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        She'll fight beside him. Forgiving him is another battle entirely.

      

        

      
        Kyra survived his betrayal once. She won't make that mistake again.

        When her Dragon returns after years of silence, bearing scars and desperate pleas for forgiveness, she'd rather set him on fire than fight beside him. But an evil older than dragons is rising—one that feeds on the very magic flowing through her veins.

        He broke her heart. Shattered her trust. Left her when she needed him most. Now he wants her to risk everything to save a world that never protected her.

        The Goddess may have destined them as mates, but some betrayals cut deeper than fate can heal. And this Dragon will have to prove he's worth fighting for—before the darkness consumes them both.

        Love forgives. But some sins require more than pretty words and desperate kisses to wash clean.
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        Drakes……….Male Dragons

        Vibrias……….Female Dragons

        Dragonettes……….Young Dragons, either male or female

        Mo chroi……….My Heart

        Mo ghra’……….My Love

        Evgren………Sunshine

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

        A Thaisce……….My Treasure

        M’Anamchara……….Soul Mate

        A Chumann……….Sweetheart

        M’Fhioghara’……….Mate

        Fi’orghra’……….True Love

        Mo’ ghra’ ru’nda……….You Are My Everything

        Aonin’……….Little One

        M’aonin’……….My Little One

        A Sta’rin’……….Little Treasure

        A Mhuirnin’……….Little Beloved

        Mo Mhac……….Son

        Ma’thair……….Mother

        Cailin A’lainn……….Beautiful Girl
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      The sound of boots hitting the wet ground drew Royce to the mouth of the cave he had called home for the last thirteen days. In the distance, he could see his brother Rian, Head Elder of the Blue Thunder Clan of the Dragon Shifters, and winner of Most Arrogant Brother of the Year one hundred and fifty years running, making his way towards him. His daily visits had grown old on day one and did little more than exponentially add to Royce’s nasty attitude. Deciding to prepare for the inevitable lecture, he moved back to his camp chair by the fire and stirred the logs in an effort to calm his turbulent mood. All was wasted when Rian called to him before he had even crossed the threshold, “So tell me, little brother, how long are you going to hide in these caves?”

      “Hide? What the hell are you talking about, Rian? I am not hiding,” Royce answered through gritted teeth, ignoring the ‘little brother’ dig. So what if the asshole was an inch taller and a year older? He had grown soft over the years and Royce had no doubt he could take him in a fight. The thought of using his pompous ass of an older brother’s face to work out some of his frustration almost brought a smile to his face.

      “Aye, brother, you are. You’re hiding from the wee lass with platinum curls and violet eyes,” Rian answered with a cocky grin that made Royce grit his teeth and the brogue of their ancestors.

      “Damn you! Stay the hell outta my head!” Royce barely contained the roar he felt building.

      “Tsk, Tsk, Tsk…did I hit a nerve?” Rian held up his hand to keep Royce from lashing out again. “If you don’t want the entire clan to see what you’re truly feeling towards the little witch, I suggest you learn to shield your thoughts while you sleep. It’s obvious that no matter how hard you fight it, the mating call has its hooks in you.” His brother raised one eyebrow and smirked, “At least I have the decency to block you out before your ‘hormones’ take over. I’m not sure the younger of the clan will be so courteous…should your thoughts reach them.”

      Rian chuckled and Royce worked hard to control his temper. He was well aware of where his thoughts regarding Kyra went when he let his guard down. How could he not think of her in all the ways a dragon shifter was supposed to think of his mate? She was, after all, the One promised to him by the Universe. She was absolutely gorgeous. Yes, she was short, only five foot two, but she was a force unto herself. Her long platinum hair reached to her waist and was both straight and curly and seemed to just be shy of being tamed all the time. Her violet eyes were vibrant and expressive and held a wisdom that went beyond her age or her experience. She seemed to glow with energy and exuberance, and her heart seemed to lead her no matter the magical power she wielded. But that did not negate the fact that she was a witch, and no matter what he felt for the beautiful woman, he would not mate with her. She was witch! A fucking witch!

      At first, he tried to justify it with the fact that Kyra’s father was human, which worked for about five seconds - just long enough for him to remember the other half of her lineage. The half that came from one of the most powerful and highly regarded white witches in all the world, mommy dearest, the Grand Priestess Calysta St. Croix. That alone gave her immense power. Power that crackled and sparked all around her. Power that he knew could twist and corrupt even the purest of hearts. Although he had to admit, that he felt nothing but goodness and light in Kyra, and for a few brief hours every day when he was so tired he just dropped onto his pallet, his treacherous mind and heart imagined a life with her, but he knew there was no way he could trust it. Everything could change in the blink of an eye and he was not going to be caught unaware, not again. He would fight Fate with his last breath. A lonely, loveless life was better than living every day waiting for his mate to turn in to a power-hungry piece of trash that would slay all he held dear to gain the power she thought she deserved.

      He shook himself from his thoughts. One glance at his brother and he knew Rian was just gearing up to spout more BS, and true to form, big brother did not disappoint. “Even if I hadn’t been able to see the turmoil in your head, I’ve had visits from Stefan. Not only is he the clan’s Spiritual Elder…you do remember that he’s also our uncle and the man who helped raise us after Mother’s death, do you not?”

      “You know I really hate when you get the high and mighty ‘I’m the Head Elder’ tone in your voice, Ri. And you know damn good and well that I remember who he is and all that he’s done for us. That’s precisely the reason I wanted to talk to him. Stefan was there when mother and Rhianna were killed. He tried everything in his considerable power to keep our mother and sister with us. It was he that identified the spell Ilsa had been trying to work and sanctioned her execution when father was unable to do little more than breathe and grieve. Who better to know how I feel about witches than he?”

      “That was a long time ago, Roy, and the Universe does not make mistakes…”

      “SHUT THE HELL UP!” Royce roared, letting all the frustration, anger, and helplessness he felt at the cards Fate had dealt him, freely flow.

      For the first time that he could ever remember Rian just stood, staring…not speaking, not spouting pious recriminations, just waiting to see what would come next. It was something Royce had never experienced in his very long life; his brother was actually listening. Royce took a deep breath and began again, “I understand what a wondrous gift a mate is, but Kyra is a witch and I cannot and will not live my life with a witch…white or not.”

      He let his head fall forward into his hands and sighed, the weight of all that had happened in the last six weeks bearing down on him like a boulder. How could the Universe, in Her infinite wisdom, pair him with a magic practitioner? Yes, Kyra was beautiful and intelligent and had a heart ten times bigger than her tiny five feet two inch frame should be capable of containing, but she was a witch!

      He spoke his thoughts out loud, “I have seen her capacity for goodness. Hell, I could actually feel her agony and regret as she apologized to Grace and Lance for unknowingly helping Andrew.” He turned and watched as Rian took the seat across the fire, still not speaking.

      “I damn near cried myself when she knelt before Sydney and apologized, promising with complete sincerity that she would do everything in her power to stop the man that had almost taken her new daddy from her. I can feel that her intentions are pure, but what scares me is the power I feel within her; it is immense.

      “I know Rory and I were much closer to Ilsa than you. Father always took you with him, making sure you learned everything you needed to know to become the next leader of our clan, but you have to remember how much we trusted her. She was like a second mother to us all. She took care of us, kept us out of trouble, made us all believe she was family and then…”

      Tears filled his eyes and the lump in his throat grew so large that he could barely breathe. A memory so strong it felt as though he had been transported back in time began to unfurl in his mind and he was helpless to do anything but let it play out.

      There in front of him was the home where he and his brothers had spent their youth, looking the same as it had all those years ago. He could see the beautiful stained glass windows that decorated every turret, each depicting a famous dragon in the throes of battle. His fingers itched with the need to touch the ivy that lovingly grew in every nook and cranny of the brick structure, and he almost laughed out loud remembering all the toys that he and his brothers had hidden from one another in those tangled vines, only to be found and used for ransom in one of their many games of war.

      He watched as a much younger version of himself made his way around the house, a large buck slung over his shoulder and a huge smile on his face. His father had dispatched him that very morning to rid the lair of the deer that continued to raid almost every garden. It was with great satisfaction that he remembered hanging the carcass from the tree while others of their clan began to gather and congratulate him on his hunt.

      The hair at the nape of his neck stood on end, just as it had so many years ago, when his mother’s blood-curdling screams cut through that beautiful fall day. The earth shook from the responding roar of his father’s dragon, miles away. Unable to stop the flood of memories that had irreparably changed his life, his heart raced and sweat rolled down his back as he watched a younger version of himself race through the house and up the steep wooden staircase that led to the bedrooms. Just as he reached the door of his parent’s room, his point of view changed. No longer was he an innocent bystander, but an active participant. He had slipped into his much younger body, doomed to relive one of the most horrific events of his life. The actions that had rushed by and fought for his attention only seconds before, now moved in slow motion.

      Fury and disbelief caused bile to rise in his throat in reality just as it was in his memories. His mother, Riona, hands extended over her head, tied to the bedposts, legs stretched wide and knees bent with her feet secured, just as was their custom during a pure dragon birth. The coppery scent of fresh blood flooded his senses as it dripped from the dagger that was clenched in Ilsa’s hand, their long time nursemaid. The chant that escaped her lips was guttural and ominous, nothing like the sweet melodious voice that had sung him to sleep more times than he could count. He watched, helpless to stop what pure evil had already set into action, as the blade descended and cut a wide path through his mother’s already ravaged abdomen. Riona fought with all her might against her restraints while begging for her most trusted companion to stop the madness that had obviously befallen her.

      Royce raced forward and grabbed Ilsa by the waist, turning as he went in an effort to get her and her deadly stiletto as far from his mother and unborn sister as possible. The one time confidant struggled to stay upright while still slashing her blade in Riona’s direction. In her bid to escape Royce’s grasp, Ilsa tripped, her blade missing her mark and plunging into Royce’s shoulder, ripping his skin, tearing tendons and muscles, stopping only when it grated against his collarbone. Unable to pull her blade free, the nursemaid began tearing at his face and chest with her nails that had somehow become talons since he saw her that morning at breakfast.

      As he battled to control the rampaging woman that had attacked his mother, the room filled with members of their clan, all attempting to save his family from what looked to be certain death, even for a dragon of her breeding and power. Out of the blue, wave after wave of pain, anguish, anger, and fury threatened to drive him to his knees. His father had finally reached his mother and with no thought except of his ravaged mate, his usually well-secured shielding blew away. All the outrage and pain from what his beloved was suffering rolled unchecked through the unique bond the Head Elder shared with all that had pledged their allegiance to him. From clan member to clan member, their turbulent emotions added to their leaders, making the room thick with a mixture of anger, sorrow, and a growing need for retribution at what had been done to their queen.

      With one last burst of energy, Royce subdued Ilsa and handed her off to several clan members, who proceeded to bind her hands and feet and gag her. He immediately made his way back to his mother’s bedside and stood opposite his father and brothers. His father gently held his mother to his chest, unfazed or unaware of the blood that ran from her body or the tears that stained his cheeks. Never had his father been a man that let his emotions show, but there was no denying the depth of anguish and fear the older dragon felt when faced with the loss of his mate. As he watched, his father attempted to infuse his mother with the strength and incredible healing powers of all his years and stature. Royce could see the majestic blue-green dragon that lived within his father attempting to push to the forefront, the need to save his mate just as powerful as that of the man’s. The sheer strength of the beast caused its image to be transposed over and around his mother and father.

      Movement at the door alerted him to the arrival of his Uncle Stefan, the clan’s Spiritual Leader, and Niall, one of the oldest and most powerful healers of all dragon kin. The crowd parted as the Elders rushed to aid Riona. His brothers backed away, allowing the men to kneel at the bedside. They laid their hands upon his mother’s still bleeding stomach and began the Healing Chant. Within seconds, the entire room was enveloped in the revenant verse of healing and prayer meant to call upon the Universe and add strength to the couple as they fought with all that they were to heal the damage done to the once peaceful, vibrant woman, now clinging to life in her mate’s arms.

      The scent of incense and candles filled the room as, one after the other, the healers his uncle had summoned began to appear. He could feel the massive power of his clan pouring into his parents as they melded into one entity with the common goal of saving his mother and unborn sister. They prayed with one voice and all the power they could muster to save the first purebred dragon female to be born in over a thousand years. Rhianna was to lead the way to the resurgence of their race and give strength to the human mates each dragon shifter was promised by the Universe.

      They chanted through the night, while Niall used everything in his abundant arsenal to heal Riona and Rhianna. The tiny, premature baby girl was born sometime in the wee hours of the morning, and although she was barely breathing and pale as the snow on the mountain tops, she was beautiful to all that saw her. She shared Royce’s head of bright red curly hair and the one time she graced them by opening her eyes, the brilliant blue that shined behind those tiny lids were an exact replica of his mother’s. The tiny babe had looked right into his eyes and an unbreakable bond was instantly formed. Royce willingly funneled all the energy he had left into her tiny body, praying with all that he was that she would live, that he would have the chance to watch her grow and flourish and live the life the Heavens intended.

      But at daybreak, just as the warm golden rays of the first light of day crested the mountainside, the two most important people in Royce’s life simultaneously took their last breaths. The complete and utter silence of the moment rang in his ears. Everyone in attendance watched as Ronan, their Head Elder, gently laid his wife upon her pillow, placed their tiny daughter into her arms and covered them both lovingly with the blood soaked sheet. He stood watching them, as if by sheer will alone he could wish life back into them. The vast darkness felt endless, but no one moved. He wondered if they even breathed. Then, in the blink of an eye, his father threw back his head and roared. Raw power and emotion blasted through the entire lair. Windows shattered and the very timbers of their home trembled from the sheer weight of his anguish. One by one, each clan member added their voice to their leaders until the ground shook and trees toppled.

      As quickly as it had begun it stopped, like a switch had been flipped, and the powerful ruler of the Blue Thunder Clan of the Dragon Shifters was gone…one second there, the next not. Royce looked out the window over his mother’s head as the growing light of a new day shone through the shards of glass still stuck in the window pane, and there, flying towards the sun, was his father’s dragon. He watched the beast get smaller and smaller as a crippling loss filled him. Turning his head, he saw what he was feeling reflected on the faces of his brothers.

      Unwilling to relive any more anguish he called upon the strength of his dragon, and together they pushed him from his dark revelry back to reality. The residual effects of the overpowering emotions left him spent and panting. While attempting to regain his control, he looked up to find Rian leaning against the wall of the cave, head bowed, with sweat dripping from his brow. “You ok, Ri? What happened?”

      “You happened, little brother. You and your blasted memories of the past. You and your ability to relive events as if they are happening all over again. I had no idea we were taking a stroll down memory lane until it was too late. A heads up next time would be nice.” He turned and faced Royce. The sweat that dotted his upper lip and the slight tremor in his hand gave away the power the memory had over him.

