. The sun shone through the clouds. Tristan was still alive.

      Rolling onto his back, gulping at the air, he called to his sister. No answer came. Screaming for his mother, his father, his Brethren, only silence filled the bonds he shared with those he loved.

      Slowly, painfully, sluggishly climbing to his feet, Tristan embraced the powerful Healing Magic Diarmuid forced into every cell of his body. Looking left then right, forward then backward, up then down, he saw nothing for as far as the eye could see. The Lair he’d grown up in, the land he’d explored, and most importantly – the Dragons, his people, his kin were simply - without question - gone.

      “Are you in there? Have you gone doolally on us? Do Dragons go doolally? You still speak Gaelic so I’m thinkin’ you go doolally or crazy or my favorite – cuckoo banana pants.” Julian’s laughter yanked Tristan from his memories.

      Swiping at the single tear creeping down his cheek, he turned towards the sound of the Bengal Tiger’s voice, shocked to find someone else had come into the room. Biting back his harsh retort when he saw Drákon, a new friend and valuable ally, Tristan worked hard to force a sense of calm and welcome as he nodded, “Hey, when did you get here?”

      Smiling and waving, the usual shit-eating grin on his face, and mischief dancing in his clear blue eyes, the Sea Dragon and Companion to one of the revered Daughters of Poseidon, Drákon snickered, “Just a couple of minutes ago. Jules has been catching me up.” Shoulders bouncing with barely controlled laughter, he quickly added, “I hear a sexy little Fairy’s got y’all tied up in her short pants, Brother.”

      Thinking about how Drákon and Una, a Daughter of Poseidon, had saved him from a demented band of Hades’ minions hell bent on sacrificing him and other Shifters, Tristan nodded and opened his mouth to speak but was cut-off as Julian laughed out loud, “Oh yeah, she’s got him by the short and curlies all right. And would you believe that they’ve never said more than two words to each other?” Looking to Tristan, the Tiger added, “Talk about Fate, you let your Dragon out after centuries of being locked away and boom, Fate sends Love knock-knock-knocking on the door of your heart.”

      Then it clicked.

      Julian’s comment plus Drákon’s teasing combined with the ass-chewing he just received from Babs, and bada-bing bada-boom, the bronze Dragon could’ve been knocked over with a feather. It was literally the biggest Aha moment his very long life. The light bulb of inspiration flashed with fury. Something inside him snapped. His heart beat with renewed purpose and Diarmuid roared his approval.

      “In for a penny, in for a pound,” he sighed under his breath. Up on his feet and around the corner of his huge mahogany desk, Tristan headed for the door. Taking a second to stop beside the Sea Dragon, he grumbled, “I blame you and Una for this. I’m not mad, but remember, paybacks are a real bitch, Bucko.”

      “Wait! What? Me?” Drákon sputtered. “What the hell did I do? I thought I was the hero of this story. Come back here. Explain yourself, Brother.”

      Decision made and ignoring his friend’s questions, Tristan marched into the hall, made a left towards the elevator, and as he pushed the button, muttered to himself, “Time to see a Fairy about the date of a lifetime.”
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      Sitting in the Main Street Garden Café across the street from the huge Dragon Tech building in downtown Dallas, Felicity drank her honeysuckle tea while trying to focus on the Babhdóir’s words. It was more than a little unnerving that the spitfire of a woman appeared out of nowhere, barked orders as if she was a four-star general in the military, and talked about how the Flower Fairy could get Tristan to notice her.

      Sure, that sexy Dragon made her wings tingle. Goddess knew he made Fliss’ Fairy Dust sparkle. Hell, he was sunshine, springtime, and a beautiful fresh rain all rolled into one. But who did this crazy redhead with lavender eyes, freckles across the bridge of her nose and one helluva a great fashion sense think she was.? What gave her the right to tell Felicity to get off her butt and make a move or wave goodbye to happily ever after.

      First of all, she doesn’t know me. Secondly, I do things in my own time and…*sigh*…well, shit, this crazy-powerful dynamo might just be right.

      “Ya’ know what I’m never gonna understand, Felicity, my girl?” Babs asked, the lilt and roll of her thick Irish brogue getting heavier by the syllable. Laying her hands atop the pad of paper she’d retrieved from her black leather briefcase as she slid her tortoise-shell cat-eye-shaped glasses atop the abundance of red curls on her head, the shortest, most powerful woman the Fairy had ever met kept right on going. “Why in the hell do y’all – and I mean all of you people - resist the call of your Mate like it’s the plague? You bitch and moan, wish and pray, wait and wait for the one the Universe made for you to appear, then ignore what’s staring you right in the face. It’s like you need a sledgehammer to the temple to knock some sense into ya’. Do you think you can outrun it? Are you under the daft notion that you can ignore it, and it’ll go away? If that’s the case, why did you hope for that special someone to come into your life in the first place?” Leaning back in her chair with a loud harrumph, the Paranormal Broker of Love went on with a scowl turning her beautifully red lips downward and what could only be utter disgust raising her perfectly coiffed eyebrow as high on her brow as it could go. “Are you crazy kids tempting Fate, Destiny and the Universe all at the same time? You know, the tremendous Forces that rose from the primordial ooze when the world was black and endless? You do know that those Beings aren’t big on second chances. Right?”

