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        To everyone whose journey has been bumpy, rocky, and just plain scary, this story’s for you. Please always remember that what you are going through will pale in comparison to reaching to top of your mountain – and every single one after that, too.

        I love you all so very much! Thank you for everything you give to me every day.

        Take care of yourselves.
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        He left to keep her safe. Now the war has followed him home—and she's the target.

      

        

      
        Grey thought walking away from Star would protect her from his dangerous world. Wrong move. The rogues he's been hunting have tracked him back to the Florida swamps, and they know exactly how to destroy him: take his mate.

      

        

      
        She's got forty-eight hours before they find her scent.

        Star spent months convincing herself she was better off without her stubborn Dragon. That was before enemy wolves started circling her territory and dark magic began poisoning the bayou. Now Grey's back, battle-scarred and desperate, demanding she trust him with her life.

      

        

      
        The wizards want her blood. The rogues want her dead. Grey wants her forever.

      

        

      
        But Star's been hiding a secret that could save them all—or get them both killed. Because she's not just any She-Wolf. She's the key to an ancient prophecy the enemies will do anything to prevent, and the clock is ticking toward a final battle that will either forge their destiny in fire...

      

        

      
        Or burn everything they love to ash.
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        Mo chroi’………. My heart

        Mo ghra’………. My love

        Mo stór………. My darling

        Mo mac tíre beag………. My little wolf

        Mo maité………. My mate

        Demon bheith imithe………. Demon be gone

        Dhíbir go deo………. Banished forever

        Go hIfreann gach dit a tháinig tú………. To Hell, whence you came

        A bheith imithe………. Be gone

        Deartháir beag………. Little Brother

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

        Gaol mo bheatha……… The love of my life
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      “What’s up with you?”

      “Nothin’,” Grey shrugged, grabbing the doorknob in an attempt to escape before the interrogation began.

      It wasn't that he didn't love his 'brother from another mother' – nope, not at all. It was the fact that when Noah started asking questions, they went on forever.

      “Run, Lad. Run like the wind,” Caderyn, the Dragon King with whom Grey shared his soul, chuckled. “You’ll be here for a month of Sundays once that young’un gets goin’.”

      “But he means well.”

      “And those are the famous last words of every man who ever perished from boredom.”

      Trying not to laugh out loud, Grey tuned back in as Noah scoffed, “Yeah, right. That’s why you damn near jumped across the table when Rian asked for a volunteer to go to Florida.” Running his hands through his long brown hair – locks the same color as those of his Dragon’s scales, the younger Guardsman added with a grin and a waggle of his eyebrows, “Thought you hated that place?”

      “If I remember correctly…." Pearce, an older and most Zen of all Grey’s Brethren, chuckled. “…the quote was, ‘There’s not enough gold in all the world to make me go back to the armpit of Hell. Angus is crazier than anybody ever thought for staying in that God-forsaken Swamp - Mate or no Mate. If the mosquitos don't carry you away, the humidity will kill ya' Hell, even my old Caderyn was sweating his balls off.'"

      “Aww, come on, I wasn’t that bad.”

      “Wanna test my memory?”

      “Don’t take that bet, Grey,” Kayne, one of the elite Enforcers and the son of Lugh, the Celtic God of the Sun, chimed in. Grinning from ear-to-ear, he slapped Grey on the back and winked before adding, "Pearce hasn't forgotten anything since the day he was born. That man even remembers the time…."

      “The time you snuck out the back of that pub in that little village on the far side of the Isle of Skye with the owner’s only daughter and damned near got us all killed?” The Zen Dragon charged with a twinkle in his eye and his shoulders bouncing with barely contained laughter.

      “Did I do that?” The Demi-God snickered.

      “Yes,” Pearce nodded emphatically. “Yes, you did, and you know you did.”

      "Well, like I said, if you say it's true Pearce, my brother, then it has to be true." Then, giving Grey's shoulder a squeeze, he kept right on going, "But back to my boy here, maybe he just wants to help out. I thought it was especially valiant that he offered to go alone."

      “Oh, absolutely. I agree,” Pearce chimed in, nodding and smirking like the all-knowing Guardsman he was renowned for being. “Shame it sounds like the Wolves need more help than that.”

