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        Return to the world of the Dragon Guard, where loyalty is eternal, magic is deadly, and Fate always collects its due.

      

        

      
        Carrick has exactly three priorities:

        Rescue the brother he thought was dead.

        Destroy the ancient Elven Sorceress holding him captive.

        Protect the Golden Fire Clan at all costs.

      

        

      
        Then Fate just added a fourth.

        Virginia “Ginnie” Heatherton.

      

        

      
        The last Heatherton Necromancer standing, Ginnie spends her days helping the grieving connect with the other side—not battling Hellmouths or Demon Lords. But when her psyche is snatched, and she sees a vision that her niece is in danger, she knows the end isn’t coming quietly.

      

        

      
        Then the Dragon arrives.

        Power calls to power.

        Fire answers magic.

        Mate.

      

        

      
        Their timing couldn’t be worse. The factions of evil are coming together, and Carrick’s brother is still imprisoned. Saving their family— and the world— will require more than ancient fire and necromancy.

        It will take trust.

        Sacrifice.

        And a mating bond strong enough to shake Heaven and Hell.

        .Fate set everything into motion, and She refuses to be denied.

      

        

      
        One Dragon. One Necromancer. One bond that will change everything.
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      "Yes, really, my dear Aisley," I repeated, smiling and giggling. I felt giddy for the first time in a long while, and I was just barely containing it. "I actually slept last night, and..." I paused for dramatic effect, though it was useless as we were both snickering, but it was fun. Everyone, even the little fishies in the deep blue sea, knew I needed fun in my life– and needed it fast! It had been forever since I had some knee-slapping hilarity. So, I was going for it, no holds barred, going for it.

      Waiting for another second, I added, “Now, don’t fall out of your chair, but I’m pretty sure I was sleeping the contented sleep of a child for close to eight, uninterrupted hours.”

      “Holy Goddess,” the Earth Witch, who happened to have been my best friend since I was young and spry, whooped before going on with her signature sarcasm. “Should I whip you up a warning label?”

      “A warning label?”

      "Yeah, one that says Beware World! I’ve slept, and I’m caffeinated!" She inhaled, still chuckling. "I can whip up shirts in a variety of colors and sizes. No risk of Magical retribution. This is good for anyone you meet in the next two or three days." Snickering, she added, "Hell, it’s got to be good for the whole planet."

      Laughing so hard my hands were shaking, I quickly set the teapot on the counter to avoid dropping it. Wheezing, I struggled to speak between bursts of laughter, “O-Only you, my fr-friend. Only you.”

      “I’m good like that,” Aisley proudly chuckled. “Witchcraft and comedy… I should have my own stand-up show.”

      “You really should.” Once again, I picked up the hand-painted, ceramic teapot that had been my grandma’s, and this time I carefully poured tea like the miracle liquid it was while continuing, “You would be a hit! Hell, you might even be on Late Night with Jimmy Kimmel. Imagine that.”

      “Yeah, right,” She scoffed. “I think I’ll keep my comedy stylings to your kitchen. It’s safer. Besides…” She paused just long enough that I turned to be sure she was okay. Then, with a wink, she sneakily pointed to her Familiar, a twenty-seven-pound, black Maine Coon, with golden eyes, a demeanor of general disdain, and enough Magic to blow my hometown off the map. “Yeah, and what would I do when Mr. Sampson over there turns the poor guy who dared to boo me into a toad in front of many millions or so humans?”

      “Oh,” I gasped, trying not to laugh out loud as I imagined the mayhem.

      “Yeah,” Ainsley sighed. “Oh.” Shoulders bouncing from silent laugher, she went on, “It would be like the time he wiggled those long whiskers of his and turned Lydia Bloomhelder’s tongue chartreuse.”

      “Oh, shit,” I gasped… again. “I had forgotten about that.” Nodding, I added, “But that brat deserved it and then some.” The smile dropping from my face, I shook my head. “I didn’t even mind cleaning and filleting tons of fresh tuna, or milking all the cows in the Isle of Skye to get Mr. High and Mighty Familiar his ‘special treats’ so he would return her tongue to its usual- unmagical color.”

      “That’s good, because it’s bound to happen again. You two just refuse to stay out of trouble,” Sampson grumbled in a deep, rumbling feline voice. Sitting upright, he glared in our general direction. Then, with his butt firmly planted in the middle of my antique chaise with its paisley velvet upholstery, he lifted his right back leg straight into the air as if he owned the place. With no preamble, he bared all of his manly, male, kitty bits with the audacity of a thousand-year-old, Magical cat, and unceremoniously licked said manly, male, kitty bits and his butt with all the flair of a Cirque de Soleil contortionist.

