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      The world blurred by like it was all just air as I gripped the steering wheel. I was being careful. At least I was being more careful than usual. I’d only reached a speed of about one hundred and fifty miles per hour. Driving race cars had always felt to me as freeing as flying. It was close anyway. Except with racing, you got to drive some gorgeous cars. The smell of a Ferrari turned me on almost as much as the smell of a beautiful woman. The world was a narrowed tunnel within my helmet and on my third lap I finally slowed to a stop as the  pit crew ran out to help me out of the car.

      I took off my helmet as I stepped out onto the smooth asphalt, and waved to the observing kids who were whooping and hollering as I was handed a bottle of water. I splashed some on my head. I was used to heat, being a dragon who was always walking around with the heat of my fire inside me. But the world did get damn hot inside my helmet. I handed the helmet off to a crewman and zipped down my tracksuit as I walked out to the stands where the kids were watching.

      “That was awesome!” A little tow-headed boy yelled as he put up his hand for me to slap.

      I high fived all the kids, still catching my breath. I have a bad problem with holding my breath sometimes when I race. I’ve improved though. It’s not exactly the safest way to drive a car at potentially two hundred miles an hour. Larry, one of the crew guys, cast me a suspicious raised eyebrow when he saw that I was winded and I rolled my eyes. Larry was always on my case about that.

      “It’s the sun,” I said to Larry, before leaning over the gate between the track and stands. The sun was blazing down. It was June in New York and it was starting to heat up. That made it particularly hot out here on the race track.

      There were about a dozen kids all clustered with some chaperones and crew. They were all sick kids from St. Joseph’s Hospital where the underprivileged kids tended to end up. My family had donated a boat load of money to the place over the years but a little while back I started to wonder if it wouldn’t be nice to do something for the kids to whom we were donating. Taking them out to the track for a couple hours with the permission of parents and doctors had seemed like a nice option. My dad kept telling me it was a waste of time. I’d branched out beyond the track too. I’d had kid-friendly celebrities over to the hospital to hang out with the children and provided other entertainment. It wasn’t an official non-profit or anything. But it was something to do that I liked.

      “Jude!” A little girl with the telltale bald head of chemotherapy grinned up at me, looking far too pale even under the sun.

      “Hey, Theresa,” I said softly, leaning over to talk to her. She was the sickest kid in the group and I’d paid her a lot of attention, even though it made my heart ache a little just to talk to her. Her prognosis was not great. “How’re you doing?”

      I chatted with Theresa and the other kids for a few minutes before they had to leave with their chaperones. Theresa wanted to know if I raced cars professionally. Apparently, since the first time she’d visited the track, she’d started following races. I hated to break it to her that I was only an amateur. I left out the part where I didn’t have a real job and my dad thought I was a huge disappointment. I tend to prefer it when the kids actually think I’m cool.

      Now I unzipped my track suit and drank some more ice cold water as the kids were carted away back to their shuttle from the hospital. I tipped my head back and grinned at the sensation of the too hot sun on my face. Dragons like me can never get enough sun. We drink it up like blooming flowers.

      “Gotta work on your breathing,” Larry said, eyeing me warily as he walked out to park the car back in its garage. “Can’t breathe, can’t drive. I’ll tell your dad if you don’t get better at it.” He was kidding about the last part. Larry hated my dad almost as much as I did.

      My dad owns the track and he owns most of the cars that race on it. He’s the CEO of Fairchild, a luxury brand car company that makes the kind of cars only millionaires and billionaires buy...and a few that are just slightly less ostentatious. The company has its hands in other industries too, but it was most famous for its cars. About half the time when I drove around on my dad’s track, I was driving a Fairchild. But I do branch out from time to time. Who doesn’t love a Ferrari?

      “I told you!” I said, throwing up my hands. “It’s the sun!”

      “The sun, huh?” The voice was low and throaty and it made me feel like I was on fire suddenly. My heart started racing almost as fast as the Ferrari. I had not heard that voice in two long years. I licked my lips, and squinted at Sierra as she came walking toward me from down the track.

      I’d heard that Sierra was returning from her long fellowship in London, but she had sworn to me that she was flying in later that week. Yet here she was, grinning at me and squinting into the sun. She was wearing a light skirt and a t-shirt. She was also wearing the same thin silver necklace with the little dragon head charm that I’d given her when I was twelve-years-old. Her hair was lighter now; a pretty strawberry blonde, the wavy locks blowing around in the warm breeze.