      “Now you see why I cannot mate with her, no matter how impressive her lineage or how sterling her reputation. Ilsa had never done anything remotely dark. Hell, her parents were two white witches from highly honored covens that hadn’t practiced or even spoken of the dark arts for centuries. She was of the great mage’s lineage for Heaven’s sake! She lived with our family, our clan, for hundreds of years and was mother’s closest friend. That piece of shit, waste of skin and bones helped raise us, and in the time between breakfast and lunch was overtaken by a dark spirit seeking the power only the sacrifice of a female dragon and child can yield.”

      He paused, trying to regain some semblance of control. With none to be found, he continued, his voice a low snarl. “She slaughtered our family.”

      The look that crossed Rian’s face let Royce know his older brother was uncharacteristically thinking before speaking. His older brother turned, stopping with his feet shoulder width apart, his hands clasped behind his back, reminding Royce of all the speeches Rian had given before the Guard had flown off into battle, but was sure this oration was not to be uplifting. He braced himself for the recrimination he was sure would follow. The voice that reached his ears was one he hadn’t heard since childhood. “Royce, I know this isn’t what you wished for or could’ve ever seen happening, but it is your reality and you need to find a way to accept it. You’ve been given a gift, one that every dragon shifter hears tales of from their first bedtime story and wishes for from the second of their transformation.

      “As much as you don’t want to hear it, you will listen…The Universe does not make mistakes. She and She alone knows what you need even if you don’t.  Most times She acts in spite of what you believe is right for you. You have to find your faith. It is not your destiny to die alone and loveless. You more than any of us deserve to be happy, to have an entire clan of your own running around and to have a woman at your side that reminds you to lighten the hell up!”

      Both brothers burst out laughing, the tension breaker needed before they ground their teeth to nubs. Royce knew his brother was right, in theory, and he was instantly filled with regret for burdening Rian with his personal problems after the horrible hand Fate had dealt him. “Ri, I’m…”

      “Shut the hell up, Roy. Do you really think I’d be working so hard to pull your stubborn ass out of the past if I was still stuck there? What’s done is done. But you, my little brother,” Rian stopped, eyebrow raised and took a step forward, “have a bright future just waiting for you. All you have to do is grab it.”

      “Ya know I really hate that you know what I’m going to say before I get it out of my mouth, and I know you’re right, at least for the most part, but there are no guarantees she won’t fall to the dark arts.”

      “Dammit, Roy, pull your head out of your ass! Guarantees? You want fucking guarantees? Life has no guarantees! We get what we get and it’s up to us to make the most out of it!”

      Rian turned and stood staring towards the mouth of the cave. Royce could see his brother’s shoulders rising and falling as he took deep breaths to regain his composure. It was an uncommon occurrence for his older, and although he hated to admit it, wiser brother to lose his temper. There had to be something else going on besides Royce’s inability to accept his mate. He listened as Rian’s breathing and heart rate returned to normal, but decided not to resume the conversation. If Rian wanted to he could, but Royce was fine with letting the subject die the death it deserved. Of course, his brother liked the sound of his own voice just about as much as he liked anything, so Royce was not surprised when Rian began again.

      “I’ve seen your little witch in your mind, just as you see her with your own two eyes, and more importantly, with your heart. You’re drawn to her, just as it’s meant to be. Your dragon pushes for you to go to her, but you hold the past in front of you, shielding, protecting you from real happiness, from life as it was intended. You have to stop holding on to the past as some sort of tribute to mother and Rhianna. They are gone, Royce, have been for over a hundred years. Father’s gone on to join them in the heavens and they’re looking down on all of us, wishing they could bitch slap some sense into you. You’re not honoring their deaths by refusing the one person you are meant to spend all of your days with both here and in the next life…”

      Rian paused, and for the first time since Royce had arrived at the clan of his birth, he realized how tired his brother looked. Something was weighing on him, something he wasn’t sharing with him. Just as he was about to speak, Rian held up his hand and looked him right in the eye. “No justifications, you are dishonoring them.”

      Before Royce could respond, the space that Rian had occupied was empty. Royce was left feeling even angrier and more confused than before. He paced beside the fire, looking to the mouth of the cave every few minutes, not sure who or what he was waiting for, but sure things were about to go to hell.
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      Drip…drip…drip…Kyra watched the raindrops slide off the leaves and fall into the huge puddle that had formed outside the makeshift shelter Lance and Devon had built for her. Each splat seemed to accentuate the incredible amount of time that was passing and the utter failure of her quest to catch the little shithead that had tricked her into helping him hurt the nicest bunch of people...and dragons, she had ever met. They actually cared for one another and saw each other as more than a means to an end. It was something she had never experienced before.

      Smiling, she remembered how her ‘escorts’ had reacted when the first raindrop had fallen about an hour ago. It had been absolutely comical as the two big bad Guardsmen bickered like little boys as they constructed the lean-to that kept her and her supplies somewhat dry. She had laughed so hard tears had run down her face. Lance and Devon were worse than a coven full of teenage witches and that was saying something. About an hour into her wait, she’d wondered if it had occurred to them how the bright blue tarp secured to the ground behind her and attached to two large pieces of wood in the front stuck out like a sore thumb on the side of the mountain they were perched upon.

      “You do know I won’t melt, right?” She yelled. “That was the Wicked Witch of the West. I’m the Short Sarcastic Witch of the South,” she snorted at her own joke and heard them laugh along.

      “Yeah, I’m pretty sure you won’t melt. I’ve heard only sugar melts. However, all your witchy goodies may and after thirteen days of absolutely no sign of the traitor, I’m not taking a chance that we’ll miss him the first time you get a jingle or whatever happens on your magic mirror,” Devon answered, and she could tell that he and Lance were moving closer.

      She shifted her bags to the side to make room for their larger than usual bodies when the toe of a soggy, worn-out cowboy boot entered her view. “Hey, Snarky Witch,” Lance chuckled at his own joke and the thought of kicking him in the shin made her grin, “Looks like the weather is clearing up. Since we’ve established you won’t melt, how about you get packed up and let’s see if we can find the little asshole?”

      “Thank the Goddess,” she mumbled as she grabbed the handles of her bags. “I’m so ready to find that shithead and give him a swift kick in the ass.” She stood and walked out into the reappearing sunlight.

      When she saw them, she laughed out loud. “You guys look like a couple of drowned rats. You sure you don’t want to head back and get some dry clothes before we continue.”

      The last word was barely out of her mouth before they answered in unison, “Hell, no!”

      She raised her palms in a sign of surrender. “No problem. I just don’t want your mate,” she looked at Lance, “and your momma,” she looked at Devon, “to get pissed at me when you both get the sniffles.”

      “We don’t get sick,” they answered in unison.

      “You two really need to talk one at a time or take your ventriloquism act on the road,” she laughed as she placed her bags on a rock and turned to start taking down the shelter.

      “We can get it. You just cop a squat and we’ll be on our way in a minute,” Lance winked and she wondered if his new mate, Samantha, ever got tired of his constant joking.

      Then she remembered the dreamy way they looked at one another, as if no one else existed, and she knew the answer. Unfortunately, the image of the largest man she’d ever seen with brooding brown eyes and absolutely luscious lips burst into her mind. It didn’t matter that she’d barely ever seen them in anything but a frown or heard little more than a grumble come from them, his lips were still completely kissable and occupied her thoughts way more than they should. She hadn’t seen the man she knew Fate had picked out for her for almost two weeks. Apparently, he had left before sunrise the morning after Baby Jay’s first birthday party. Jerk! He’d been completely unbearable and basically anti-social, even to his brethren, during one of the most joyous occasions his clan had known. It was a huge deal that the Commander of the Elite Dragon Force and his beautiful mate had been blessed with a son, and an even bigger deal that in the middle of the search for the traitor that had damned near killed the child’s mother, the entire Force had taken a day off to celebrate the little would-be warrior’s first birthday.

      She’d tried everything she could think of to get him to speak to her but had failed…totally…miserably, and then completely lost her nerve when she crashed right into his chest. To make matters worse…he had growled…really growled at her when her hand had landed just above his waist. What the hell! He was six-foot ten and she was five-foot two; her hands only reached so far and she was about to fall on her ass. It had been one of the most embarrassing moments of her life, and she knew Devon had witnessed it all. Thankfully, he’d had the decency to never mention it.

      Dammit, she was no wimp! Kyra St. Croix had never cowered from anything in her life. She was the daughter and heiress of Grand Priestess Calysta St. Croix, the leader of the oldest and most powerful coven of Earth witches in the world. She’d made it through every test that could have been thrown at her when her right of succession had been questioned, completely based on her ‘mixed race’. Was it her fault her father was a human? That her mom had a thing for mortals? She had only laid eyes on the man three times in her entire life. That was the way of their coven. Not one she really agreed with, but who was she to buck thousands of years of a tradition she really didn’t care about? He seemed nice enough, but three times in seventy-five years did not a daddy-daughter relationship make. He was a sperm donor in her eyes, plain and simple. She had endured forty days and forty nights in the Forest of Darkness, with only what she could scavenge to survive and infused with a magic-dampening spell to prove she had what it took to lead the prestigious coven.

      Not that any of that really mattered. There was no way her mother would ever forgive her for leaving, skulking off in the night, to avoid being paraded from dragon clan to dragon clan to identify her mate. She was not a show pony, or worse yet, a beauty queen on tour. Her mother had refused to listen, insisting that they needed to locate her mate as soon as possible with no explanation why. Only after a few months of arguing had Kyra overheard the conversation that changed everything.

      She had been heading back to her room after one of the absolutely worst training sessions in the history of training sessions. One that made her want to rip out every last strand of her hair and scream to the heavens. Training had never been something she enjoyed, whether she was doing it or receiving it, and it had definitely never been her lifelong dream to instruct orphaned teen witches with raging hormones. All the talk of boys, hair, and New Kids on the Block triggered her gag reflex, ranking right up there with talking about her feelings and painting her toenails…shit that made her ass twitch. Lost in thought, she almost ran into the wall when she heard her mother say, “Kyra will do as she is told,” from behind the half-closed door of her mother’s office. She slowed and leaned against the wall, pretending to review the training schedule stuck to the clipboard in her hands.

      Calysta was talking to one of Kyra’s many aunts, detailing her contact with the leaders of the dragon clans in the area concerning the ‘new development’. Not surprisingly, they had all agreed that Kyra needed to be ‘united’ with her mate as soon as possible. WOW! Romance much? Even though her mate had been predetermined by Fate hundreds of years before she was even a twinkle in her daddy’s eye, it pissed her off that her mother was trying to control it. Kyra wasn’t looking for a fairy tale love story or anything mushy, but the chance for them to meet on their own terms would have been nice.

      It was not the first time since her fiftieth birthday that she had cursed the dragon tattoo on her right hip. Like most things her mother was involved in, one of the coolest things to happen to Kyra had taken a swift slide down a slippery slope. At first she had been excited, kind of giddy, even though that was not an emotion she’d really ever experienced. The prospect of being a part of something bigger than herself, something that had absolutely nothing to do with her mother or her aunts or her coven, was exciting.

      The marking that spelled out a huge part of her future was beautiful and majestic, and it fit Kyra. She just knew it was meant for her and that she belonged to the beast it represented and the man with whom he shared his soul. The blue dragon with ever so faint touches of green was in flight and appeared to be simply enjoying the air through his wings and on his scales. He was slightly tipped to the side, so that one wing appeared higher than the other and in just the right light, she could make out the depth of emotion glowing in his deep brown eyes. He had opposing horns and a tail that was long and barbed and she knew would be treacherous in battle but was elegant in flight. More than anything, the tattoo was hers and what came with it was her destiny, and hers alone. The other witches gushed over it and wished for their own. She listened to the giggles and whispers until she thought she might scream.

      Kyra was NOT a girly-girl, never had been. She didn’t gush or giggle or even gossip like the other girls had when she was younger, and as the years passed, she’d pretty much avoided every female-centered conversation she could. It just wasn’t her thing. But when the beautiful blue-green dragon that looked like it was flying through a perfect sky had appeared, she’d immediately felt a sense of purpose…of belonging. In that moment, she had realized that’s what she’d been missing, and there it was, within her reach. Then in came momma! Leave it to Calysta to insert herself smack ass in the middle of a situation that had absolutely nothing to do with her. What the hell was it about Kyra that made her mother incapable of letting her have any kind of life that was her own? Goddess knew that the Grand Priestess had done nothing but groom her to take over the coven from her first steps. She had never been a real mom. There had been no tea parties, no Barbie dolls, and no make-up tips…absolutely nothing but hour after hour of training in one form or another.

      She had been so lost in her anger that she had almost missed her aunt’s comment about ‘The Prophecy’. If it was possible, she got even madder with each word she heard. So mad that power began to build in her veins, making her hair lift around her face. Her anger was spiraling out of control until a crack began to form above her head. It had been years since she’d lost control, but just the prospect of her mom ruining the one thing she wanted for herself was the last straw. She had quickly ducked into the storage room beside her mom’s office. Leaning against the wall, attempting to regain her control, a plan came to mind. A way to show her mother and all those other bitches that she was through with their crazy ass plans for her life.

      Several hours later she had come up with a plan that would help her get her hands on the actual Prophecy and get the hell out of dodge. She knew that it would take a few days, but then she would be rid of all the bullshit that came with her mother, her aunts, and their full-of-shit coven. Her prayers for a less complicated life were going to be a reality, she would see to that.

      That had been twenty-five years ago. From the moment she had stowed away in the back of that eighteen-wheeler, after hiking almost fifteen miles to the nearest highway in the dead of night, she’d never looked back. There had been times she knew her mother and the coven were looking for her and had even talked to Calysta a few times over the years when she knew it was safe and absolutely necessary. Thankfully, she was truly gifted in the Cloaking Spell department, thanks to her mother’s bloodline.

      Her magic had manifested at an early age, more powerful than anyone had imagined. It had quickly become second nature to her. She had gotten good at hiding who and what she was or at least making it damn near impossible for anyone to find her, from the moment she decided to disappear. The purity of the dragon magic of her newfound friends called to her white Earth magic, and it had been second nature to drop her guard and let them know exactly who she was. Had the scumbag, Andrew’s, dragon magic not been buried so far within him the first time she met him, she would have recognized him for what he was and things would have gone very differently and people she now cared about would not have been hurt. That was just one of the many reasons she wanted to kick his ass until he begged for mercy and then turn him into the snake he was.