      Rolling her eyes and shaking her head, Aisley turned away from her Familiar. "He knows how much I hate it when he does that. I know he does it just because it bothers me." She lifted her hands like a televangelist reaching the climax of his sermon. "And because we’re stuck together like gum on my favorite red sandals for forever, I know beyond all doubt that the Great Goddess has a horribly sick sense of humor."

      “Never doubted it. Not for one second.”

      Carrying the mugs of tea to the kitchen table, I placed one in front of Aisley before taking my seat across from her. Wrapping my free hand around the open side of the mug, I lifted it to my lips and inhaled deeply. Reveling in the scent of orange peels, cinnamon sticks, cloves, a dash of nutmeg, and a healthy tablespoon of honey, I let my mind wander.

      Well, I tried, but as usual, Faye, my inner Necromancer, chose that time to state the obvious. “Your buddy over there has something to tell you.”

      “Yeah, I got that.”

      “Aren’t you gonna read her mind? Save the poor dear the stress of working up the nerve?”

      “Aisley has never, and will never need any help speaking her mind,” I mentally sighed. “And you know darn good and well that I will not read her mind. Not only…”

      “Not only is she one of the strongest Witches in Texas, and pretty much the whole world, but it is not right to invade people’s minds without permission,” Faye mocked, exaggerating my Texas drawl just to be a butthead. “Yeah, yeah, yeah, so you’ve said about a hundred times. So, if you won’t do it, then I…”

      “You will not.”

      “But the suspense is killing me. What could she possibly…?”

      Thankfully, my dear friend chose that moment to ask, “So, what did you do to finally shut that beautiful mind of yours down for the night?”

      “You know, I have no clue.” Shrugging, I took another sip of tea and added, “Heck, I didn’t even brew a cup of your special chamomile.”

      “Wow.” Aisley’s bright blue eyes opened wide.

      “Yeah, I mean, I was exhausted, but that’s been the status quo since Olivia…” At the thought of my sister, I inhaled deeply. The pain in my heart was just as deep as it had been when we lost her all those years ago. My need to get answers would never end. Until my dying breath, I would search for proof that her husband, another Necromancer with a black heart and even blacker soul, had something to do with her death…

      “And until that time, you have to take care of yourself,” Faye interjected.

      “Is that concern I hear in your voice?”

      “Nope, it’s called self-preservation.”

      Snorting a little chuckle, I teased, “You always have ulterior motives. Forgive me for thinkin’ you might actually give one good gosh darn about my well-being.”

      Before my alter ego could respond, Aisley raised her eyebrows and smiled. “What’s Faye sayin’?”

      “Not much,” I explained.

      “I somehow doubt that.”

      Raising a single eyebrow, Aisley made a production of setting down her mug, planting her elbow on the table, and propping her chin atop her loosely clenched fist. It was her just-tell-me look. One I had seen no less than a million times.

      Chuckling, I took another sip of tea and decided to ask, “Well, she would like to know what has your mind running like a hamster on a wheel.”

      Narrowing her eyes, a common expression when she was deciding how to say something, Aisley looked down at the cooling light brown liquid in the mug. To the untrained observer, she looked upset, but I knew her almost as well as I knew myself. She wasn’t upset– she was pondering. There was a question running through her brain that had not quite gelled to her usual eloquent standard, and she was giving it a final push over the finish line.

      And just like that, one of the most Magical and considerate people I’d ever known looked up and speared me a blue-eyed gaze I’d seen many times. Opening my mouth to ask, “What?” I didn’t get so far as to peep before she had a question all her own.

      “How long has it been since you’ve had a vacation?”

      “A vacation?” The words flew from my mouth in a shocked gasp. It was quite literally the last thing I thought she’d say…

      Then again, maybe she was onto something.

      “Yes, a vacation,” Aisley confirmed. “I think we need to pack our bags, jump in that big, old Suburban of yours, and take a road trip.”

      “To wherever the hell the road takes us?”

      Laughing, because it really did sound like a good idea, I teased, “So, I slept for the first night in just about forever without a vision, or a prophetic dream, and with no dead people yelling in my brain, and you think that means we need to take off for parts unknown?”