      “Ya’ know they’re just messin’ with ya’, Lad,” Caderyn chuckled. Then turning serious, the Dragon King went on, "Give it right back to 'em. Don't let 'em confirm their suspicions and bait ya' into tellin' why you really want to get back to Florida. If ya' do, you'll…."

      “I know, Cad. I know,” Grey huffed. “I’ll never hear the end of it, but how the hell am I supposed to keep anything from those two? Kayne is a Demi-God, and Pearce is just… well, he's just… just freakin' scary. He knows what people are thinkin' almost before they do."

      “Smoke and mirrors, Lad,” Caderyn grumbled. “Smoke and mirrors and a lot of practice at reading people.”

      “Well, whatever the hell it is, I need to get my ass outta here sooner rather than later. No way am I ready to admit anything yet.”

      Sliding to the side the second Kayne’s hand lifted off his shoulder, Grey made it three whole steps before being stopped once again. Trying not to groan out loud when Declan, the Joe Friday of their Clan, as usual, got right to the point and deadpanned, “Why are you going to Florida alone? You said…”

      “Yeah, I know what I said. I’ve been reminded a lot in the last two minutes.” Rolling his eyes, Grey turned on his heels, shook his head, and sighed over his shoulder, “But things have changed. I want to take on more responsibility, grow within the Clan, follow in my father’s footsteps. Is that okay with y’all?”

      Not waiting for an answer, he mumbled to Caderyn, "And it’s the truth, isn’t it?”

      “Of course, it is, Lad.”

      “And before you say it, no, it’s not the only reason I volunteered to return to Florida, but it does play a part. It’s way past time for me to show what I can do. I am, after all, the…."

      "Son of the last and greatest Leader of the Gray Dragons, and you've been trying to live up to Grannus' legacy since…."

      Exhaling sharply as his Dragon King let the words trail off, Grey finished Caderyn’s thought, "…the day the Hunters decimated our Clan orphaning Garrett and me."

      "Then he went missing, and we've spent the last eighty years looking for him."

      "Yeah, there's that…."

      “Of course, that’s okay.” Kayne’s words pulled Grey from his thoughts as all of his Brethren caught up and fell into step beside him. “Your dad was a damn fine man. I’m proud to say I fought by his side and hate that I wasn’t there the day those filthy bastards attacked.”

      Looking at the ground, the Demi-God inhaled deeply and slowly exhaled. Time seemed to stand still. No one so much as breathed. Finally, after what seemed like forever but was really only a few seconds, Kayne lifted his head and nodded, “Not being there when Grannus needed me is one of the many regrets I have from my time in Hell.”

      Watching one of the strongest Warriors he’d ever known shove his pain aside and square his shoulders, Grey wasn’t at all shocked when Kayne got a gleam in his eye and a smirk on his face. Then the Demi-God added, “But, as far as you’re concerned, I know there’s more than you’re saying going on here,” the younger Guardsman tried not to show any emotion.

      

      “Just give in and tell ‘em, Lad,” Caderyn advised. “They’re gonna figure it all out anyway. Aye, they probably already know.”

      Nope, not gonna do it.”

      “Damn, if ya’ cannae be stubborn.”

      Needing to distance himself more at that moment than ever before, Grey forced a calm he didn’t feel and laughed as naturally as he could. “Seriously, y’all need to get a hobby. Just accept the fact that I want to be seen as a Leader and figured the best way to do that was to help our newest allies. Besides, I’ll be with Angus, and Drago’s still there." Then, turning on his heels for the second time, he added with a finality he hoped stopped the others from following him, “A good word from those two will go a long way with Rian and the Elders. Hell, it’s got to be the right step towards leading my own Force.”

      Walking so fast he was nearly jogging, Grey listened for footsteps behind him. Sure he wasn’t being followed, he waited until the walkway took a sharp right turn before making an abrupt detour. Heading towards the Cave of the Ancients located in the mountain behind the Lair, he worked hard to calm his turbulent thoughts.

      “Being in the Cave is where I feel closest to my dad,” he whispered to Caderyn. "I know you know that, but for some reason…."

      “You always tell me.”

      “Yeah,” Grey chuckled. “I always do.”