      Somewhere along the way she had decided she should find out more about her father, but all she had was a faded Polaroid and a rusty old pocket knife. Her mother had claimed she’d lost touch with him after finding out she was pregnant and running back to her coven. Every time they had ‘the discussion’, the little hairs on the back of Kyra’s neck stood on end and she got a ringing in her ears telling her Calysta was lying. They always fought. Kyra always begged. Calysta always avoided until Kyra wore her down and then it ended the same way, with the same lie. She finally had given up ever getting the information she so desperately wanted from her mother. Eventually, she had figured since he was human, and she was over seventy-five, that he had passed away, just another thing in a long list of things that her mother had taken from her.

      “Shit!” She yelled as cold drops of water splashed her face and chest, ending her trip down memory lane.

      “Wake up, Witchy Poo,” Lance chuckled while Devon laughed and shook his head.

      “You had to throw water on the last dry shirt I have?”

      “Sure did. We’re ready to go. I called your name. You didn’t answer. So I threw water at you.” The biggest hundred-year old kid she had ever known shrugged. She saw the glint in his eye and knew the best was yet to come.

      “Besides, you said you wouldn’t melt,” he winked and she was once again reminded of a bad little boy just waiting to be scolded. Goddess bless Sam for signing up to deal with him for all time.

      “No, but I may call in the flying monkeys if you two don’t behave yourselves.”

      “Hey! I didn’t do anything,” Devon pretended to pout while Lance laughed so hard Kyra was almost afraid he might fall off the side of the mountain.

      “No worries, Dev. I’ll direct them to the pain in the ass over there…” No sooner were the words out of her mouth than a familiar pain hit her square in the chest. Devon’s eyes widened and Lance stopped laughing. ‘Pain in the ass’ was what Royce called Lance and everyone knew that. Everyone also knew that the six-foot ten-inch wall of muscle with red curly hair and deep brown eyes had snuck out before dawn the night after Jay MacLendon’s first birthday party and had basically been incommunicado ever since. That had been thirteen days ago.

      Thirteen long, miserable days and nights of her lamenting over the last time she’d seen Royce and the conversation between him and Devon that she’d overheard. Unintentional eavesdropping had been a part of her life from a very young age. She had always been short and then stopped growing at twelve. So at five foot two, she went unnoticed…A LOT…and that allowed her to hear things that she otherwise wouldn’t have. She had replayed the Guardsmen’s conversation over and over and always came to the same conclusion. Royce was surprised that he could intimidate her. It was almost as if he was scared of her and that shit just didn’t make sense. What the hell could she do to a hundred-plus-year-old dragon shifter who was chock-full of his own special brand of magic, chivalry, and goodness, with the ability to change into a thousand pound beast of war and knock down skyscrapers like they were Legos, not to mention the whole fire breathing thing?

      At first she thought it was because he recognized her just as she had recognized him and just wasn’t ready for the whole ‘be together forever in this lifetime and the next’ gig that Destiny had decided for both of them. Then she thought it was the fact that she had unknowingly helped that little shithead, Andrew, hurt some of the sweetest people in the world that just happened to be part of Royce’s clan. But she knew he was there the day she had apologized and been forgiven by each and every person, even little Sydney. Hurting people was not something Kyra ever wanted to do in any way, shape, or form, and especially not with her magic. Not only because she had taken the Pledge to ‘do no harm’, but also because she just wasn’t a villain. Hell, she didn’t even have an evil laugh.

      At the age of thirty, she had pledged her magic and her life to the Goddess of the Earth, assuring both her coven and the Universe, as well as the blessed Goddess that she would only ever use her gifts in a positive manner. It was kind of like the Hippocratic Oath that doctors took before they became licensed, but much more comprehensive and punitive. In its simplest form, the Pledge meant DO NO HARM, and since she was supernatural, if she did intentionally do harm to any living thing she would be low-jacked and the ‘powers-that-be’ could zap her ass. It was incredibly painful but with no long lasting effects. If, Goddess forbid, she got a couple of zaps, the Council showed up and that was something she never wanted to have happen.

      The Council was made of up of the oldest, most powerful witches in existence, who had absolutely no sense of humor or patience for rule breakers. She had only ever seen them once, and it had been another time where she was somewhere she wasn’t supposed to be but had gone undetected. A man she’d known her entire life had gone completely off the rails, killed people, irreparably damaged the Earth, and had completely turned to dark magic. It had taken ten of the most skilled from her mother’s coven to capture him and the Council’s punishment had been swift. One minute the accused was screaming and spitting venom and the next he was on fire. Poof! Gone! Pile of Ash on the ground! Definitely not something Kyra ever wanted to experience firsthand.

      She was shaken from her memories when Devon’s hand touched her shoulder. “Come on, let’s get this over with. I’m ready to go home and relax. Kyndel invited me to dinner and Jay and I have plans for a rousing game of roll-the-ball.” He winked and she knew he was trying to get her mind off the one track it had seemed to be stuck on ever since meeting the dragon they all called ‘the gentle giant’. Devon’s beautiful smile and twinkling grey eyes didn’t hurt anything either. He didn’t make her feel anything but friendship, but he was sweet and really nice to look at, as were all the Dragon Guardsmen.

      “Alright you two knuckleheads, lead the way.” Lance pointed towards the direction they had been heading before the downpour.

      Laughing, they began their trek, joking and teasing, but the fun was long forgotten after several hours of endless walking. Kyra was hot, tired, and seriously pissed, convinced they were just wasting time, aimlessly marching around the hillside. She was just about to suggest a break when a chill ran down her spine and her hands began to shake. Without saying a word, she dropped into the lotus position with her backpack on her lap and began pulling out her supplies, completely ignoring Lance’s bitching and Devon’s inquiries about her wellbeing. It took only a few seconds and she had the silver-framed mirror that had been her great-great-grandmother’s, a vial of blessed water from the Black Lake, and her special herbs, and was working her Scrying Spell. She could hear the two Guardsmen discussing what she was doing but concentrated on the task at hand. They had been around her long enough to know she wasn't wasting time. Any other explanations would have to wait.

      The spell took less than five minutes and had a side effect she had only experienced one other time in her life. Not only did she get a location on Andrew, but she also had a vision of what he was planning. The scene that played out in her mind was like watching a horror movie, only she could feel what each character felt. Her heart raced and a cold sweat broke out all over her body, but she was stuck watching the complete annihilation of a quaint little community tucked in a once beautifully lush valley. Everything she saw was from Andrew’s point of view so although she hadn’t seen him, she knew he was there, but that was the only thing that felt familiar.

      She searched the faces of the dead and injured for any indication of the target of the asshole’s destruction, but nothing looked familiar and there wasn’t any sound to help. All she knew was that he was somewhere off a rocky coast with turbulent waters and he was having a great time hurting anyone and everyone in his path. The silent movie of destruction went on and on. When she was sure she couldn’t take any more pain and suffering and had decided to see what the guys thought about what she had seen, her heart ceased to beat and her lungs refused to hold air. There, standing in the middle of the war zone, was Royce. His brow was furrowed, his brown eyes scanning the area for those that most needed his help. Her heart broke when she saw the cuts and bruises covering most of his beautiful face and his torn, bloody, and soot-covered clothes.

      The horror show unfolding in Andrew’s mind switched to slow motion as Royce moved from person to person, helping the living from the rubble and getting them to safety. He wasn’t the only one working rescue, but he was the only one that mattered to her. He shouted something and she cursed the lack of sound. In the next instant, a taller version of Royce (was that even possible?) appeared to his right. The resemblance was uncanny. The new guy’s hair was short and curly, auburn instead of bright red, and he was not all muscular and hunky, more long and lean, which only added to how absolutely tall he was. The two worked furiously to clear away the debris, looking for someone or something specific. Even though only a vision, she could tell they were engaged in a constant stream of mind speak, another wonderful perk of being magical. 

      An ominous sense of danger filled her and once again her breath stilled in her lungs. She watched as both men turned in unison and began running almost faster than her eyes could track. They were obviously screaming orders to anyone that could hear from the expressions they wore and the way their mouths moved. The feeling of impending doom engulfed every cell of Kyra’s body as she felt Andrew’s enjoyment grow. The sick son of a bitch was enjoying what he was seeing and delighted that more was coming.

      Horror movies had never been her thing and to have the man that was her mate in a starring role in one that would be a reality was seriously freaking her out. Sifting through everything she had ever learned that was stored in her goofy brain, she looked for a way to pull out of the vision. Finally, she found what she thought might work, but true to form, a bright light burst before her eyes. Vibrations of an explosion she knew was taking place in her mind gave her the sensation of falling, right before her world went black.

      Two sets of very large hands shook her and babbled frantically. If she had been able to, she would have screamed out loud when Lance said he was going to throw her over his shoulder and run like hell, but it was Devon’s response that almost stopped her heart.

      “Dammit, Lance, settle the hell down. She’s magical…really magical and super powerful. Give her a minute to pull herself out of whatever happened before you go all caveman. We have no idea what she was doing besides scrying, and she told us that was just for location, so apparently her witchy senses found a lead and she took it. Besides, if anything happens to her, Royce will lose his shit. You and I both know it. She is his mate. He knows she’s his mate. He’s just being pigheaded. There is no way in hell he could handle her getting seriously hurt.”

      She could hear the rocks crunch under Lance’s worn-out cowboy boots and knew he was pacing, his second favorite pastime.

      “I know, dammit, but you know I suck at waiting. When she hit the ground, all I could think was snake bite, but there’s no way one would come anywhere near us. Then she started digging in her goodie bag and I thought it was no big thing, but now…what the hell? Her eyes were like…gone, rolled back in her head, and she was shaking so hard I thought she would fall to pieces.” He paced the whole time he spoke.

      When he stopped, she knew he had knelt down as the denim of his blue jeans brushed her arm. She imagined him staring at her face, not sure what to do and then he spoke. “Did you hear how fast her heart was beating? I wish Sam was here, she would know what to do.”

      “Dude, you gotta chill. I’ve seen stuff like this before with some of mom’s patients. Give her a little time and she’ll bring herself out of it. Kyra is a fighter. You just have to be patient.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah…patience. You’re all Zen and I’m about to lose my shit. I really hate you sometimes, Dev.”

      Devon’s chuckle relieved even more of the tension that had invaded her body during her vision. “I’m not Zen, I’m just not crazy like you. Now, sit down and wait for her to find her way back.”

      She heard the rustle of someone digging in her duffle bag. “You want a protein bar?” Devon asked.

      “Yeah, throw me a couple and a bottle of water, please,” Lance replied, and she could still hear the concern in his voice.

      She was once again amazed at how these people, these dragons, cared so much for one another and for her. They’d only known her a short time and had definitely met her under less than desirable circumstances, but nonetheless, they had accepted her as one of their own. It was an amazing feeling and one she would always cherish.

      She felt as if she was slowing floating upward, despite the hard ground beneath her back. The feeling returned to her fingers and toes slowly, with pins and needles working their way up her arms and legs. As soon as her mouth worked again, she whispered, “That bottle of water better not be to throw in my face.”

      Though her vision was blurry, she could make out the smiles that spread across the men’s faces. Of course Lance was the first to speak, “What the hell, Witchy Poo? You decide you needed a nap?”

      “Yeah, that was it,” she chuckled, as Devon helped her sit up.

      As soon as the warmth of his hand hit her shoulder a flood of images from her vision came rushing back. The water she was drinking flew out of her mouth and she shouted details as fast as she could. “It was so pretty and calm, but I could feel the darkness coming. I could see and feel everything but couldn’t hear a damn thing. I know the little asshole was there. I could see everything through his eyes and he was so excited about the awfulness that was coming.”

      She used Devon’s knee to help her up while still shouting about all she had just seen. “Everything was fine one minute and then…BOOM…”

      “What the hell are you talking about, Little Bit?” Lance shouted and grabbed her by the shoulders, bending enough to look her right in the eyes.

      Kyra blinked a few times and took a deep breath, trying to get her bearing in order to make sense of what she’d seen.

      Lance spoke again, softer and more worried than she could have ever imagined, “Come on, Kyra, snap out of it. Tell us what you saw. What made you collapse?”

      “I…he…it was…” She closed her eyes and took another deep breath. When she opened them again, both Devon and Lance were staring at her, expectantly. She took two steps back and snapped, “Stop looking at me like I have two heads.”

      They both laughed, helping all the tension associated with the horrific vision she’d just experienced drain out of body, finally straightening out the thoughts in her head. The ending of her vision flashed before her eyes and for the first time in her life she thought she might just faint. Without further thought, she screamed, “We have to find Royce! He’s in danger. There’s gonna be an explosion!” She reached out and grabbed a hand from both men and started to pull.

      “Come on! What the hell’s wrong with you?!” she shouted.

      Neither man moved, just stood and stared, looking at her like she had two heads. She pulled so hard she could feel sweat dotting her upper lip. Completely frustrated and more than a little pissed, she dropped both their hands and spun around, only to find herself lifted in midair by Lance and deposited on the same big rock she had been propped against just moments earlier.

      Just about to scream…again…she realized they were both using mind speak. Her heart raced as she felt the seconds tick by. She had no idea how long they had until whatever it was that Andrew was planning happened, she only prayed that they could get a warning to Royce in time.

      Lance and Devon were deep in conversation with the others of their Force, not paying any attention to her, when she decided that waiting sucked and she was going to do whatever it took to stop the devastation she had witnessed. Her escape plan would have worked if the damn dragons didn’t move so fast. Devon grabbed her by the arm before she could get both feet on the ground and held fast. When she turned to give him her best ‘Go To Hell’ look, he was giving her his, and since he was about twenty years older and a foot taller, his was better. She started to hunch her shoulders and then realized she had absolutely nothing to be ashamed of. The man she was supposed to spend the rest of her life with was in serious danger. It didn’t matter that he couldn’t stand the sight of her, or that she already had feelings for him, she had to save him along with the others she’d seen lying dead or broken around him.

      “What do you think you are doing, Kyra? We’re talking to Rayne and trying to get a hold of Royce. Wait just a fucking minute,” he scolded.

      She glanced over his shoulder to see Lance’s devil-may-care attitude gone, replaced by a warrior, out for blood, ready to protect one of his own. It was intimidating to say the least, but she refused to back down. Royce needed their help. The threat was real and growing every second.

      “Hurry,” was all she could get out before she was deposited back on the same damn rock and told to stay put.

      Thank the Goddess she didn’t have to wait long. Lance grabbed the large duffel she’d dropped on the ground and reached for her hand, “We can’t get Royce to answer. Rayne is on his way to the Elders. Come on, we’re taking you back to the lair. You can stay with Kyndel and Grace while we go see what the hell is going on.”

      “No fucking way!” she screamed. “There is absolutely no way you are leaving me to sit at home like the ‘little woman’. Whatever is threatening him is magical. I could feel it and the last time I checked, dragon man, I’m the magical expert around here.”