      She was beautiful, and I suddenly felt like a flustered teenager again.

      Sierra Lowell was somehow the one who got away but still was close to my heart..

      “Would I lie?” I said, shrugging my shoulders as I met her out on the track. I tried to sound casual but I couldn’t stop the wide grin that took over my face and then I was running up to Sierra and sweeping her into my arms.

      Sierra Lowell was my best friend and the love of my life...not that she knew about that second part.

      “Of course, you would,” she said, laughing and throwing her arms around my neck. “Especially if it keeps you racing cars.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming in?” I said, swinging her around.

      I’d been losing my mind for the last few weeks, knowing Sierra was coming back to New York. I’d visited her in London a time or two but that had been a year ago with one thing and another. The more we were apart, the more I didn’t want to seem like I needed to visit her. But I was honest with myself, nothing in my life felt quite right without Sierra around.

      “I wanted to surprise you!” Sierra said, shrieking as I swung her in the air. She was still light as a feather. I’d always been able to throw her right over my shoulder since back in eighth grade. The two of us had been inseparable since even before that. I’d met Sierra in sixth grade at a prestigious private school where I’d been dutifully flunking. From that first day on, we were the best of friends.

      “Consider me surprised, you lunatic,” I said, chuckling. “Oh my God, I’m so hot. C’mon, let’s get something to drink, yeah?”

      “Something to drink.” Sierra threw her arm around my shoulder as I walked her to the entrance to the locker rooms under the stands. “That means we’re gonna be three sheets to the wind in Brooklyn, right?”

      “Hopefully,” I said, wagging my eyebrows.

      I changed into my dark jeans and some designer t-shirt that had probably caused a stupid amount of money. Sierra waited for me by some vending machines outside the locker room and I fussed with my hair , pretending I wasn’t nervous just seeing Sierra again. I never used to be nervous around her. I hadn’t even been nervous once I’d realized I was in love with her and that had been about a decade ago. But I hadn’t seen her in so long. I worried I would forget how to be around her, and give myself away. Now I took a deep breath and stared at myself in the mirror.

      “Don’t be weird,” I said to the guy in the mirror voted by New York LifeStyle Magazine as New York’s Most Eligible Bachelor just six months ago. “It’s just Sierra. It’s your best friend. Don’t be weird.”

      I looked good anyway. I was twenty-four and I had a little sun tan from hanging out on the track without getting too damaged. I had the razor sharp jawline that ran in my family and just a hint of stubble to set it off. I had bright blue-green eyes (that everyone who had ever interviewed me felt compelled to mention) and high cheekbones. My hair was dark and wavy and just now hitting my shoulders. I looked good. I knew that… Not that it had ever mattered to Sierra like it had mattered to every other girl. But I was used to being Mr. Confident. Being born gorgeous and into exorbitant wealth hadn’t exactly made me uncertain around the opposite sex. I was charming too...and maybe not the most humble person in the world. Sierra had always teased me about it.

      “You know, you do look good in that track suit,” Sierra said when I came out to join her. I threw my arm around her shoulders again and led her out to my car.

      “Hmm. My dad says I look like a child playing dress up,” I said dryly.

      “Well...your dad.” Sierra rolled her eyes. She had always understood about the touchy relationship between me and my father, even when I sometimes didn’t.

      “When did you get in though?” I said, our voices echoing in the tunnels under the track stands. “I would’ve come get you.”

      “I had a driver,” she said, laughing. “You ninny. I had a red-eye. I’ve barely slept. But I wanted to see you, so I taxi’d out here today. Where are we going?”

      “The Orchid,” I said, off the top of my head. The Orchid was a cafe with a bar in Brooklyn that had a nice patio with misters and air. It was a nice spot for summer and just exclusive enough not to be crowded. You usually needed a reservation, but I wasn’t worried about that. It was also newly opened since Sierra had been in London, and maybe I wanted to impress her a little without being too obvious about it. “You’ll love it.”

      “Sounds good.”

      We arrived at my car, a sleek black Fairchild XO that was absurdly expensive and which I loved showing off as Fairchild myself. I also liked to point out to people that I’d had a hand in the design of it...even if my dad liked to downplay that whenever it came up.