      “I damn sure do.”

      The more adamant she became, the better the idea sounded, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to keep giving her a hard time. After all, that’s what friends are for, right?

      “Okay, let’s just say, my brain got the memo that even the oldest living Necromancer with the blood of the great and powerful Heatherton Family running through her veins needs a good night’s sleep…” Holding up the index finger of my right hand when Aisley was about to speak, I went on. “…and that I agree that a little time away from the homestead sounds good…”

      “I like where you’re headin’.”

      “Yeah, I just bet you do.” I nodded and moved my raised index finger back and forth like the pendulum of a metronome to stop her further commentary. “Let’s just entertain the thought of hightailin’ it outta Gravesland. What about Bernie and…?”

      And that was as far as I got before metaphorical Hell figuratively exploded all over, around, and inside my very real and literal brain. I was transfixed. I was mesmerized. Quite frankly, my pleasantly round butt was firmly and completely planted…better yet, glued to the seat of the brown maple Amish apple grove side chair, one of a set of twelve that had been in Great Grandpa Jimmy Jon Heatherton’s home and were now in mine… as if someone had spread a gallon of Gorilla glue on that sucker…

      While my brain was whizzing, whirring, speeding, and hurdling through Time like a stick riding the rails heading for the checkered flag.

      I was there… Wherever ‘there’ was. Yet, I wasn’t.

      I felt the ground shake. Thick, billowing clouds of sand abraded my cheeks, my forehead, and every other inch of exposed skin. It hurt… stung. It felt like a million teeny, tiny bees attacking every inch of flesh they could find with extreme prejudice.

      “Faye!” I mentally screamed at the precise moment that a cactus metaphorically whizzed over my left shoulder, barely missing my earlobe as if it were a heat-seeking missile searching for its target.

      “Did you fuckin’ feel that?” My inner Necromancer spat. “What the hell is…?”

      And just like that… a blast of light, of color, of pure, unadulterated Magic that called to my own erupted in a kaleidoscope of colors. It was beautiful. It was spectacular. It was…

      “Hit the deck!” Faye screamed. “All those pretty lights are making a beeline for…”

      “US!” I shrieked right along with her.

      Hitting the deck, I couldn’t help but think that I had done something seriously awful and incredibly fiucked up in another life to deserve the fresh hell befalling me. What the hell! I was undergoing another fucked up out of body experience. Why didn’t they stop? I had slept. Why were they still coming? I was rested. When had the rules changed? Why didn’t I get the memo?

      I had it on good authority, my own, that the craziness would take a few days off–at the very least–if I got a good night’s sleep. Boy howdy! Talk about being wrong! The hits just kept coming. One right after another! The latest was well on its way to topping all the other fucked up out of body experiences that had come before–and that shit was just not fair.

      Aisley thought I should come with a warning label. Well, the crap that was currently hurtling toward me, trying to break the sound barrier, needed not only a warning label but that sign needed to be the size of the Jumbotron in Times Square and have an airhorn that rivaled the old WWII air-raid sirens.

      Something was happening– something big. Something that, in all my years, I hadn’t known was possible– and that was saying something. I mean, I had been alive for a really long time, and my tendency was to leap first, never look back, and deal with the consequences as they came.

      Yep! I had dealt with many consequences. Nope! I wasn’t about to change my ways.

      However...

      In this case...

      I was not having fun. It felt like every ounce of me, every curve, every extra pound that continued to hug my boobs, butt, and thighs like the nasty green moss on the southside of a tree was…

      “Moss on a tree? Seriously? That’s what comes to mind when you think of yourself. Girl, you need a slap to the back of the head.” Faye groaned, her exasperation palpable in her tone.

      “Don’t you even…”

      “Oh, I am going there,” she confidently shot back. Ignoring the hellacious chaos trying to incinerate our combined psyche, my inner Necromancer instead tried to drive me stark, raving mad. “I am sick and tired of you bitching about your body. Deal with it! You are a sex goddess. Your curves have curves. You have a body like a back road, baby. And every man that sees you wants to know those curves and swerves like the back of their hand. I know every curve like the back of my hand. I know it. You know it. Hell, Aisley knows it. How about I just get her in here, and we can put your doubts to rest.”

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “Yep! On any other occasion, I would. But let’s face it, I like that crazy Witch. So, you’re gonna listen to me, and you’re gonna listen good. Embrace those curves. Think of them as perfectly placed buttercream icing on a very tall, multi-tiered cake. They add all the sweetness, all the extra oomph. They put the vava in your voom. They are...”