      “There is no way in hell we’re taking you anywhere near that kind of danger or that piece-of-shit traitor,” Lance yelled back as he grabbed for the arm she had pulled from his grasp.

      As soon as his fingers touched her skin, a powerful shock caused him to cry out, “WHAT THE FUCK?” He pulled back his hand, looked at his fingers, and then at her with suspicion.

      Any other time she would have been embarrassed that her anxiety and fear had caused her to use her powers without conscious thought, but not this time. The man that she was supposed to spend her life with was in trouble and she knew with all certainty that she could save him. Remembering what she’d told the last group of teenage witches that she had ever trained, ‘Suck it up Buttercup, you’re a real witch now’, all those years ago, she squared her shoulders and looked a man she would otherwise call friend straight in the eyes.

      “I’m sorry I hurt you, but I’m not sorry it happened. I am a witch, in case you forgot,” she poked him in the shoulder for added effect. “And whatever or whoever is trying to hurt Royce is also trying to hurt all the people around him,” she poked him again and this time he had the decency to at least take a step back.

      “They are using magic. Strong,”…poke…“powerful,”...poke…“old magic. I have a duty to protect them. So we can play this your way and I’ll just sneak out and do what I can by myself…” she placed both hands on her hips. “Or we can work together. Either way I. am. going.” Not waiting for an answer, she turned on her heel, threw her back pack over her shoulder, and stomped in the direction of their SUV. At this point she didn’t give a shit if they followed or not, she was going to save Royce. She was going to save them all and then she just might kick her supposed mate’s ass for getting into trouble in the first place.

      On the ride back to the lair, she explained in vivid detail everything she had seen in her vision while Devon relayed the information to Rayne and the other Guardsmen, making sure they were ready to head out as soon as she and the guys returned. She found out along the way that the big dude she’d seen standing next to Royce was his older brother, the leader of his own clan. Well, hell, she thought to herself, more family to deal with. Lance went on to tell her that Royce had gone back to the clan of his birth and for the first time in thirteen days she knew where he was. She almost laughed out loud as she thought, Damn, little ole me sent the big ole dragon man running home.

      Her levity immediately turned to sadness when she realized he really was running from her. All those silly little dreams about someone that would love her unconditionally and want nothing more than for her to love him back were bullshit. Sure, she’d seen firsthand that it could happen. She thought about Lance and Sam and all the other mated couples she’d met while staying with their clan and knew in her heart it was possible, but for some reason it wasn’t in the cards for her and Royce.

      A sadness weighed her down as they rounded the corner and turned onto the barely visible dirt road that led to the dragon shifter’s lair, but Kyra was a fighter. She had been through worse things and figured worse was still to come, so she shoved her sadness aside. It was time to show these cavemen what a girl with some magic could do. Yeah, sure they were bigger, but hadn’t they heard about dynamite in small packages?
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        * * *

      

      Andrew had spent the last two weeks plotting and planning, amassing magic from every source he could find. It was apparent that Master Eaton and his followers were still doing blood sacrifices from the amount of magic buzzing through them. He could see their dark glowing auras and was sure they could light up a small city.

      Thankfully, John had located a Siphoning Spell that allowed him to pull a little from each wizard within close proximity without detection. For the first time, he had more black magic flowing through his body than he could ever remember, and unlike before, his newly acquired power did not snuff out his dragon senses. On the contrary, the beautifully pure dragon magic seemed to simply avoid the taint of the dark, almost like the two polar opposite powers had decided to coexist within him.

      He’d always been told he would possess extraordinary abilities because he had been born a “Special One”. The ancient text John had acquired for him confirmed it and had only strengthened his resolve to do whatever it took to exact his revenge. The text was written in the old language, but thankfully, he and John had found another book that helped with the translation. The more he learned, the more fascinated he became. Just yesterday he had translated the beginnings of the Prophecy. He was intrigued when he recognized the word ‘sorceress’ and couldn’t wait to learn more.

      He finished packing his supplies just as a knock at the door sounded outside his wing of the mansion he shared with Master Eaton, Mr. A, and a handful of their followers. When he had first decided to move in with the leader of the most powerful wizards in the country and the State’s Attorney-turned-crime boss that specialized in human trafficking, he’d had his doubts, but with the help of his right-hand man and some very handy surveillance equipment, they were making great headway towards achieving his plans for revenge.

      “Come in,” he called out, knowing it was Andy, one of Master Eaton’s favorite wizards, from the beat of his heart and the smell of bacon on his clothes. Andy had been appointed the unofficial cook of the mansion and it seemed bacon was always on the menu.

      The door opened and the small round face with puffy pink cheeks he was expecting came into view. “Good morning, Mr. O’Brien. Master Eaton wanted you to know that everyone is loaded and the jet is scheduled to take off in two hours,” the small chubby wizard spoke without ever once meeting Andrew’s eyes. Poor little man was scared shitless and Andrew loved every damn minute of it. Wielding the power he possessed was intoxicating, and knowing that by tomorrow, at this same time, one of the men he held responsible for all he had endured would be removed from the earth and sent to the Heavens where he belonged. It was a shame that the others wouldn’t be there to see it happen but that couldn’t be helped. He needed to strike while the iron was hot and prove to himself, along with everyone else, that he could take down a dragon shifter. Hell, they all doubted their existence and thought he was insane. Wouldn’t they shit their pants if he revealed they already knew one…him? He laughed to himself as he followed Andy down the corridor and out the front door to one of the fifty or so black SUVs the crime boss owned.

      He rode to the private airfield in silence, thankful the others had agreed to let him ride alone, save the driver. Thinking over his plan, he made sure every ‘I’ was dotted and every ‘T’ crossed. There would be no second chance. They had to get in, destroy the Blue Thunder Clan, and get out without a trace. It would be the one time he would be able to strike without any warning.

      Ever since Kyra had been captured by the Guard all those months ago, he had been keeping the last Cloaking amulet powered up with an infusion of dragon magic and black magic. Several times he’d had John scry for him to be sure it was working. He had to believe it was the purity of his returning dragon magic that kept it going. The little witch had mentioned that he had bastardized her Earth magic, creating something altogether different and unknown. He knew he should feel bad for deceiving her after all she had done to help him, even if he had lied through his teeth to get what he wanted. But knowing that she had taken up with the Dragon Guard against him eliminated any guilt he felt.

      Pulled from his thoughts when the SUV stopped, he gathered his things and climbed out onto the abandoned airstrip. There, sitting before him, was the luxury jet Mr. A had ‘acquired’ on a recent ‘business trip’. Andrew had absolutely no idea where the known crime boss and basic blight upon the earth went for his business, or what exactly occurred there, but as long as it got Andrew what he wanted he would continue to turn a blind eye and reap the benefits.

      “Welcome, Mr. O’Brien,” Adrienne, a cute young brunette with deep blue eyes that served as Mr. A’s executive assistant chirped as he stepped onto the charcoal gray carpet leading the way to the stairs into the plane.

      “Hello, Adrienne, and thank you,” he absently responded, while another of the hundreds of lackeys the mobster seemed to always have available relieved him of his bag.

      Unsure whether he should let something so important out of his sight, he held onto the handle for just a beat and then decided he didn’t want to call too much attention to his supplies, so he said, “Please make sure that is stowed over my seat.” The young man nodded his understanding and preceded Andrew up the steps.

      “Have a safe trip, Mr. O’Brien. See you when you return,” Adrienne called out as he entered the plane. Not for the first time, he wondered how Adrienne, a sweet girl, had gotten mixed up with such a horrible man, but quickly decided he was no one to judge and didn’t care. She was a grown adult and not his to worry about. The little human was of no consequence to his plans and therefore expendable. However, that did not mean he wouldn’t mess with her mind for fun. And just to show himself he could, he looked over his shoulder and smiled, pleased to see her blush at his attention. He shrugged. Maybe he could find a way for her to be useful somewhere down the line, if for nothing more than to look at.

      All thoughts of silly young girls flew from his mind at the first glimpse of the empty plane before him. His face must have mirrored the questions in his mind because the young man that had carried his bag onto the plane answered his unspoken inquiry, “Mr. A and Master Eaton were delayed and will be here momentarily. Can I get you a drink and some hors d’oeuvres?”

      “No, thank you. I’ll just grab a seat and read while I wait,” Andrew responded, less than thrilled at the delay.

      Not only was it terribly inconvenient, not to mention rude, to be left sitting and waiting, but he detested the fact that they were out doing something he knew absolutely nothing about. He trusted no one, least of all his ‘partners’. It was obvious none of them told the other two the whole story or the whole truth about anything they did or their ultimate goal. Each man had his own agenda and would do whatever it took to grab the prize at the end of their respective journeys.

      Andrew settled into a seat at the very rear of the plane with the ancient text opened in his lap. It had been covered and made to look like any ordinary book to avoid any unnecessary questions. No one could know that he had possession of one of the most ancient and dangerous volumes of spells, prophecies, and supernatural knowledge ever written. It was only by luck that John had overheard a few young witches talking about it and had been able to befriend them long enough to get into their leader’s home and steal the book. His protégé had assured him that he had not been seen, but further warned that the Grand Priestess he had liberated the book from was one of the most powerful he had ever encountered and would definitely try to get it back. Just another reason he was thrilled his amulet was keeping him hidden from everyone.

      It was almost forty-five minutes later when he finally heard the sound of people approaching the plane. Before he could return the book to his bag, Mr. A entered the plane with Master Eaton, several wizards, and a few of his thugs in tow. Master Eaton was the first to speak and actually had the decency to apologize, “Sorry we are late. We were unavoidably detained, but the cargo is being loaded and we will be in the air in the next twenty minutes.”

      “No need to explain, Eaton. Andrew knows there are many moving parts to all our plans and delays are to be expected. Get buckled in so we can have a drink and enjoy our flight.”

      The asshole actually had the nerve to wink in Andrew’s direction like they were friends. If the scumbag had not been essential to all his plans, Andrew would have killed him where he stood, but as it was, he needed him for at least two more weeks. If all went well, as soon as the next full moon was high in the sky, there would be nothing any of them could do to stop him. Until then, he would bide his time, put up with all their bullshit, and revel in the moment he watched the life drain out of their useless bodies.

      Deciding to play along, he smiled, knowing it did not reach his eyes and said, “Absolutely. No harm done. I was able to catch up on some much needed reading.”

      Master Eaton looked from one man to the other, his fear from the building tension and innuendos that were being freely tossed around was palpable. In an effort to end the pissing contest that Mr. A seemed to perpetually be ready for, Andrew chuckled and motioned towards the flight attendants. “Besides, I have been tortured with the tantalizing aroma coming from the galley and would love to have a bite to eat and a drink while we wait to get our voyage underway.”

      Seemingly pacified, and the tension level decreasing by the second, everyone took a seat while the attendants served the drinks and passed around an extravagant assortment of hors d’oeuvres. Eating and drinking with a plane full of idiots ranked right up there with having all his teeth pulled without anesthetic, but it was a means to an end and he would do whatever it took to destroy everyone that betrayed him. He took comfort in the fact that in just sixteen days the moon would be full, and as long as things went according to plan, he would have all the power he needed to deliver the vengeance those fucking dragon assholes deserved. All he had to do was play the part, and the Universe knew he was good at playing his part.
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      There was absolutely no way she could have prepared herself for a flight to the coast of an entirely different country on the back of a dragon. When they had reached the lair, all the Guardsmen had been in the clearing behind Rayne’s home, ready to transform and head out to stop whatever plan Andrew was cooking up. She had tried repeatedly, using every spell and magical charm she could think of, to get another read on Andrew, but the bastard had either charged his Cloaking amulet or found another way to avoid her detection. The only other thing she could think of was that he was surrounded by other magical beings and their magic was essentially spilling onto him, keeping him hidden. She decided that as soon as they landed, she would do a Detection spell to see if she could locate any high concentrations of black magic. That way she would be able to track the people he was with and the guys could catch him before he could hurt Royce or any of the innocent people the fucking traitor cared nothing about.

      Rayne had told them that no one, not even Carrick, the Head Elder, had been able to get a response from Royce or his brothers, making them believe that something or someone was blocking their communication. Thankfully, there was a special connection between all the dragons that shared a blood bond, fueled by their dragon magic, that let them know Royce was still alive, not in what condition, just that he was alive.

      She had watched as the mated Guardsmen kissed their loved ones goodbye, unable to stop the heaviness that settled in and around her heart. That was how she had always imagined a mate would be…loving and caring and totally devoted. Deciding her pity party should wait until everyone was safe and she was off somewhere by herself, preferably at least a hundred miles from all things dragon, she had bent down to give the waiting Sydney a kiss on the head. There was just something about the little blonde-haired beauty that brightened even the darkest moments. After everyone had been hugged, kissed, and wished a safe trip, Lance asked if she was hitching a ride with him or taking her own broom. Everyone laughed and some of the sadness fell away from the group. Lance had a way of making everyone laugh, even when faced with eminent danger.

      The men had walked about a hundred yards farther into the clearing, and from one moment to the next, the men she knew became the dragons she had imagined. Two shimmering silver and black, one striking red, one glimmering gold, and a brilliant white – all majestic, all fierce, all exuding more power and magic than she had ever experienced, and all ready to do whatever it took to protect one of their own.

      The strange feeling that only came when the Guard were using their mind speak slid through her mind. A hand on her shoulder made her jump just before Sam said, “Lance is ready.” And then the beautiful doctor did something completely surprising. She hugged Kyra. A real hug that without words let her know that she was truly accepted into their family…that she mattered. It took all her control not to let the tears she felt welling up fall. As soon as Sam let go, Kyra turned away and all but ran towards the dragons. Nothing had ever touched her like that one simple gesture.

      Their flight had been amazing and her enhanced night vision had definitely come in handy. Flying over the open water in the middle of night had been amazing. She’d seen whales, dolphins, and all kinds of sea creatures she’d only ever seen in books and movies. She felt like a little kid on her first grade field trip, not that she had ever been on a field trip or even to a school, but she had heard about them. There was no way she could have stopped the giggles that bubbled over even though she knew the Guardsmen could hear. It might have been the only chance she would ever get to ride a dragon and she was damn sure going to make the most of it.

      On the ground and making their way through an incredibly dense forest towards the lair of the Blue Thunder Clan, she wondered how she was going to avoid the giant of a man that had flown halfway around the world to avoid her. No matter what Devon had said, she knew she was the reason he’d left. Just to confirm that fact, there were times she would get a glimpse of what he was feeling or thinking. She quickly learned that the difference between what he felt towards her when he was awake and what he felt when he was sleeping or had let his guard down was as different as night and day. Not that she had a clue what to do about it.