      I opened Sierra’s door for her and she gave me a funny look that made my breath a little short as I shut it again and walked around. I climbed in and put on my shades and Sierra squinted at me. “You never opened doors for me.”

      “I’ve developed bad habits since you’ve been gone,” I said, winking over the rim of my sunglasses before I started up the car and peeled out of the deserted lot.

      When my phone buzzed in my pocket, I groaned out loud. I already knew who that was.

      “Problem?” Sierra said, relaxing in her seat as I drove steadily out of Long Island.

      “My dad keeps calling me,” I muttered.

      “Aha,” Sierra said. “What’s he want from you this time? Steady work?”

      I gave her a wry look. She was right and wrong on that one. I did work...but not steadily. That also wasn’t counting the non-profit stuff with the hospital kids that was taking up more and more of my time. But I was spoiled. I knew that. It was hard not to get touchy though when Sierra got into it. She had always been the harder worker between us.

      It wasn’t as if my father had never said, “Why can’t you be more like Sierra?”

      But I’d never been angry at her for that. In fact, I’d always wanted to answer that it was impossible to be like Sierra. Because Sierra, in my book, had always been perfect.

      “Very funny,” I said, as I sped down the highway. “Nah, he’s winning some award… New York Good Citizen’s whatever… He wants me to go. Be the good son. Pretend we’re a happy family. I don’t know why he can’t just go with his girlfriend of the month.”

      “I thought he’d been with Francesca for a year?” Sierra said.

      It had been a long time since Sierra had quietly pointed out when I was exaggerating and I bristled even while realizing I’d sorely missed it. “Whatever,” I said, making my face. “You get the point. I don’t want to go. I hate that shit.”

      “Free booze,” Sierra said.

      “I mean all my booze is free really,” I said.

      “Hot ladies?” Sierra said, raising her eyebrows.

      “Mmm.” I shrugged.

      There had been ladies, plenty of them. Why wouldn’t there be? I was single and hot and I could have almost whoever I wanted. I’d used to talk to Sierra about my conquests. We’d always talked to each other about that stuff. But I felt weird about it now. There was also the fact that the longer I spent in love with Sierra while looking for the same thing elsewhere without finding it, the more melancholy I got about the whole thing. I wasn’t excited to talk about my complete lack of actual love. There was no glory in no strings sex. That was easy.

      “Are you alright?” Sierra said, looking me up and down even as I drove.

      “Yeah!” I said quickly. “It’s the sun.”

      She laughed at that but I was lying. I’d been so eager for Sierra to come back from her two years on a journalism fellowship at Oxford, and yet now I almost felt a little sad about it. But I didn’t want to make her sad either and I inwardly resolved to stop sulking.

      “So!” I said, as we drove into Brooklyn. “Tell me, Si. What’s the plan now that you’re back? World domination via your brilliant writing, I assume?”

      Sierra sighed heavily and as casually as if she were talking about her next lunch she said, “Well, I’m probably getting married.”
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      Jude’s car swerved, and I helped, clutching the dashboard as he expertly brought us back in line on the highway. I gaped at him, my heart still racing.

      “Jesus, Jude!” Same old Jude. He had been scaring the crap out of me one way or another for the last thirteen years or so. I don’t know why I’d ever assume that would change. It was actually part of his charm.

      “You’re getting married?” Jude said. He looked over at me over his shades, suddenly a little pale. It made me roll my eyes. Trust Jude to be absolutely terrified by the very idea of marriage.

      “I said probably,” I said, shaking my head. He had such a funny look on his face. I’d missed his face so much for the last two years. There had been calls and texts and social media and all that stuff. But it just wasn’t the same. It had only made me miss him more.

      Now here we were, the two musketeers again. It felt a little off, like we hadn’t just automatically fallen back into our groove. But I knew we would eventually. Jude was considered a “bad boy” at least among the aristocratic dragon shifters our family had always socialized with and even among the humans too. But that was only a kind of face he put up. I knew the real Jude. He was only a bad boy if  “bad boy” meant unfailingly kind, warm, loving, and generous. Sometimes he could be selfish. But we were both of us young. He always managed to make up for it. He had always been my closest friend and my constant. I had no fears of that changing any time soon, even if I did eventually get married.

      “To who?” Jude said, staring out at the road.

      “Oh, there’s just this guy,” I said, squirming in my seat. I’d been bracing myself to tell Jude about Edward for months. Not that there was really a whole lot to tell. “Edward.”