      Unsure what to say, or if the Matchmaker really even wanted an answer, Felicity was completely flabbergasted. Sitting perfectly still with the rim of her mug poised at her bottom lip, she could only stare and wait for whatever fresh hell was about to come out of Babs’ mouth. Thank the Goddess, the Babhdóir didn’t notice, continuing to rant without missing a beat. “I mean, I love what I do. Seeing all the happy couples in the world and knowing I had something to do with getting them together is better than a pint of Guinness with Irish stew by a roaring fire at my favorite pub, but sometimes I have to scratch my head. Y’all really are a crazy lot!”

      Laughing along but not sure why, Felicity nearly jumped out of her chair and hugged her sister around the neck when Bitsy appeared out of thin air babbling about the cute barista who made the best chai latte she’d ever tasted. “His eyes are such a crystal blue, and he smells like coffee. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear he was one of ours – you know, magical, mystical and teeming with Fairy dust. Hey, maybe or he’s a Gypsy. No, he doesn’t have the dark brooding eyes.” Snapping her fingers, she gasped, “But he could be a Witch. They come in all shapes, sizes, and colors.” Setting her drink on the table and pulling her chair closer to Felicity, the younger Fairy cooed as she sat down, “You know I just had to give him my number. Yeah, yeah, I know what you’re gonna say.”

      Clearing her throat and dropping her chin to chest, Bitsy tried to imitate an irritated and grumbling Felicity complete with an exaggerated frown. “Bits, you’re crazy. Why would you give a strange man your phone number? Don’t you know he can track you down that way? Become a stalker? Are you nuts?”

      Slapping her leg and giggling out loud, the younger Fairy went back to being herself. “You are such a nag, Fliss. Even when it’s me pretending to be you. Of course, I know what can go wrong. I just chose to believe it will all go right. I gotta sow those wild oats while I still can.”

      “See?” Babs jumped into the conversation with both feet. Scooting to the edge of her chair and slapping the flat of hand on the tabletop, she was almost yelling as she wholeheartedly agreed. “That’s what I’m talkin’ about.” Motioning with both hands and a confident shake of her head, she cheered, “Bitsy’s got the right idea. Get yourself out there, Felicity. Have some damned fun. As my old granny used to say, ‘You’ve gotta kiss a lot of frogs to find your prince’. Girl, you need to pucker up and to hell with the consequences.”

      Head going to the left and the right, back and forth like she was at a tennis match, Felicity could not believe her ears. It was absolutely the craziest thing she’d ever witnessed. A total stranger, Babs, and her sister Bitsy, going back and forth and discussing everything wrong with true love in the modern day.

      Finally, when their boisterous conversation turned to sex, the Flower Fairy had had enough. Jumping in with both feet, she immediately changed the subject.

      “So, how long have you been a Matchmaker, Babs?”

      Snapping her attention to Felicity, her lavender eyes turning a bright, swirling silver, Babs MacAultey leaned her elbow on the table and her chin on her hand and grinned, “Long before you were even a gleam in your daddy’s eye, Little Girl.” Giving the Fairy a wink, she added with a chuckle, “And I’m a Babhdóir – not a Matchmaker. If the Gaelic doesn’t just roll off the tip of your tongue, you can call me the Finder of Fated Love or the Mistress of Mated Bliss. Of course, I like to think of myself as Aphrodite, Frigga, Hera, and Branwen all rolled into one on steroids with a quad shot of expresso and a cherry on top.”

      Trying to maintain the Matchmaker’s stare as goosebumps covered her arms and the wings lying flat on her back ached with the need to tear through her blouse and whisk her away, Felicity summoned her courage, squared her shoulders and with a sassy retort, replied, “Is that so? Then that makes you just three days shy of being older than dirt, right?”

      Throwing back her head and barking with laughter, Babs emphatically praised, “Yes! There it is! That backbone, that spine, that spunk I knew you had buried somewhere deep inside your cute little curvy body. Now, ask me what you really want to know. Don’t hold back. Get it all out there.”

      “I don’t know…”

      “Oh, stop that bullshite right there. You know exactly what I mean.”

      “If she won’t say it,” Bitsy piped up. “Then I damned sure will. Are you the Babhdóir from all the stories? The one whose family was given the power of Matchmaking from the Goddess Carys?”

      “I am.”

      “Are you really the great-great-great-great granddaughter of the original Dragon King but you can’t Shift into a Dragon ‘cause your family gave that up to be the Broker of Love to the Supernatural?”

      “You know it.”

      “Well, damn, Babs,” Bitsy beamed. “You’re the most famous person I’ve ever met and that’s sayin’ something.”

      “I know it is,” Babs winked. “You and your sisters are really something special.”

      Taking a sip of her quad-shot espresso, she turned to Felicity. “Now…” Lifting the index finger from her cup, she motioned across the street. “… all we have to do is direct that spunk and sass and extra dash of something really special that running through your veins at that grumbly, growly old Dragon and he’ll be putty in your hands.”

      Setting her cup on the table and picking up her pen, Babs’ eyes flew back to Felicity’s. “First things first, call that man by his name. No more of that Mr. O’Doherty bullshite
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