      When he was awake, he pushed all thoughts of her as far from his consciousness as possible, and when that wasn’t possible, she felt how angry and frustrated he became. It was like he was being forced to listen to techno music after an all-night bender…shitty. But when he was asleep, she felt affection, attraction, the desire to get to know her better, and the need to protect her at all costs. She had spent hour after hour wondering what it all meant and had even contemplated talking to Siobhan, Devon’s mom and their clan’s Elder Healer, about it. No matter how many times Kyra came into contact with the older woman, she was impressed with her compassion and the acceptance she felt from her, however, Kyra had never gotten around to it and she was out of time. In the next hour or so she would be face to face with the man. If he had not been in danger, there was no way she would be anywhere around him. He had made his feelings known and there was no way she was forcing herself on him. It was a ‘take care of business and get the hell out’ situation.

      Before she could sink any farther into her self-examination, a strange feeling fell over her. She felt covered with a sick slimy feeling that literally tried to invade her pores. It was as if she walked through motor oil flowing from a waterfall. Each step she took made it harder to breathe. Her feet felt like they were tied to bricks. Kyra stumbled and reached forward, using Aaron’s back for support. The Guardsman spun around with a half-smile, obviously ready to tease, but his expression immediately changed when he saw her struggle to stand.

      “Kyra,” he reached out to keep her from falling forward. “What the…”

      She couldn’t make out what came next and she fell to the ground, tearing the backpack from her shoulder. Aaron knelt down in front of her, still obviously shouting, trying to get an answer to what was happening, but she was unable to make out any of his words. In her peripheral vision, she could see the others, spread out in a circle, protecting her from whatever seemed to be coming just for her. She searched her bag for the protection against the onslaught of the black magic that she was coming to recognize. It had a signature all its own, one of betrayal, hate, and retribution.

      Finally, at the bottom of her bag, her fingers touched the cool silver disc she sought. Snatching it out, she let her bag fall to the side and shoved her head through the leather strap attached to the powerful Protection amulet she always made sure was charged and close at hand.

      The instant the weight of the ancient pendant touched the center of her chest the oppressive weight began to lift. She counted to ten and was finally able to draw her first full, clean breath. When her vision cleared, Aaron was kneeling in front of her, hands on her shoulders, gripping just shy of the point of pain and repeating her name over and over.

      She put one hand on his and tried to smile, “I’m okay.” Her voice sounded scratchy even to her ears, confirming that she had been sucking air like a fish out of water during her battle with the dark magic.

      She swallowed and continued to reassure her protector and the others she knew were still standing guard, “Seriously, I’m okay, but Andrew is close and he’s not alone. He’s attempting to work a serious Barrier spell. I must have walked right through the perimeter he set. One second I was breathing the beautiful fresh scent of the sea and the next I felt like I was drowning in motor oil.”

      The Guardsmen turned to face her and listened intently to the information she had about the traitor. Aaron stood and the spot he vacated was filled with the Dragon Guard Commander, Rayne. He looked at her intently with a look of concern mixed with anger in his deep violet eyes. When he spoke it was the voice of a commander, not the voice of Kyndel’s caring mate or Jay’s loving father that she was used to. “Are you sure you’re alright?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure.” She smiled her best ‘it’ll be okay’ smile and made sure it reached her eyes. “But I’m getting damn tired of this son of a bitch sneaking up on me and knocking me on my ass. I have my pride ya’ know?”

      The Commander smiled and the tension level all around her dropped a notch. Before anyone could interrupt, she continued, “He’s not far, no more than twenty miles away, and he’s not alone.” She closed her eyes and imagined the face of the traitor, the man she had believed needed her help all those months ago but only gave her what he seemed to give everyone…betrayal.

      “There are at least eight of them using magic, maybe others. I can’t read anyone non-magical while they’re working the spell. They’re using blood magic, but it doesn’t feel like they performed the sacrifice here.”

      She grew silent as she realized they were merely warming up. Her eyes opened of their own volition and she saw five fierce warriors hanging on her every word. Damn! No pressure, she thought to herself.

      “He’s only working a Barrier spell. It’ll take most of the night to complete and it’s meant to seal anything that draws breath within its confines. We need to find Royce and get everyone out from behind the barrier that little piece of shit is building.”

      As she stood up, she was struck with a thought, “Hey! Don’t any of you big lugs feel the effects of the spell…at all?” She felt her eyes grow wide but couldn’t help her surprise as they all shook their heads.

      “Well, damn I knew you guys were strong and dragon magic was nothing to mess with but…well…” She rubbed her hands down her face, still in awe of the vast amount of power surrounding her. “Just damn…that’s all I got.”

      Laughter rang through the forest as she gathered up her backpack and secured it on her shoulder. Devon handed her a bottle of water, a concerned look still haunting his grey eyes. “You sure you’re okay? That’s the second time in just a few hours you’ve taken a fall.”

      Kyra swatted his shoulder and teased, “Way to make a girl feel special, Dev.”

      At least he had the decency to look embarrassed, because Aaron and Lance chose that moment to pick on her like the big brothers she had always wished for. “Yeah, little witch,” Lance joked, using the nickname he knew irritated her the most. “Your ass has been hitting the ground a lot lately.”

      “I hear you’ve taken to fainting, ‘Sarcastic Little Witch of the South’. All this raw power makes you swoon, huh?” Aaron teased and she wondered when Lance had found the time to tell them all about her new ‘title’.

      “Swoon my ass, dragon man,” she laughed.

      Before they could continue their banter, Rayne spoke, “Alright, there’ll be time for this shit later. Right now we need to get to Royce and Rian and see what we can do about evacuating the area.” He pointed to Aidan, who had been suspiciously silent during the whole incident, “’A’, you take the lead.” He looked from man to man, “Lance to Kyra’s right, Devon to her left, Aaron and I will take the rear. Let’s get moving.”

      She felt the weight of the Commander’s stare right before he spoke, “Kyra, let me know if you feel anything unusual. I want no more sneak attacks and I want Andrew’s head on a pike,” he finished on a growl with a look of utter contempt and untold anger in his eyes.

      “Absolutely,” was all she could get out before he disappeared behind her and they started to move forward.

      That is one pissed off dragon, was all she thought as they marched towards Royce, hoping they could stop whatever the traitor had panned.

      Exactly one hour later, she felt the familiar sensation associated with the mind speak of the Dragon Guard. Curious by nature, it always bothered her when she knew they were talking but couldn’t hear it. She smiled when she remembered that her Auntie Della had told her how dragon mates shared special abilities and that one day she would share everything with hers. Her smile fell as she realized that was not what the future held for her. If she was not mistaken, and she was sure she wasn’t, her mate would rather eat nails than share anything with her. Stop your fucking whining, Kyra. Now is not the time, she thought to herself.

      Rayne’s voice sounded from behind. “I finally got a hold of Rian. He said Royce is on the outer edge of the lair, holed up in a cave.”

      She felt a whoosh of air as he sped past her, “I’ll lead the way and Rian will meet us on the other side. Let’s go.”

      Their hike continued and the buzzing from their mind speak rose higher and higher until she was sure she could reach out and grab the words. She concentrated on the flow of energy and found one strand more intense than the others. Following it, she found Aidan, his blue eyes turbulent with worry and anger. Not wanting to disturb him, but desperate to know who he was trying to connect with, she followed the trail as far as it went. There at the end was not a face, but a huge inky stain filled with pure malevolence and contempt. The emotions coming from the horrible mass of evil made Kyra feel dirty from the inside out. Just as she was about to retreat, she sensed a familiar signature, one she despised more with every passing second. It was Andrew. Aidan was trying to track his treacherous brother through the special link between brothers, searching for the one that had caused so much pain to so many he loved. It was then that she knew why he had been so quiet and withdrawn. Aidan was seeking out the little bastard, and if the powerfully hostile feelings were any indication, Aidan intended to end his brother’s life if given the chance.

      Feeling like a Peeping Tom and sure that she had time to keep Aidan from making a mistake he couldn’t take back, Kyra pulled back, but kept a small foothold in the brothers’ connection. If Aidan found Andrew before they did and tried to act without his brethren, she would know and would do whatever it took to ensure the traitor’s capture without harm to the living. Andrew had to pay for what he had done, but not at the cost of any of the souls of the people she had come to think of as family.

      It only took about fifteen minutes longer before Rayne gave the sign to stop. Kyra looked around in the dark for signs of someone other than the Force she traveled alongside. As she looked towards the skies, she realized the sun would rise in less than an hour and sent a prayer to the Goddess for everyone's safety. She’d never been an incredibly spiritual person, other than her magical connection to the Goddess and the Universe, but standing alongside the fiercest warriors she’d ever known, ready to battle one of their own turned traitor, made her realize how much she had truly come to care for each and every one of them and all they held dear. More than that was the understanding that even though all of them, including her, were incredibly hard to kill, they were not immortal. She knew there was no way she would allow one of her new friends to fall to the traitor that spread death and disaster like it was pixie dust. Andrew thought he could best them with magic. The arrogant prick thought he could best her. He was over-confident and cocky and she would bring him down.

      No matter what she thought about her mother, she had to give Calysta credit for one thing. She had taught Kyra to fight and fight was what she would do. Fight for her friends. Fight for the magic that Andrew abused. And even fight for the hard-headed giant that refused to accept their fate. Andrew was in for a surprise in the form of a five-foot two pissed as shit white witch. Watch out shithead. I’m coming for you, she thought as hard as she could toward the thread that lead to the traitor. She wanted him to know she was coming and she wanted him scared.

      “Well, you lot look like you’re about to do something stupid. Mind if I tag along?” The sound of an unfamiliar voice with a slight accent pulled her from her mental assault on the traitor.

      Her anxiety lessened when she saw Rayne embrace the stranger and when he called him ‘Rian’, she knew she was looking at the back of Royce’s older brother. The man was the tallest person she had ever seen. He stood more than a head taller than the leader of the Dragon Guard Force and Rayne was over a foot taller than she was; just another reminder that she was the shortest person in the world. Rian turned towards the group and Kyra gasped at the incredible family resemblance. It was absolutely uncanny, but the longer she looked, the more obvious the differences became. His hair was an auburn, not bright red, and his eyes were a glowing blue instead of the warm brown she liked to sneak glances at when Royce wasn’t paying attention. She knew from her vision that Rian was a good inch taller than his younger brother, and now that she had a closer look, she verified that he was long and lean, where Royce was bulk and muscle and possessed a raw power that made her tingle all over, even when she tried with all her might to ignore it.

      When he spoke, she felt none of electricity that even a grunt from Royce caused. “Thank you so much for coming. I have no clue what threatens us this evening, but I am grateful that you have come to help protect those I hold dear.”

      “We are going to stay hidden in the caves and give Kyra a chance to work her magic for any clues about our enemies while we prepare our defense,” Rayne explained.

      In the blink of eye, Rian was standing next to Kyra and had her hand in his. He greeted her like the gentleman of old with a chaste kiss to the back of her hand, but the wink was all cocky dragon shifter. She could tell he was messing with her, but she was unsure how not to offend the Head Elder and brother of the man who occupied too many of her thoughts. When he spoke, she was sure he was just trying to get a rise out of her, “You are even lovelier in person.” He stepped back and looked from her toes to her head and back down again, “And just the tiniest little thing I have ever seen.”

      Rian stepped towards her again, gripping her hands a tad tighter. “And you are a strong little witch, aren’t you?”

      Before she could respond, Devon stepped towards them and clapped Rian on the back. “Stop teasing her, Ri. She’s had a rough couple of hours and she’s here to help. We wouldn’t have even known about the threat without her.”

      Devon turned towards Kyra as he skillfully removed her hand from Rian’s and moved her back a step. “Ignore Rian, he’s trying to get a rise out of his little brother. Isn’t that right, Royce?”

      She spun around like a child’s top and found the man that had done everything possible to avoid her standing not twenty feet away, with the same look of disdain she remembered from their last encounter. Before she could think of a smart ass comment to save face, Rian chuckled, “I knew the little platinum-haired beauty would bring you down from your perch, little brother.”

      Fuck! Now why did he have to go and do that? was all she could think as the woods rang with men’s laughter.
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      Royce zeroed in on the face that had haunted his every thought for the last two weeks. Kyra was absolutely the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. Her lightly tanned skin begged to be touched and at the moment, the full pink lips that he had dreamed of tasting more times than he cared to admit, were drawn in a tight line, but still so very tempting. He tried to look away, but the curvy figure that made his fingers itch with the need to explore and experience every erotic inch drew his eyes. Her strength, independence, and power literally filled the air around her and were the complete opposite of her petite height. He thought about throwing her over his shoulder and taking her far away from all problems that loomed in front of them, but that wasn’t reasonable or logical and damn sure wouldn’t change the past.

      He watched as she looked everywhere but at him and his heart hurt at the discomfort he caused her. If only she wasn’t a witch. He would welcome her with open arms and enjoy every minute of eternity with her. But the fact remained that she was a witch, and there was no way in hell he was going to be bound to anyone with the capacity to turn on the people they love at a moment’s notice and the power to take their life without thought. He shoved the thoughts of his mate to the back of his mind and focused on the men he called brethren and the brother he wanted to punch. Rayne swatted his arm, “How have you been, my friend? I have missed you.”

      “I’ve been fine, just trying to keep this loser in line.” He looked towards his brother and noticed Kyra had moved farther to the back of the group.

      “Oh yeah, he’s been a lot of help. Hiding out in the caves, staying in dragon form for days at a time and brooding over his beloved.” Rian cackled as the words Royce had prayed his brother would keep to himself, spewed from his mouth.

      Of course, his brethren joined in the fun and Royce was left to play along when all he wanted to do was punch Rian in the mouth and get back to his nice, isolated cave. With the hopes of changing the subject from his recent brooding, he asked, “So what brings all of you here. Need a field trip?”

      “No, Kyra was finally able to track Andrew. She had a vision that literally knocked her on her ass and it led us here…to you.” The same shit-eating grin that Royce had seen on Lance’s face for the better part of ninety years threatened his hard fought patience on this occasion more than it ever had. Just as he was about to tell his brethren to go to hell, what Lance actually said reached his muddled brain and his natural instincts along with his dragon took over.

      In the span of two seconds, his need to protect his mate overrode his doubts and his common sense. Using his enhanced speed, Royce moved to Kyra, snatched her up and landed on the ridge over the cave he was calling home in less than a minute. He held her close, drew her unique scent into his being and reveled in the peace he felt for the first time since he had laid eyes on the witch. How could something so wrong, feel so absolutely perfect? he wondered to himself.