      “Edward?” Jude said. “Edward who?”

      “Eddie Didion,” I murmured. “They’re out of Connecticut. They moved to New York a couple of years ago. You’ve never met Eddie Didion? He’s our age. Maybe a little older.”

      “Nope,” Jude said. “Never met Eddie Didion.”

      “Apparently my parents went to school with his parents,” I said. “So my mother put me in touch with Eddie. We’ve just been emailing each other here and there. That’s all. I just did it to shut my mom up. You know how she is.”

      “But why would you be getting married?” Jude turned off a boulevard and onto a quiet tree-lined street and I got a flash of the two of us running around Brooklyn when we were younger. We used to go to clubs and then sneak up onto the roofs and go flying off into the night only to land out in Central Park. We felt like we owned the universe.

      “Oh, you know how my parents are,” I said, sighing. “Especially my mom. Gotta keep that family lineage going. The great dragon aristocracy and all that. New heirs…”

      “Do you want to get married?” Jude said.

      I hated that question. I’d been raised my whole life to become a respectable mate to some deserving dragon someday. It was a part of being loyal to the family and I couldn’t just let go of that. It was ingrained in me. Jude had been raised the same way...in theory. But his life had been more turbulent than mine and he’d always been more rebellious. The two of us had fought about this a hundred times at least. But now we were older and the prospect of marriage and finding a proper mate was creeping up on the both of us. Neither of us could just ignore it anymore. If I was honest, I liked the idea of having a family.

      “Yes,” I said firmly. “I do actually want all those things I was always taught to want. If I found the right mate. I could still write. In fact, I’m meeting with an editor in the next couple of days. I do have some connections around New York from the fellowship.”

      “Edward’s the right guy?” Jude muttered. Clearly his head was stuck on that and I sighed, scratching my head as he pulled over in front of the valet stand at The Orchid.

      “I don’t know,” I said, as Jude handed over his keys with a charming smile. He gently took my arm and led me inside. “That’s what dating is for. I don’t want to talk about Edward anymore. I want to talk about what you’ve been up to for the last two years.”

      We stopped at the host’s podium and Jude gave me that easy smile that never failed to make me feel better about life in general. “We can talk about whatever you want, Si. I missed you.”

      “Missed you, Jude.” I said.

      Things still felt off. But I knew they wouldn’t soon. We just needed to find that groove again.

      [image: ]
* * *

      An hour of drinks with Jude and I felt like we were maybe back in our old groove. We were a little closer to it anyway. There was still a bit of sadness about him. But then I guess there always had been since his mother had died. I was used to him covering for that with his usual charm and bravado. He was still the confident, cocky guy I’d always known but there was something a little melancholy about him now. Or maybe I was crazy, and he was just sad after hanging out with a bunch of super sick hospital kids. Who wouldn’t be?

      I tried to put it out of mind as a taxi brought me back to my parent’s mansion way uptown. I hurried up the cobblestone steps to the stately white double doors and let myself in. It was strange how much it didn’t seem strange. After two years away, it felt as familiar as ever to walk into our big, narrow house in that rich old neighborhood with the trees lining the street. My parents butler, Rawls, greeted me at the door and I smiled as I came in. My mother had wanted to have tea with me but I’d insisted on seeing Jude first.

      My parents had never liked Jude. I was ready to get an earful about that. But it was nothing new. I was also bracing myself to get an earful of a whole litany of things I wasn’t interested in hearing about but I bucked up as my heels clicked on the marble floor and I made my way to the sitting room where my mother spent a lot of her time when she was home.

      “Mama?” I called out. I smiled at the familiar dragon sculpture on the antique side table that stood in the open foyer. It had always been one of my favorites as a child and now I traced my finger down its slowing tail. “You in here?”

      “Sweetheart, don’t shout!” My mother called from the sitting room. “We’re just in here! Your father and I and…”

      I took off my light jacket and my purse and took a breath as I walked into the sitting room where my father were sitting up straight on their favorite antique club chairs while lounging on the chaise like he had always been there...was Edward.

      “Edward,” I muttered. I had never met him. I had only seen his pictures on Instagram. He was better looking in real life. He had the refined features of some male model with almost white blonde hair and stood as I walked in smiling wryly. “Um..hi? I didn’t think…”

      “I just came to stop by.” Edward had a way of chuckling while he was talking as if constantly disarming people, raising his hands in surrender. “I knew you were coming back, I confess. I just wanted to stop by to see you in person after all our correspondence.”