      Climbing the trail with ease, he crossed the threshold and dropped to his knees at the railing that wrapped around the glittering statue of the Dragon God and Goddess. Feeling the power of the holiest of places for all his Kin pulse in the very air around him, Grey dipped his hand into the ever-flowing stone fountain and offered a prayer of Peace and Hope to the Ancients and Ancestors.

      Rising to his feet, head still bowed and eyes still closed, Grey touched his temple. Letting the cool water and the feeling of truly belonging to a power greater than himself infuse his very soul, he exhaled slowly before laying his hand over his heart.

      

      Memories of following the same practice, saying the same words with his beloved family so many years ago, sprang to life in his mind. It was like someone had turned on an old projector. Images came to life. He could feel his parents standing to his right and his younger brother to his left. It was as if it was all happening again.

      The same anticipation and excitement that filled Grey on that special day returned. The feel of Grannus’ hand on his shoulder, guiding the way to the Alter of Commitment, was heavy, warm, and reassuring. His mother’s love and Garrett’s admiration gave him the extra strength and affirmation he needed to commit his life to the way of the Dragon Guard. Completing the last step in the long, arduous journey that had begun on the day of his birth and would only end when he traveled to the Heavens was only made more poignant surrounded by his family.

      Not allowing himself to be haunted by other memories of that blessed day and what he’d lost so soon after, Grey opened his eyes, lifted his head, and squared his shoulders. Echoes of his boots striking stone preceded him down the long, sparkling, crystalline cave walls as he strode towards the grotto containing the Pond of Reflection.

      Leaving his clothes and boots on the stone bench just inside the cavern, he crossed the cool granite floor. Slowly, deliberately, he walked into the fresh mountain water flowing down the far wall as it always had and always would.

      Stopping when the water brushed the underside of his chin, Grey inhaled deeply. Inhaling deeply, he held his breath and simply let the weight of his body pull him the rest of the way under the still waters.

      Doing just as Grannus had taught him on his thirteenth birthday, Grey let all thought flow from his mind. Keeping only the vision of his one True Fated Mate, the woman the Universe made just for him, front and center.

      There was no denying the overpowering need to look into her deep hazel eyes. His fingers tingled with the need to touch the long, silken strands of her blond curls. But, most of all, he wanted more than life itself to hear her acknowledge their connection.

      There was no doubt in his mind that she felt it, too. He’d seen her pupils dilate. It had taken everything in him not to run to her side and wrap his arms around her when she instinctually took in his scent. As her nostrils flared, he felt the She-Wolf with whom she shared her soul reach for Caderyn and had his feeling confirmed with the old Dragon King’s chest resonated with a rumble of recognition.

      “Aye, that lass and her Wolf are the other half our soul, Lad. Of that, there is no mistake.”

      And just like that, the image of a proud gray She-Wolf, a black patch of fur the shape of a star on her chest, superimposed that of Grey’s beautiful Mate. Smiling under the water, never missing a beat of his meditation, the whisper of her name warmed both Guardsman and Dragon King from the inside out, “Star.”

      “Dammit, I need to see her, Cad. I need to talk to her. I have to convince her that we’re meant to be together. I need…”

      “Ye need to pay attention to what you’re doing.”

      Taking the Dragon King's advice, Grey grabbed hold of his iron will and quieted his turbulent emotions. Following the growing Mating Bond that had been formed the first moment he laid eyes on his sassy little Wolf, he was overjoyed to find her peacefully sleeping.

      At first, it was enough to simply look at Star, to metaphorically be in the same room with her. But the longer he stayed, the stronger the urge to join his mind with hers grew. With every beat of his heart, the need grew. Then, Grey slipped past Star's strong mental blocks with a single focused second of all his mental energy. Instantly wrapped in the warmth of Fated Love and the wild scent of the forest at night, both he and Caderyn exhaled blissfully as Star's dreams played out before them.

      “She thinks of us,” the Dragon King breathed, voicing the words Grey was unable to say.

      And indeed, she was. Front and center was the memory of the couple’s first meeting. From one beat of his heart to the next, the scent of her arousal filled his senses.

      “She knows we’re supposed to be together,” he sighed. “She feels it, too.”

      Before Caderyn could respond, the scene changed. No longer was Star in Wolf Hall, the large log-cabin lodge in the center of the Pack lands of the Gaelach Lán Wolves. Instead, she sat on a wooden bench with her best friend and Angus' Mate, Liv. Not even being surrounded by blooms of every color, shape, and size imaginable cooled the strained mood or his Mate’s irritation.