      Slowly, the longer they stood together, the more he felt her relax. His hand caressed her back, enjoying the feel of her body under his fingertips, memorizing every dip and curve. His mate was tiny, but she was powerful, and not just because of her magic. Her inner strength shone like a beacon to a ship trying to find the shore. She stirred under his touch and sighed as his fingertips skimmed the side of her breast. Kyra was intoxicating. No matter his disgust for her kind, being this close caused his dragon to push him to claim her as their own. He tried to recall the memory of the day he found his mother, bloody and dying by a witch’s hand, in a last ditch effort to stop the incredible desire he felt for the woman meant to be his, but his want and need would not be denied.

      The feel of her breath on his chest through the fabric of his shirt, assured him that she was just as affected by their embrace as he. The rays of the dawn began to peek over the horizon, painting an unforgettable backdrop for their encounter. Warm yellows and deep reds blended together creating a masterpiece against the dark blue and purple of the retreating night. It was the second most beautiful thing he had laid his eyes on in the last few minutes. He carefully turned Kyra in his arms, wanting to share one perfect moment in time with the one he could never truly have. She moved without question or hesitation. He felt even their heart beats coming into sync as the mating call and their combustible chemistry did as Fate had intended. Unable to resist, Royce let himself enjoy what he could never keep.

      Kyra relaxed into him and her much smaller, soft hands lay atop his which had closed around her curvy waist. He smiled as her fingers lazily caressed the back of his hands. From the motion he knew she was unaware of her actions, and it meant all the more. To know that she was not swept away in the mating call alone was a comfort. She was soft where he was hard. His mate was short where he was tall. He imagined the picture of them together looked strange to others, but somehow they fit together perfectly. Like two pieces of a puzzle, cut to perfection, one to complete the other.

      Royce tensed as his mate shifted from one foot to the other, the motion causing her body to brush against his erection. The temptation to take what was rightfully his grew within him and he found himself wanting the woman in his arms more with each passing second. He remembered that she was a witch and knew full well that he couldn’t live his life with the very species that robbed his family of so much, but none of that seemed to matter to his body or his dragon.

      The sun had reached the midway point in its rise to christen a new day when Royce gave in to his desires. He spun Kyra around in his arms and lifted her until she had no option but to wrap her shapely legs around his waist. She gasped at the contact and he took the opportunity to latch his lips to hers, sliding his tongue along hers. An electric current radiated throughout his body, driving his desire higher.

      His hands roamed her body as she writhed and moaned against him. Needing to taste more of his mate, he tore his mouth from hers, nipping and kissing his way along her delicate jaw line. A taste like no other burst upon his tongue. His cock strained against the zipper of his jeans until he was sure he would find its impression there. Kyra pulled his hair and her well-manicured nails bit at his scalp as she mewled and rode his erection through their clothing. He ate at her neck like a starving man using the last drop of his hard-fought determination to keep from throwing her down on the rocks and taking her as his body and dragon both demanded.

      She cried out and the increasing scent of her arousal told him she was close. The heated aroma of patchouli and rose petals wrapped around them like a blanket, fueling his passion, creating their own private oasis from reality. Knowing this was the first and last time he would ever have the opportunity to witness the one made for him in the throes of passion, he sucked her earlobe into his mouth, running the tip of his tongue along the edge and meeting her hips thrust for thrust. He drove her higher and higher until her movements became frenzied. At just the right moment, he bit down on her earlobe. Quickly drawing his head back, he watched as Kyra screamed her pleasure to the Heavens. It was the most exquisite sight he had ever seen. With her head thrown back, her long tresses blowing in the sea breeze, her cheeks flushed, and her lips rounded in pleasure, she took his breath away. The image burned itself into his brain, there for all time, to pull up when he needed to remember what perfection it was to hold his mate in his arms.

      As her orgasm subsided, she raised her head and her eyes slowly opened. He was mesmerized by the brilliant violet of her eyes and wealth of emotion he saw in their half-lidded satisfaction. The side of her kiss-swollen mouth tipped in a tentative smile and his world shifted on its axis. He was midway down a slippery slope and the beautiful creature in his arms had just pushed his descent into overdrive. Royce knew one thing for certain, if he stayed in her presence one second longer, he would be lost forever and there was no way he could allow that to happen.

      He spun to his right, placed her on a flattened boulder and sped away, thanking the Universe for his enhanced abilities. It was a dick move, he knew it was, but there was no way he would ever trust her…she was a witch and capable of untold evil, not to be trusted. As he entered the cave he was inhabiting, he heard the words that simultaneously made him laugh and cringe… Kyra’s voice filled with anger and regret that tore at his soul. Her words were completely accurate and cut to the quick leaving his soul hemorrhaging. That fucking dick! And then came a sob that broke his heart.

      He moved as far back in the cave as he could go to keep from hearing anymore, but it was useless. Kyra was magical and they had been around one another far too long. Even if they hadn’t just shared the most passionate moment of his very long life, he would still be connected to her, still be able to feel her above all others. He had been delusional to think thousands of miles and an ocean could change fate. Only he could change his fate. Only he could walk away from what the Universe had planned for him.

      He spoke to Devon through their unique link, asking him to come and fetch Kyra. Devon was the only one of his brethren besides Rayne with enough discretion to simply get the little witch off the mountain and back to the safety of his Force without commenting or sharing with the others. As his brethren made his way to Royce’s mate, Devon filled Royce in on Kyra’s visions and what was being planned to stop Andrew from hurting anyone. Guilt came at him from every direction: guilt that he had not been there to protect her, guilt that he could not help her through her visions, and guilt that he had been so lost in his own worries that he had completely cut communication with everyone. It was the most self-centered thing he had ever done and all because he couldn’t accept the fact that he was fated to share his life with a witch.

      His dragon continued to roar in his head, angry with the man for his inability to put the past behind him. Royce could tell that Devon had reached Kyra and was unable to stop himself from walking towards the mouth of the cave to see if he could hear any of their conversation. What he heard made him respect Kyra more than he already did.

      “What are you doing here, Devon?” she asked and he could hear the hurt and resentment in her voice that she tried to hide.

      Before his brethren could answer, Kyra spoke again, “Oh, let me guess…the coward sent you to bring me down? What a piece of… Whatever! I can get down by myself. I made it seventy-five years before him and I’ll make it a hell of a lot more after him.”

      “Kyra, don’t…” Devon pleaded.

      “Don’t what, Devon? Get the hell out of the way.”

      From the sound and direction of her footsteps, she had already figured out there was a rock formation at the rear of the ridge that worked like steps. The heels of her boots hit the rock with such force he could only imagine the fury that was rolling off of her. To confirm his thoughts, Devon sounded across their unique link, “What the hell did you do to her? She is pissed, my friend! Pissed on an extreme level. I’m waiting for the steam to come rolling out of her ears. If I get turned into a toad for something you did, I’m not going to be happy.”

      Royce paused, not sure how to answer, and his silence must have been enough for Devon to figure out what happened, at least in theory. “OH! What the fuck man? I can only imagine what happened. You can’t do that shit to her. You need to get your head out of your ass.”

      Royce could feel his long-time friend’s anger and knew that he was right. In all the years they had been brethren, he’d never heard Devon as upset and disappointed as he was in that moment.  He was right. Royce had to get his shit together and he told him so. “You’re right. I’d like to blame the mating call, and that is part of it, and the fact that she is really a great lady and when I heard she’d had a hard time of it and…. I just…It was…She is…”

      “Yeah, I know she’s great, asshole. Who do you think has been watching after her day after day while she puts her ass on the line to help find the fucking traitor? Not you. Not the one that is supposed to be protecting her...me! And she’s also loving and giving and caring, but more than all of that, she is hurting because she has no clue why you are rejecting her. Now, I can only assume that something happened between the two of you and once again you’ve rejected her, and that is wrong on a level I never thought I would see from you. Dude, you are an idiot, and so very, very stupid. I hope she makes you pay dearly, because she does not deserve anything you are putting her through.”

      Royce was disgusted with himself. Disgusted at what he had done to a woman that from all accounts did not deserve his messed up shit. But more than that, disgusted at the jealousy he felt…jealousy that he had absolutely no right feeling. He should be thanking the Universe that one of the best men he’d ever known was looking after Kyra, but instead, he and his dragon wanted to run out of the cave they were hiding in, claim what was theirs, and do everything in their considerable power to keep her away from any other men. Instead he thought about all he had lost at the hands of one of her kind and how there was no way he would ever be able to fully trust that she would not turn on him or those he loved. With thoughts of death and betrayal swirling around his mind, he turned around and walked deeper into the dark dankness of his dwelling.

      “Tell Rayne and Rian I’ll meet them at the ridge. I’ll take first watch and lead the men in from the other side.”

      He knew ignoring everything his good friend had just said was low, but it was also his own form of self-preservation and he was taking the only way out he had.

      “I never thought I would say this, but Royce O’Reilly, you are a fucking coward. I’ll tell them, but you better have your head on straight…forever is a long time to be alone.” And with that his friend severed their connection.
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        * * *

      

      “Kyra, be careful. You’re gonna fall if you don’t stop stomping around,” Devon sounded as pissed as she felt.

      “Whatever, Devon, I’m not stomping. I’m trying to get my big ass off this damn mountain and back to the others. I just want to find that little asshole and go home.” She stumbled onto the final step and would’ve fallen if it hadn’t been for Devon’s quick reflexes.

      “Thanks,” was all she could get past the lump in her throat. Embarrassed, but not willing to show it, she pulled her arm from Devon’s grasp and started to take the last step again, but her escort decided it was time to talk.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Devon asked, and the sincerity in his voice was almost her undoing, but then she remembered what a fool Royce had made of her just moments ago and let her anger be her shield.

      She squared her shoulders and since Royce wasn’t there, turned on her friend, “Yes, Devon, I’m sure I’m fine.”

      The Guardsman looked frustrated, worried, and more than a little pissed off, but for some reason she could tell none of those emotions were pointed at her. She watched as he quickly regained his composure. “Just remember, I am your friend and I’m here if you need to talk.”

      Once again a lump formed in her throat. What the hell is wrong with me? she thought. She never cried, never got choked up. Kyra St Croix did not let people get to her. She thought back to many years earlier and remembered the exact moment she had closed the doors on the part of her that allowed others to hurt her, the part of her that trusted in someone other than herself. Then she pictured the exact moment that she knew there was something more for her in her future. The truth that she would have one person to whom she meant the world, to whom she was connected…body and soul. That would think of her wants and needs instead of just what she could do for them…the day her dragon marking appeared. But today, those days seemed like eons ago and proved to be the dreams of a much younger, much more naïve young woman. It was time to kick ass, take names, and put the mushy shit to rest.

      She looked Devon in the eyes, showing her strength and her resolve and said, “Really, I’m good. No worries, okay?”

      Devon’s eyes said he wasn’t buying it, but at least he had the decency to put on a good show, “Okay, Killer. You ready to kick some traitor ass?” He smiled his crooked smile.

      “Hell, yeah. I’m ready. Let’s get this show on the road!” She chuckled as they took the last few steps to the bottom of the mountain and headed back to where the others were planning their defense.

      It was obvious Rian had rallied the troops by the sheer number of people milling around the makeshift headquarters he and Rayne had ordered set up. It was positioned at the south side of the lair under the cover of a huge rock formation and hidden by a dense grouping of trees. Devon had explained on their way back that the Blue Thunder Clan was much smaller than theirs and had not had a man find his mate for almost a hundred years. Once again fate had stuck up her middle finger and dared the world to say anything about it. Here was a clan of some of the hottest, most loyal, fierce men she’d ever met and they were without mates. And here she was, tied to the one person in the world that couldn’t stand the sight of her. Yeah, it’s a wonderful life alright, said the little witch in her head.

      Before she could sink any lower, Rian was at her side, “Hey there, little witch, long time no see. Have fun while you were gone?”

      She could tell from the shit eating grin on his face he had his own ideas about exactly what had occurred between her and his brother, but there was no way she was saying a damn thing. Instead, she decided to play along. “Yep, sure did. I was out sightseeing. Beautiful country you have here and by the way…I have a name.”

      Rian chuckled and pointed towards a small tent nestled in a quiet little corner. “Rayne ordered that set up for you so that you may work your magic in peace. Your bags are ready and waiting.” He began to walk, so she followed, wondering why he thought she needed an escort.

      When they reached their destination, he simply stood, looking out at the landscape, his eyes seeing much more than the nature before them. Kyra watched a million thoughts fly across his face…a face that looked so much like the one she wanted to punch that she wondered if that was where the similarities ended. Not wanting to disturb him, she stood waiting since he had chosen the entrance to her makeshift workspace as his place to perch. He slowly looked down and she was once again reminded how amazingly tall both he and his brother were, especially when compared to her stature.

      His blue eyes were no longer sparkling, but held questions that she feared he was going to ask. Not one to wait for the inevitable she spoke first, “Was there something else you needed before I get to work?”

      Rian grinned but it didn’t reach his eyes. “As a matter of fact, there is. I know my brother is being a first rate asshat and I’ve been debating whether I should explain his behavior or not. Since you are here I think it’s my duty as his older brother and the bane of his very existence to explain the source of the burr up his butt.”

      She scoffed, “I hate to inform you but I’ve taken the title of ‘Royce’s bane of existence’ from you, Your Highness, or Elder, or whatever I’m supposed to call you.”

      He laughed out loud and she was reminded of the one time she’d heard Royce laugh. It was bold and full and made you want to laugh right along with him. “You’re supposed to call me Rian, and someday, Brother. That’s why I’m going to tell you what it is that keeps my brother from falling at your feet and worshipping the ground you walk on, like his heart and dragon are begging him to do.”

      She tried to interrupt, but he held up his hand for her to wait and continued, “I know you don’t believe he wants you, but let me assure you, little wi…Kyra, that he most definitely finds you the most beautiful and alluring creature on the planet, and rightfully so. You were made especially for him, just as he was made for you, and had he and our whole family not suffered a terrible loss in our younger years, I have no doubts that the two of you would already be mated and off making babies, or at least practicing. But as Fate would have it, we did suffer a tragedy and of all of us, Royce has been the one that refuses to let the past rest.”

      He looked over her head and kept talking, “When we were much younger and still living with our parents, my mother was pregnant with our sister. The baby was thought to be the one our prophecies spoke of, the child that would bring female dragons back to our kin. From the day my mother knew she carried a girl, dragon shifters from all over the world sent their blessings and some even came to visit our humble clan.

      “As the time of the birth came closer, my mother and her most trusted friend, the woman that had been part of our family for my entire life and had helped raise all of us boys, Ilsa, were engrossed in making sure everything was perfect for our little Rhianna to enter the world.