      He smiled at me, clasping his hands in front of him and I nodded, mutely. I hadn’t been ready for this at all. I’d wanted to prepare myself for meeting Edward. Truth be told, I wasn’t even sure if I was interested in him. I’d been dancing around his obvious interest since my mother had put me in touch with him. But now that we were both in the same place, it was going to be more difficult. I’d always sort of assumed that I’d eventually find a mate and start a family. I’d even sort of assumed that it would happen after I got back from London. Edward, on paper, was perfect. So why couldn’t  I decide if he was even worth pursuing?

      Edward stopped in front of me as my parents beamed behind him. He looked me up and down and shook his head. “Even more stunning than your pictures would suggest.” It should have sounded complimentary, I guess. But I did have the feeling of being appraised like one of Mr. Fairchild’s cars. It was probably unfair though. I was nervous, that was all. The responsibilities of my future was looming, and I wasn’t ready to embrace them yet. I was thinking the worst of Edward who was probably perfect for me if I was being objective. “I’m going to leave now,” Edward said, sighing. “We’ll meet up later, okay?” He kissed me on the cheek and it felt cold to me. I told myself it was my own nerves.

      Edward left, and I swallowed. At least he’d been a buffer. Now I’d be left alone with my parents. My mother wasn’t likely to want to talk about much else but the potential of Edward as a mate.

      Fantastic.

      “He is a darling!” My mother said when I sat down to join them. I sat primly like I’d always been taught; knees together, hands clasped in lap. Aristocratic dragon shifter families can be quite old fashioned and my parents were no exception. They’d sent me to debutante classes to learn proper manners and ballroom dancing. I smiled at the memory of it. I remembered Jude cracking jokes about the whole thing and ballroom dancing with me to Van Halen in his old school metalhead phrase. He’d always been able to make me laugh and smile. “Sierra, I know I’m not supposed to say this so quickly but please marry him, darling. He’d make such a wonderful mate for you!”

      I groaned and pinched the bridge of my nose. “I got back yesterday,” I said.

      “I know, I know,” my mother said. “But you’ve got to strike while the iron is hot! It’s not as if there are a great number of eligible dragon shifter men in this town or...anywhere.”

      “What if I were to marry a human?” I said, smirking to myself. I was only even saying it to see my parents’ reactions.

      My father clutched his chest and my mother gasped. “Don’t even joke about that, dear! I know some families have no problem with that kind of cross-breeding. Oh, for instance, did you hear about David Kagen?”

      I rubbed my temples. I knew the name David Kagen. He was a friend of Jude’s. It didn’t surprise me that they were gossiping about him. He was not much older than me but he had been a notorious hermit after coming back from some years long kidnapping incident where he’d been kept prisoner. Then he’d ended up marrying a less privileged dragon shifter who’d been the “brood mare” for some asshole in Boston.

      “He married some girl with no home who was having this other man’s baby and she’d been sold to him!” My mother’s eyes were wide. “There’s just no telling these days.”

      “Mom, you know, that’s really harsh.” I poured myself a cup of tea and scowled at her at the same time. I’d been scowling at my mother since diapers. “You’re so judgemental. She had a really rough life. I think it’s beautiful that she ended up David Kagen. And Jude knows him! They’re friends!”

      “Well…” Now it was my dad looking at me darkly and I tensed up. “Jude… He was never very discerning.”

      “Ugh.” My mother looked as disgusted with Jude as ever. She did have a point to some degree, or she would have if she was more objective. Jude had always been a trouble maker. He’d once thrown up in one of her antique vases while drunk. He’d made a scene or two at more than one Christmas party (though that kind of stuff had always amused the hell out of me). If anything, they shared Jude’s father’s opinion of him. Which was a sad though really.  “I know he is your...dearest friend. I just…”

      “He’s got no direction.” My father narrowed his eyes at me and I sipped my tea, inwardly seething.

      He’d always said that about Jude and he’d said much worse and none of it as bad as what Jude’s father liked to say. Jude has always been the hot young rich golden boy who could never seem to live up to his potential. He’d been kicked out of schools and never finished college. But none of them could see what I had always seen in him. It bothered me.

      “I saw him at the track,” I said softly. “He was racing for those sick kids from the hospital like he enjoys.”