      “Faye, I swear to all that’s…”

      “NO! Wait. Wait. Wait. I got it. You’re gonna love this.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “Shut up and listen,” She growled. Then, powering on, the words flew from her mind to mine in record speed and got louder with every syllable. “All those lovely curves and swerves you have tried so hard to eradicate over the centuries are gorgeous. They are fantastic! They are the best! Just accept them! They are the beautifully fluffy, swirling, whirling towers of whipped cream atop the banana-split deliciousness of your life. They are...”

      “Shut. Up. Faye.” I seethed, right before slamming my mental shields in place.

      Of course, I had once again reacted without the slightest forethought of my personal safety. Sadly, in that very moment, the stunning kaleidoscope of colors that had been weaponized found their mark–and that was me.

      And I was all by my little lonesome. Yep! I was paying for a past mistake. That was all there was to it.

      Hitting the deck harder and with more determination than any other time I had ever had to hit the deck, I, of course, had given it all I had and then some–a choice I would soon regret. With spots still dancing before my eyes and the breath refusing to return to my lungs, it felt like my everything, especially my DD boobs, had become one with the earth–and that was just the beginning of my troubles.

      My chin hit the ground. My head flew back, only stopping when my neck cracked as loud as the Cheyenne Kid’s eighteen-foot bullwhip. In quick succession, my jaw snapped shut, my back teeth chattered, and I bit my tongue so hard that the coppery taste of blood coated my taste buds.

      While all of that sucked, the fact that my aforementioned boobs had gone from front to back was my biggest concern. I mean, they were important to me. I’d had them since puberty. Although they tended to get in the way, I did like them where they were. So, it only stood to reason that the visualization of my nipples pointing to the Heavens was incredibly upsetting. Not to mention, the image of a very pushy talent agent trying to convince me to model next year’s biggest sensation: Sassy Girl’s boobs-on-the-back bra for our Girls with Curves.

      P.S. I was not impressed, and I was not going to take this shit lying down.

      With a healthy dose of self-preservation fueling my every move, my palms slapped the sands, my elbows flew up next to my ears, and I did what could only be described as my very first pushup… And I didn’t stop there.

      Pulling my knees up under me, I was up on all fours in the blink of an eye. One look down, and I was instantly shouting, “YES! YES! YES! My boobs are still in front! Thank you, Powers That Be!”

      But my celebration was cut short when a clap of thunder damned near scared me out of my panties, then a bolt of lightning struck the sand like a heat-seeking arrow, not fifteen feet from the tip of my nose. The scent of ozone assaulted my senses. The hair all over my body was standing on end. And all I could think to do was crawl as fast and as far as I could–but that shit wasn’t meant to be. No sooner had my right hand slid forward and my left knee followed suit than my Rainbow Moonstone burst to life all on its own.

      That gorgeous gem, the Magical Focus for the tons of Heatherton Magic that were my birthright, had been a gift from Great Grandpa Jimmy Jon on my hundredth birthday. It was a family tradition as old as time. It was well-honored and something we all looked forward to. So, believe me when I say, I knew my Moonstone just as well as I knew the nose on my face, and it had never ever never done anything of its own volition, just like my nose. After all, it was a jewel, a gorgeous treasure, but nonetheless, an inanimate object used to focus all the magnanimous Magic whipping through my veins. So, why at that very moment, was it dancing like the cast of Stomp in the bright moonlight? And why did I have to learn the true definition of the saying, ‘will wonders never cease’ while trying to save my very real life from some crazy, metaphysical mess?

      Unfortunately, there was no time to contemplate the answers to those questions as a concentrated beam, damn near
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We soar the sKies
Free to a certain extent,
As long as we stay hidden
From prying human eyes.

Our scales differ in color
Our defensive weapons,
Tails, horns, talons, and all,
Are never the same.

We are one with nature
We blend in with nature
The wind helps us soar high in the heavens
While the earth grants us healing strength in our hour of need.

We are one with the world
We are the guardians of our Kin
When evil conspires to maim and furt
We are protectors of this human race.

As majestic animals of fairytales
We share our beings with great men
They walk in honor and the grace of Fate,
Fate that we cannot deny.

Copyright © 2016 Melanie Williams
- This Poem is based on the Series, The Dragon Guard, by Author Julia Mills.
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