      “One day very close to the birth, we were all out and about doing whatever, when my mother’s scream ripped through the beautiful fall day.” His last words were barely a whisper and she looked up to see tears filling his eyes. Completely unprepared for any show of emotion from the man she had thought incapable of anything but cracking jokes and issuing orders, Kyra just stood and watched as Rian struggled for control.

      When he began again his voice cracked, “Royce was the first to arrive and what he saw, I am afraid, scarred him for life.”

      Rian continued and the story he told was like a dagger to her heart. She simply couldn’t imagine the loss they had suffered and that it came at the hands of someone they loved and trusted made it all the worse. The pain and anguish rolling off the man before her was overwhelming, even though she was about the most untouchy-feely person in the world. She was helpless to do anything but close the distance between them and hug him for all she was worth.  His hands landed on her shoulders and gripped just shy of the point of pain. Untold minutes later, he urged her back a step and they locked eyes, “I have yet to tell you the most important part. Ilsa was a white witch and she was sacrificing our mother and sister to a demon to gain power. So you see, Kyra, its Royce’s prejudice that keeps him from your side, not you. Fate has given you the task to drag him out of the past and into the future that awaits both of you.”

      Kyra felt as if she had been punched in the gut. She wanted to simultaneously laugh and cry. Fate had not only flipped her off, but now She was laughing about it. When Kyra was alone, she was definitely going to ask the Goddess what it was she had done to deserve this steaming pile of shit that was her life. Never one to mince words, she said what she was thinking, “What the hell am I supposed to do? I can’t change the fact that I’m a witch. I’m sure it doesn’t help that I’m also one of the strongest around and I helped Andrew hurt the people he loves, even though I didn’t know what the piece of shit was up to.”

      She stepped around him and started to pace while she spoke, “I mean seriously, what do you want me to do? He hated me before he even knew me. He hates what I am at a cellular level and is unwilling to see past that to find out who I am. You think I can change that?”

      She threw her hands in the air as she continued to pace, not caring that every dragon shifter in the vicinity could hear what she was saying. “And…and if all that wasn’t enough, Fate in Her infinite wisdom, decided to tie us together. Did you know that now that we have…?” She stuttered to a stop and took a breath as she felt the telltale heat of a blush on her cheeks.

      There was no way she was going to tell Rian that she had made out with Royce like a cheerleader on Homecoming with the quarterback, and had for the first time in her life climaxed. She had no idea how much these dragon guys actually knew about witches, but was sure they didn’t know that only a witch’s one true mate could bring her to completion and as soon as that happened, there would never be another. Not even a little kissing under the bleachers with someone that wasn’t him. Since their ‘trip to the mountain top’ had led to just that, the rest of Kyra’s very long life, at least where love was concerned, had been decided. She figured she should’ve been upset, but it was just confirmation of what she had known from the first moment she had laid eyes on the gentle giant with caring eyes and curly red hair…she was truly and rightly screwed.

      Realizing she and Rian were just standing there, staring at one another, she hurried on. “There’s no changing his mind. Hell, he ran across an ocean and is sleeping in a cave to be rid of me! He’s had longer than I’ve been alive to feed and nurture his hate of witches. There’s nothing I can do. I’m going to help catch Andrew and then I’m going to disappear. Let your brother live his life cause I’m damn sure gonna live mine. I won’t give him the opportunity to shame me again!”

      The second the words left her mouth, she knew she had said too much. Damn her temper and damn her inability to keep her mouth shut. Not wanting to deal with Rian any longer, she tried to step around him in the hopes of hiding in her tent, but he was having none of her avoidance. He stuck his arm in front of her and refused to move it until she acknowledged him. Holding her position, she turned her head and glared, waiting for him to speak.

      Her heart beat in her chest while she waited, and she wondered if witches could have heart attacks. When he spoke, it was the voice of the Elder of the clan, not the voice of a brother, he used, “You are right, he will not shame you again. I won’t allow it. But neither will I allow you to run and hide like he has done. I tried to be patient, but you two are your own worst enemies.”

      “I do not know what occurred between you two earlier and it’s none of my business. I can however, assume, and whether you know it or not, your actions have doomed you both to a life of utter loneliness.”

      She felt her eyes widen…he knew. Well, hell, he’s definitely more than just a pretty face, she mused in her head.

      “Just like witches, dragon shifters also will have no other after they have found their mate. The details are a little different.” He winked and then immediately resumed his command of the situation, “But the results are the same and that is something I could never allow for my brother, or for you now that I’ve met you.”

      “While I appreciate your stance on the subject, I’m not sure what you or I, for that fact, can do about it. Royce has made up his mind and now I agree. There’s no way in the world he and I belong together.”

      Rian was just about to speak when a tall, younger version of the man standing before her appeared over his shoulder. “What’s up, Brother. Holding Royce’s mate hostage? You know, you’re gonna get your ass kicked for it, right?”

      Rian closed his eyes for a split second and took a deep breath. She watched as he put a patient smile on his face, lowered his arm, and turned to look at his doppelganger. He looked back to her and she saw affection shining through the myriad of other emotions in his eyes. “Kyra, let me introduce Rory, the youngest of the O’Reilly family and biggest pain in the ass you will ever meet. Rory…this is Kyra.”

      “Now that was not nice, Bro,” Rory chuckled as he slapped Rian on the back and then turned his hundred watt smile on Kyra. “Hey, there.”

      He reached around his brother and threw out his hand for her to shake. She laid hers in his and he squeezed slightly before letting go. “You really are a little bit of a thing aren’t you? And have more power than witches twice your size.” He looked at his hand and flexed his fingers, as if he could still feel her power. “Really glad to meet you. Have you dragged Roy outta that cave and given him a good whack to the head yet?”

      “Rory, now’s not the time,” Rian interrupted. “Kyra needs to work her magic so we can see exactly where Andrew and the other miscreants are located before it’s too late. Go see Rayne or Aidan. I’m sure they have something useful you could be doing. I’ll be right behind you.”

      “Aye, aye, Captain,” Rory saluted and smirked. He looked at Kyra again, “Great to meet you. Look forward to getting to know you better, Sis.” He winked and headed over to where the warriors were preparing for battle.

      “Sorry about that,” Rian apologized. “Rory takes the title of ‘little brother’ to a whole new level.”

      “But you love him,” Kyra added.

      “Yes, I do. I love both my brothers and will do whatever it takes, including beating the shit out of them, to see them happy.” She tried to interrupt, but again he put his hand up to stop her. One day she was going to smack that hand down, but not today. She was tired and hungry and needed to scry for the asshole before it got any later.

      Aidan called from the other side of the camp for Rian, so whatever conversation they were about to continue was thankfully cut short. He did, however, leave her with a parting promise she could’ve lived without, “We’ll talk later. Do what you need to do and grab a little rest. I think dinner will be ready soon and if all goes well, we’ll have the traitor captured before he’s able to hurt anyone else.” Not waiting for her answer, he turned and headed towards the men, walking like the leader she was now sure he was.

      Kyra climbed into her tent and found all her belongings, along with an air mattress, sleeping bag, table and two chairs, and a little vanity. They had obviously taken great pains to make up a tent that was feminine while still useful, and she appreciated their efforts. At the thought of all that needed to be done, a weariness soaked into her bones. It was then that she realized it had been almost thirty-two hours since she’d last slept and she opted for a little siesta before getting to work.

      Finally settled and ready to sleep, her eyes refused to close. Figures, she thought. Staring at the roof of her tent, she ran through the conversation she’d had with Rian. First of all, she thought of Rory. How freaky was it that there was another brother she knew nothing about and what on the earth did they feed them that made them so damn big? The youngest of the brothers was a carbon copy of Rian. If they hadn’t told her any differently, she would have sworn they were twins: both muscular and strong, but long and lean, where Royce was quite the opposite. The differences didn’t end with their body types but she really wasn’t into thinking about anything that could lead her to obsess over Royce…not tonight, not ever again, if she could help it.

      She planned what to do to locate and stop Andrew from the shit storm he was planning while trying to bring to the forefront whatever had been trying to stay buried since Rian told her what their family suffered at the hands of a witch gone mad. Sleep came over her while she was thinking about all she had learned. With her defenses down, she began to remember the story that was passed from the Elders of her coven to each witch, right before she was taught the Siphoning spell.

      Kyra dreamt of the Circle of Witches with her mother at the head, the ceremonial fire burning in the center and all the faces of those that had trained with her waiting eagerly to hear what Grand Priestess Calysta had to say.  Her mother explained exactly what the Siphoning spell was supposed to be used for and that it was a grave offense, punishable by a sanction from the Council, if ever used maliciously or to harm another.

      The room became deathly quiet as Calysta told of a witch many years before that had been of their coven, but accepted a calling and had gone to live among another race. She told of the witch’s many years of dedicated service to her adopted family and their kin and how very respected she was to all that knew her. Abruptly, the story turned dark and the Grand Priestess’ voice lowered to an ominous whisper. She reminded each who listened about the allure of the dark evil and how very important it was to be ever vigilant against any force that would threaten to turn them from the light. Kyra hadn’t noticed that day, nor had she thought about it since, but in her memory she could see a fear and sadness in her mother’s eyes that ran deep.

      After a few minutes of silence, Calysta finally spoke again, “You see, my little ones, a true sister of my heart, one of the best witches I had ever known, was taken from us by dark forces. She was tempted in a very short time to turn her allegiance from all she held dear in exchange for a power so malevolent that it caused her to not only take the life of the one she loved, but also that of the woman’s unborn child.”

      There was utter silence. No one moved, no one spoke, and she tried to remember if anyone even breathed. All she remembered was every heart beat in the room beating as one, in a slow pounding of dread. Then her mother spoke, “So beloved ones, as your power grows so does your responsibility. You must always do everything in your power to remain in the light, and if you should ever feel yourself growing weak, you must call on your sister witches. But even that may not be enough.

      “So to make sure we never forget, we share the name of our fallen sister with all of our coven. When times are hard and you feel you need a reminder of all you stand to lose, you only need speak her name and you will be filled with a strength born of our collective love and devotion to the Earth, the Goddess that blesses us all. Della will hand each of you a pink candle, together we will light them and invoke the protection of the Power of All. I will speak her name and the invocation will be complete.”

      For the span of two heartbeats the room was in complete darkness, then slowly filled with candlelight. Calysta, Della, and all the other elders were spread around the perimeter of the circle holding large red candles wrapped in sage. Calysta looked into each girl’s face and then said…

      “Dammit, Kyra wake up. You’ve been asleep for almost two hours, dinner’s ready, and Rayne is anxious for you to get started. He wants us in place before nightfall but needs you to tell us where to go.” She was immediately awake and staring into Devon’s face.

      “Shit, Devon, seriously? I was just about to remember something very important. You waited two fucking hours and couldn’t wait ten more seconds?” She knew she was yelling and being unreasonable, but dammit, she really wanted to remember that name.

      Devon’s look of total confusion would have been comical any other time, but not in that moment. “I heard you talking and thought you were awake, so I peeked in and you were tossing and turning and calling out.”

      She jumped up and flew at him, “What was I saying? What did you hear?”

      The look of concern told her Devon was worried, but instead of lecturing like she expected, he told her what he’d heard. “You were talking about the Earth and the Goddess and then you said something in Latin that sounded like illuminati. That was all I could make out.”

      “SHIT! Two seconds longer, that was all I needed…just two more seconds.” Her head fell forward and her eyes closed of their own volition as she ran her fingers through her hair. The thought of pulling out a handful or two crossed her mind, but she decided it served no purpose. A few deep breaths to get her disappointment and anger under control and she was able to think straight again. Why couldn’t she remember who her mother had been talking about and why would that memory, out of all the others, rear its ugly little head now?

      Not willing to spend any longer worrying about what she couldn’t change, she raised her head and squared her shoulders. “You said something about food?”

      Devon chuckled, but she could see the tension thrumming through him. He was worried about her and not doing a very good job of hiding it. “Yes, I did. I figured that would get your attention.”

      “What are you saying, Dev? That I eat a lot?” She faked annoyance at his comment in an effort to ease the tension.

      “No, no, no, I would never say that to a lady. I…”

      “Pfft…a lady?” Kyra scoffed, unable to stop the laugh that bubbled out. “There’s no lady here.”

      Devon burst out laughing with her and she knew order had been restored, at least for the moment. She walked over to the tiny camp-style vanity, grabbed her hairbrush, and attacked her long tresses in an effort to excise a few of the tangles and at least look like a civilized human when she faced the Guardsmen outside her tent.

      Feat accomplished and her massive mane tamed with a hair tie, she and Devon exited the tent and headed towards a long table packed with the largest, fiercest men she had ever seen. Their sheer size never ceased to amaze her. Shoulder to shoulder, they sat eating and talking about the battle to come and the common enemy they would all put their lives on the line to eliminate. They were a wall of muscle and might and unwavering determination…Andrew didn’t stand a chance.
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        * * *

      

      He watched from a distance as Kyra and Devon exited her tent and walked towards the others. It was obvious they were becoming good friends. Logically, he was happy she had someone to watch after her, someone to confide in, and was glad it was Devon. He was a good guy who would protect her, as well as counsel her as needed. At least that was what he kept telling himself as his jealousy grew and his dragon growled his fury when Devon’s hand touched her elbow as they walked across the uneven ground.

      Stop looking at her. Stop thinking about her. This is the way it has to be, had become a constant mantra in his mind from the moment he grabbed her just a few short hours ago. He had relived holding her in his arms, the feel of his lips on hers and the amazing sight of her eyes half-lidded with passion. It had gotten so bad that he had cursed the Universe, cursed Fate, and punched the rock wall of the cave until his hands were bloodied and beaten. When that didn’t work, he had contacted Stefan through their unique link, but of course the Spiritual Elder gave him the same advice he’d been giving him for the better part of two weeks…put the past in the past and move on. If only it was that easy.

      When he held her in his arms he could feel that they belonged together. A sense of completion encompassed him and he felt true peace for the first time in his very long life, but then his doubt and prejudice snuck in. He remembered how much he loved and trusted Ilsa. How in the blink of an eye she was twisted into some evil shade of herself and had killed the heart of his family without remorse. Andrew also came to mind. Royce had helped raise him, watched him grow into a fine Dragon Guardsman following in the footsteps of his father and brothers, and now they were all fighting to protect those they held dear from his treachery. How could he trust? How could he believe?

      “Hiding in the bushes, little brother?” Rian startled him, just another side effect of his jumbled emotions. No one, including his older brother, had been able to get the jump on him since he was a young Guardsman still in training.

      “No, I’m waiting for instructions. Did Devon not relay my message?” he bit out.

      “Yes, he did, but I had to wonder why you didn’t just tell me yourself? I tried to contact you and it was as if you had shut out the whole world…again.” Rian raised a single eyebrow. A sign that he was irritated with Royce.