      “Well, everyone’s got something going for them, I suppose,” my mother murmured. For her, that was a big compliment, and I just smiled and shook my head. “Oh! By the way, darling-”

      “Oh God, what now?” I drank the better part of my cup of tea and inwardly braced myself. My mother had that look in her eye that meant I might have to go buy myself a new dress just to look pretty for old, stuffy people who I didn’t care about at all.

      “Your father and I are going to that New York Good Citizens Awards Banquet tomorrow night?” My mother had a very blonde hair that she piles on top of her head and I could swear that every time she said the name of some fancy event she was attending or the name of some exclusive group she was a part of, her blonde got a little higher. Eventually it would touch the ceiling. she beamed at me with her coral colored lips. “You’re going with us, of course. Everyone has just been dying to see you again.”

      “Everyone who exactly-”

      “And Edward will be there,” my mother said significantly. “Your father and I are receiving a special commendation for our work with the homeless this spring.”

      “Congrats.” I was already tired at the very idea of going off to an event. Plus, I knew they only wanted me to go because of Edward. Sometimes it seemed as if that’s all they thought I was good for; getting married and pushing out dragon babies. “You haven’t even asked me about London,” I said sadly. “I have connections, you know? I’m meeting with an editor. He wants me to write a piece-”

      “That’s lovely, dear,” my mother said, but she was already looking down at her phone, probably talking to some important person about some other important social engagement.

      It was typical.

      I finished my tea and smiled tightly at my father before making my way up to my room. It was only then as I made my way up the sweeping white staircase, the banister of which Jude and I had slid down a million times, that I remembered that Jude had said his father wanted him to go to that banquet too. I smirked to myself and whipped out my phone, texting him as I made my way up the stairs.

      Guess who else is going to the NY Good Citizen thing?

      Jude replied immediately and said: Beyonce.

      Ha ha. Me.

      Jude replied: Guess I’m going to the NY Good Citizen thing after all then. ;)
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      After hanging out at The Orchid with Sierra for a while, I’d returned to my loft in Tribeca. It’s not the kind of place people tend to see me living in, which always struck me as crazy. I go on lavish vacations, I race absurdly expensive cars, and my clothes are stupid and overpriced. Yet somehow the exorbitantly priced penthouses guys like me tended to live in always seemed silly. My friend Justin lives in a place like that. It’s gorgeous. It’s at the top of the tower and just the kind of joint people might picture me in. But I like my nice loft and I actually love being farther from Fifth Avenue where my dad lives. It’s hardly a world away and I’ve thought about moving to Brooklyn. But I haven’t bothered yet. I like my place.

      I threw my door open and kicked off my shoes and didn’t react to the scent of my father who I now see  sitting on my nice mid-century modern couch. He always liked to think he was taking me by surprise. But I’d expected him to come looking for me. I hadn’t bothered to answer his texts, and that banquet was coming up in a day. Little did he know that I was only too pleased to be going now. Now that I knew Sierra would be there.

      “Down at the track again?” My father spoke without turning his head. He liked to think that was a real power move. I could just see the back of his head; salt and pepper gray hair slick back as he held one of my highball glasses in his hand. I couldn’t be mad at him for drinking my liquor though. He’d paid for it.

      “Hospital kids,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. I was already tired just thinking about this conversation but I was planning on going to his little awards show. He had to be a little less hostile than usual. “Uh, sorry I didn’t get back to you. I’ll be happy to go that banquet. Best behavior.”

      He looked over his shoulder at me. It was like looking into an older mirror version of myself. I look exactly like my father just younger and, I hope, nicer. Now he gazed up at me with his usual amount of disdain.

      “No complaints?” He said wryly, taking a sip of single malt. “No whining about how I’m showing you off?”

      “Well, you do,” I said. “Somehow you manage to treat me like some prize stallion and at the same time make sure I know I’m worthless so-”

      “For someone who’s happy to take my money,” my father says, “you sure do like to complain about me.”

      I bit back the retort that wanted to jump right out of my mouth: A whole lot of his money was my mothers. The Fairchild fortune had been half hers. As much as my father had built up his car company, it wasn’t actually as lucrative as he liked to pretend it was. He was only a billionaire because my mother had been the wealthiest dragon shifter heiress on the East Coast.