      She was upset, or maybe it was frustrated. But, whatever was bothering the lovely Star, it was apparent she'd gone to her friend for help.

      “I can have Angus call him back. Come up with some reason for him to stay here with us for as long as it takes. No, my sweet Dragon isn’t the best at subterfuge, but I can tell him what to say.” Grabbing Star’s hand, Liv went on, “Don’t let him get away, Hun. You just can’t. This is the chance at happiness that you deserve. To have all those pups you keep talking about. To have a man who adores you. To…”

      Pulling away, Star jumped to her feet and spun around, glaring at her friend as her fists slammed into her beautifully rounded hips, “Do I? Do I deserve happiness and a man who adores me after what I’ve done?” Shaking with rage, flames dancing in her usually hypnotic hazel eyes. "How can you think I would be a good mother after…."

      And just like that, the scene blinked from view. Grey's mind snapped to black. Spots came to life in the void.

      “What the hell…?”

      But before he could finish his question, Star roared, “Stay the hell away from me!”

      Leaping out of the water, spitting and sputtering and gasping for air, Grey took several deep breaths as he wiped the water from his eyes. “How did… I mean, what just…. Ummm, well, how did…?”

      “How did that happen?” Caderyn chuckled. “Well, Lad, that lass is at least as strong as you and maybe even more hardheaded.”

      Unable to think, much less respond, Grey made his way to the side of the pool of water and took a seat on one of the steps. Looking into the water, he once again saw Star’s face. Unfortunately, gone was the smiling, sweet expression he’d seen on that first day. Instead, he was forced to look into the sad, angry eyes he’d seen in her dream.

      The need to comfort Star was overwhelming. It filled not only every fiber of his being but also Caderyn's. Both man and Dragon had found the light of their soul and to know she was hurting was intolerable.

      Tracing the delicate lines of her face in the water, Grey murmured, “The past doesn’t matter. All I care about is the future. You deserve all the happiness in the world, and I’m just the man to give it to you.”

      “And I’m the Dragon,” Caderyn agreed. “Now, let’s stop layin’ about and get this show on the road.”

      Getting to his feet and exiting the pool without another word, Grey was dry and dressed in the blink of an eye. Stalking towards the mouth of the Cave of the Ancients, he was a man on a mission.

      Stepping into the sunlight, he stopped at the edge of the ledge and looked up. Taking in the sun’s position in the sky, he nodded, “Only four hours until sundown.”

      “Then it’s scales up and wings out,” Caderyn finished the thought.

      “Damned straight,” Grey chuckled with determination as he did an about-face and headed down the trail at the side of the mountain. “You think we’re gonna stay away from you, our sassy little Star?” Laughing along with Caderyn, he added aloud as well as mentally, “Oh no, Mo mac tíre beag, that just won’t do… not now, not ever.”
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      “Crap, no sugar, again,” Star growled, slamming the cupboard door shut before spinning around and leaning against the counter. “Could this day get any worse?”

      “Well, sure it could,” Liv laughed as she walked into the kitchen. Stopping at the coffeemaker, she added with a wink, “That door could hit you back.”

      “Ha ha ha.” Rolling her eyes, Star pushed away from the counter and opened another cabinet door to see if there was anything to eat. "It might be better if someone knocked me out. At least I'd get some sleep."

      Grabbing a granola bar that had seen better days, she went to the fridge and got a bottle of OJ before going to the farthest table and taking a seat. Smiling as Liv followed after, Star exhaled slowly as she opened her granola bar.

      “Another rough night?” Her bestie asked, concern and love coloring her sweet, southern accent.

      “Yeah,” Star nodded, avoiding eye contact as she stared at her uneaten breakfast. “But not because of my old friends, the nightmares.” Looking up, she added with a frown. “I had a visitor.”

      "Ohhh, really?" Waggling her eyebrows, Liv whispered conspiratorially even though every Wolf in the place could hear a pin drop a mile and a half away. "Anyone, I know?"

      Nodding with a scowl, Star tapped her temple. “Oh yeah, you know him alright. And let me tell you one thing. If he does it again, I’m gonna scale him like a catfish outta the pond behind
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