      “I was preparing. We’ve been fighting the fucking traitor since his reappearance and he escapes at every turn. I want him finished!” He poured all the rage and resentment of his situation into his words hoping to deter any further ‘mating’ conversation, but true to form, Rian had more to say.

      “Oh, little brother, if you can’t be honest with me, at least be honest with yourself. I see it in your eyes, hear it in your voice; you want your little witch with every fiber of your being. The mating call is upon you and soon there will be little you can do to stop it. I’m sure your ‘liaison’ on the ridge only strengthened the bond growing between you and Kyra.”

      Royce started to speak, but in true regal fashion, Rian held up his hand for him to remain quiet and continued, “You can try to deny it, but remember, we are brothers, both real and believed, and there is no way you can hide this from me. Even when you try to block the world, your emotions still flow through our familial bond. I know you are torturing yourself and for what? To avenge mother? To avenge Rhianna?” Rian grabbed his shoulders and pulled Royce a few feet forward until their chests almost touched.

      His older brother looked him in the eyes and spoke with all the authority of a Head Elder, patriarch of their line, and older brother. “They are dead, Roy, and no amount of penance on your part can ever change that. There is no way to bring them back. Let it go. Move on, and for all that is holy, stop torturing that little witch. She does not deserve it.”

      Royce pulled from his brother’s embrace and turned away. “It is just that easy for you, isn’t it? To put it all away in a nice neat little box and move on?”

      There was silence from where he knew his brother still stood. When he dared look, Rian’s head was thrown back, eyes closed, and if he wasn’t mistaken, his older brother was praying. Royce stood in awe at the complete reverence he felt encompassing his brother. It was several moments before Rian’s head came forward and Royce could see a sense of peace. When his brother spoke, it was his brother, not the leader of a clan. “No, Royce, I don’t put it away in a box. I keep it here,” Rian’s fist struck his chest with a loud thump, right over his heart. “And I use it to remind me to enjoy every minute of every day, to take my joy where I find it. We’ve been given the opportunity to live very long lives, but not one second of it is guaranteed. It is our responsibility to use what we have been given, not squander it. I know mother and Rhianna are at peace because I believe prayers are answered.”

      His brother paused and Royce could see him carefully choosing his words.

      “Roy, you are wasting your life. Your mate is here. She is everything anyone could ever want and she was created for you, just as you were for her.” Royce felt his brow furrow, Rian knew something Royce didn’t, and he only prayed the jerk was going to share.

      “After our last conversation I thought about why the Universe, in Her infinite wisdom, chose a witch for your mate. Stefan and I even prayed with the Elders for an answer, and not until this moment did it all become clear. It is because you insist on letting the past cripple you instead of taking your lessons and moving on. Fate has forced your hand and you, dear brother, have fallen right into Her trap.” Rian paused. Royce could see the wheels turning and wished he would just get on with it. His patience was wearing thin.

      When the winds changed and the scent of patchouli and rose petals reached his senses, it was all he could do not to repeat his actions from earlier. Kyra’s scent was intoxicating, no matter her origins…her very being called to him. He felt like a drowning man with no desire of rescue. He searched the crowd of people moving about for just a glimpse of his mate and like magic, the object of all his angst was before him, walking towards her tent. Thankfully, she was alone. There was no way he could be responsible for his actions if even Devon had been near her at that moment. All his and Rian’s discussions of her and their situation had heightened his mating instincts and pushed his dragon to damned near distraction over the need to feel her in his arms again. Only one hundred and fifty-six years of training and determination kept him from going to her.

      The grin on Rian’s face said he had smelled Kyra’s scent also, and it may not have called to him as it did Royce, but it did confirm that Royce suffered and his brother really didn’t care. “What trap, brother? What the fuck are you talking about?” Royce snapped, unable to keep his ire in check.

      “Tsk, tsk, temper, temper, little brother.”

      “Temper, my ass, Rian. I’m tired of being screwed with. Now just tell me what you figured out and let’s be done with this miserable discussion. You’re accomplishing nothing but pissing me off.”

      “Wake the hell up, Roy. Do you really not know that when you grabbed your mate and spirited away with her, tasting of what you consider ‘forbidden fruit’, you sealed not only your fate, but hers? Are you really that stupid?”

      “Stop the damn riddles, Ri, just tell me,” Royce spit.

      “Fate has blessed you with Kyra and made sure she is half-human to abide by the wishes of the original Elders, but She also made her half-witch, to make you finally move on. To be whole and have the love you so richly deserve. To do that you will have to put your bullshit aside and grab onto your future with both hands and a clean heart and conscience or…you will be forced to live a lonely, loveless life. But you, little brother, have added your own little twist, you have now doomed Kyra to the same fate if you cannot love her for who she is, not what she is.”

      “Dammit, Rian, I swear I’m going to knock you on your ass if you don’t explain yourself without the damn riddles. How did I doom Kyra to anything?”

      “I would’ve thought in your hatred of witches you would’ve learned all there was to know about them, but I guess you have blindly hated for so long that even you missed something vital to your particular situation. The moment you took Kyra in your arms and ‘consummated’, so to speak, your relationship,” Rian winked and Royce wanted to punch the condescending smirk right off his face, but held back if only to find out what Rian had to say. “You made it impossible for Kyra to ever even find solace in another’s arms.”

      Royce stood dumbfounded, not really understanding but drawing his own conclusions, and not liking any of them. Unable to speak, he motioned for Rian to continue. What he heard would have driven a lesser man to his knees. As it was, he had trouble drawing breath. “What you failed to realize before your rash actions was that only a witch’s one true mate can bring her to completion. She can have other lovers but never climax. Still, a few witches I know find immense pleasure with others and refuse to even look for their mates, not that you care about those instances. What is important to you is that once an Earth witch has found her mate and he has brought her to her peak, there can never be another…in any way.”

      The world seemed to darken to a single point over Rian’s shoulder. How could this be? How could he be responsible for Kyra’s future in such a way? He knew what Fate had in store for him and had been slowly learning to accept that he would be loveless, that there would be no mate, no children, nothing like he had seen the others of his Force experience. Although he was not thrilled with the prospect, he couldn’t think of another way around it, but to know that someone else’s life was being irrevocably damaged because of his decisions was like a weight around his neck.

      He did the only thing he could think of…he struck out at Rian with all his might, hoping to knock the all knowing smile right from his lips, and with any luck break his nose in the process. The sound of breaking bone was just what he needed to help with his guilt and pain. But Rian knew him too well and was prepared. He moved to the right causing Royce to catch only air. The force of the swing knocked him off balance and before he could stop, he was lying flat on his back staring up at Rian and, unfortunately, also Rory.

      “You really need to work on your delivery, big brother,” his younger brother scoffed as he extended his hand.

      Royce took Rory’s hand and stood, embarrassed by his action but still pissed about what he had just learned. “Thanks,” he offered and then grumbled, “What the hell are you doing here? This is not a family meeting.”

      “I wasn’t looking for your grumpy ass. I was actually looking for Ri. Seems your little witch needs to speak to him and was unable to locate him. She asked if I would tell him she was looking for him and that she would be with Rayne and the others, so here I am.” Rory was grinning the same shit-eating grin he had seen on Rian’s face entirely too much lately.

      Not willing to deal with anymore of their bullshit and feeling the undeniable need to lick his proverbial wounds, he turned and stomped farther into the forest, but not before he heard Rian in his mind, “Don’t cut connections, Roy. We’ll be preparing for Andrew and I’ll need to be able to get a hold of you.”

      “I have no intentions of cutting anything. You do what you need to do and I’ll do the same. Leave the connection open while you plan. I’ll add what I can. I’m headed to high ground to scout,” Royce replied. He hoped Rian was too focused on whatever Kyra had to tell him to realize that his only intention in asking him to keep the line open was to hear her voice. Yes, the looming battle mattered. Catching Andrew mattered, but he had to hear her voice. She was an obsession. An obsession he knew he couldn’t have, but craved with all he was.

      “Will do. Let me know what you see and Roy…”

      “Yes?”

      “Get your head out of your ass before it’s too late.”

      He didn’t respond, just nodded as he made his way to the hidden trail he had found earlier during his stay at the base of the mountain. If only it was as easy as simply ‘pulling his head out of his ass’. Didn’t Rian, or any of them for that matter, think he would have already done it? He wanted love. He wanted to know what it felt like to have Kyra in his arms, his life, and his bed, every minute of every day until the end of time, but how could he lay over a hundred years of pain and bigotry to the side? When it was only his destiny in question, he had strengthened his resolve, made his decision, and was making peace with it. But now, both of their fates rested squarely on his shoulders, and he had no clue how to save either one of them.

      The trip to the concealed lookout point, where he had spent countless hours since returning to his homeland, was spent listening to all that Kyra had gleaned from scrying and several other Location spells. He damned near jumped off the mountain and flew back to camp when it was decided that she, Devon, and Aidan would head out to make sure the black magic perimeter she had gone through on the hike to the lair was not closing in around them. Only Rian’s voice warning him that he needed to stay put kept him in place. Luckily, Rory decided to tag along and opened their unique link, allowing him to listen in as they hiked.

      The second the evil magic touched his mate, not only did he hear the concern in his brethren’s voice at her discomfort, but he could feel its inky darkness trying to invade her soul.

      He was nauseous and knew it came from Kyra through their strengthening bond. His heart ached at the discomfort he knew she felt and he wondered if maybe there was a way for them to make a life together, but his musings about the future were cut short when a familiar voice sounded through Rory’s open link. “Well, what do we have here, fucking Dragon Guardsmen and their pet witch? Tell me boys, is today a good day to die?”

      Royce moved faster than he’d ever thought possible as he yelled to Rian, “Andrew’s there! He’s with them! That little fucker just threatened her life!”

      He could hear Rian and Rayne shouting orders and knew there was help on the way but he was not leaving Kyra’s safety to anyone else. It was his responsibility. The farther he traveled, the more intently he listened to the ranting of the lunatic they had once called friend and brethren. “So Kyra, I see you have chosen the losing side.”

      “Win or lose, at least they tell the truth, Andrew,” Kyra responded. He was amazed he heard no fear in her voice, only anger and the residual effects of the black magic.

      “When did I ever lie to you, my sweet?” Andrew responded.

      “You told me they were after you and that you only needed to hide from them. You never mentioned that you were going to take my pure, white, Earth magic and destroy it with your piece of shit black magic. You never mentioned that you were out to hurt, even kill, innocent women and children. You’re a dick and a liar…a fucking liar.” By the time she finished, she was screaming and Royce could feel her fury.

      “She really is sexy when she’s pissed off isn’t she? The flush on her cheeks just brings out her beauty.” He had no clue who the traitor was talking to, but he wanted to rip his head from his neck. Just the fact that the little bastard was daring to talk to Kyra made him and his dragon roar in anger.

      It was Aidan that responded, his voice vibrating with animosity and outrage. “Andrew, stop this shit! You’ve done enough. It’s me you’re pissed at, me you want to hurt, so let’s settle this between us. Leave everyone else out of it.” It was amazing how calm his brethren sounded considering that stupid little asshole had tried to kill Grace, Aidan’s mate.

      Royce arrived on the scene just in time to hear Andrew laugh, “But, Brother, you’re not the only one that left me to die. How would it be fair for you to pay for everyone’s sins?”

      Andrew continued, obviously enjoying the sound of his own voice, “I wonder if the Blue Thunder Guardsmen know what you did. Do they know that the mighty MacLendon Force is actually made of cowards? That they are willing to leave a member behind to be tortured because they are too scared to mount a rescue? Oh, well, since it is obvious you are allies, they’ll find out soon enough. You will betray them just as you betrayed me.”

      Just behind Andrew, Royce could see Rayne, Rian, and the others surrounding the traitor. He caught his Commander’s eye with a questioning look. Rayne answered through their link, “He has himself protected with some kind of spell or something. It seems to be specific to dragon shifters. We can’t get in. I think he closed it when the others reached a certain point. My best guess is he is trying to grab Kyra.”

      Royce immediately saw red, “There is no way in hell that son of a bitch is touching a hair on her head.”

      “Glad to have you back, Brother. No, let’s get her out of there and catch that little shit.”

      Aidan was still trying to reason with whatever was left of the younger brother he loved while Royce was trying to find a way through the shield Andrew had constructed. As he crept around the perimeter, he noticed footsteps heading off in the other direction. It looked to be about fifteen or twenty men and some were dragging something very heavy if the indentations in the ground were any indication. As he worked his way around he listened to the conversation taking place to his right, but tuned into the forest. He found a small break in the shield at the same time he heard a voice off in the distance. “Make sure the amulets are exactly where the map indicates. We don’t want those big guys to break free.”

      It all clicked into place and he yelled through mind speak to Rayne and Aidan, “It’s a trap! That little shit is keeping us busy while the others with him set a trap.”

      He saw Aidan shift Kyra even farther behind him and was both irritated and proud that she fought to stay in the forefront. Aidan told Rory and Devon what Royce had figured out and together they slowly pushed Kyra farther and farther from the traitor. Andrew continued his posturing, so caught up that he didn’t notice their slight movements.

      Rory had taken up the rear position. As soon as he reached the boundary, he slid his foot through. Everyone listening breathed a sigh of relief that at least they could get out. It sounded like Andrew’s monologue was coming to an end, so Royce urged the Guardsmen with Kyra to simply grab her ass and haul her out of there. Rory reached for her just when Andrew spoke up, “I’m sure by now you cowards have called reinforcements and I’m surrounded. How thrilling! I am absolutely quaking in my boots. I knew when I saw you were all here that it wasn’t a family reunion, but I decided to stop by and say hi anyway.”

      He turned to leave and then swung right back around. “Oh, I almost forgot…Kyra, have you ever heard the Prophecy about the Earth witch destined to mate dragon shifter royalty?”

      Andrew stared right at Kyra and Royce felt the hair stand up on the back of his neck. “Well, after the little show I watched of you and Royce on the ridge, I guess you have found your mate. Does he know you are destined for bigger and better things, or that the very witch that killed his mother came from your coven? Might make for some interesting pillow talk, ya think? Catch ya later, little witch.”

      Royce was stunned, unable to think, let alone move. Everything was happening around him and he just stood there like a stump. Andrew disappeared into thin air. Rory had Kyra thrown over his shoulder and was speeding to safety while she screamed obscenities he had never imagined. Rayne was ordering every available man to find the traitor and follow the tracks Royce had found in the forest to gather up the followers.

      Rian yelled along their unique connection for him to get his ass back to camp, but all he could do was focus on the last thing the traitor had said. Could it be true? Did she know? What the hell was he going to do now?
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