      I shrugged off the approaching fight and went to make myself a drink, though I was still a little buzzed from the couple drinks with Sierra at The Orchid. I could have made a whole night of it. I’d wanted to, but she’d said she needed to go talk to her parents and check in. She had always been so loyal to them. Sometimes I wondered why but then she was sure her parents actually loved her. That had to change things a lot. Sometimes I wondered what it was like.

      “Do you need anything?” I said, trying to find some inner strength to withstand my father. He never missed a chance to take me down a peg or two.

      “I was going to ask about the banquet,” he said, getting to his feed. “But I guess that’s resolved. Why have you suddenly agreed so readily?” He squinted at me as if he’d read the answer on my face. “You hate going to these things?”

      “Not always,” I said lightly, pouring myself a finger of my best vodka just to take the edge off. “Sometimes one of your self-described nemeses shows up, and you get humiliated. That’s always fun.”

      My father, the slick old dragon, whose hoard was said to be the most impressive in New York (although I doubted) cast me a bone dry smile. “Just don’t drink too much. You know how you get. I already have to talk you up. Pretend you’re actually doing something with your life.”

      “Anyway! Bye, dad!” I said in a tone of artificial cheer. “Thanks so much for stopping. See you later!”

      He smirked and made his way out and I didn’t watch him leave. I shook my shoulders and knocked the rest of my vodka. For the most part, I was used to dealing with my father and his keen and constant disappointment in me. But it had been getting worse...which was strange, because I had been taking on more responsibility. I had actually taken a hand in the design of some cars. I’d worked actual hours. Nepotism, sure. But I had been a sort of unpaid intern and I’d even been told I was good at it. It wasn’t like it was some natural intelligence. I’d grown up around my father’s company and I’d paid attention. I’d also been doing a lot of charity work but that never seem to count when it came to my father.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket and I smiled when I saw it was a text from Sierra.

      See you at the ball, prince charming.

      It was one of those flirtatious kinds of texts that she was prone to sending me. I always had to remind myself not to read too much into those. It played havoc with my heart if I was honest with myself. It was especially dangerous for me now with the prospect of this Edward guy on the horizon. But at least now I had something to look forward to: Sierra in a gown.
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* * *

      I wore a very good suit without a tie. It’s an acceptable look nowadays but one that my father absolutely despises, which was why I was wearing it. But I looked so good, it hardly mattered. I smelled good too as I stepped out of the car, this one driven by a chauffeur, and stepped out onto the sidewalk. I was known in the circles of business in New York and to some degree in social media circles just by virtue of being hot, young, and rich. I was just famous enough to show up in a magazine from time to time or on somebody’s Instagram. Tonight was one of those nights when I knew the pictures of my arrival would end up splashed around the internet, but not as much as other more notable guests. Still, I felt good walking down the carpet as the cameras flashed and I made my way inside to the banquet.

      I met my father just inside. He was with his girlfriend, Lana. Lana, I had no problem with. She was beautiful and age appropriate and she had always been kind to me. My only suspicions of her rested with wondering how anyone who was actually nice could possibly want a relationship with my father. On the other hand, my mother had somehow ended up sucked in and she had been a wonderful person as far as I was concerned.

      “No tie,” my father said. He sounded perfectly calm but I could see the flash in his eyes. He was actually pissed and his dragon was even a little angry. That was incredibly satisfying to me somehow. It was petty yes, but my father deserved some petty in his life.

      “No tie.” I grinned at him and he took my arm, slapping an artificial grin on his face as he introduced me to some new Important People, whoever they were. The crowd was mixed between humans and different sorts of shifters, not that the humans realized that unless they happened to have a toe in the magical world. Of the shifters, dragons were most predominant. That was because dragons did well with money. It was a cultural thing more than anything. We wanted big hoards, and that made us do well in business. We also tended to be a very tight knit community, as aristocrats go anyway, and our networking between ourselves gave us a leg up.

      I shook hands and sniffed out other dragons. At mixed events like this there was a weird unspoken kind of introduction that happened between shifters. There were a couple of people I didn’t know, new entries in the upper echelon of dragon shifters in New York. But my ears perked up when I heard my father say a certain name.

      “Jude, this is Eddie Didion,” my father said as a guy around my age who looked very slick and picture perfect for this crowd stuck out his hand. “The Didions? You might have come across each other in school. They’re out of Connecticut…”

      “Pleasure to meet you,” Eddie said. Eddie Didion. Edward Didion.

      This was the guy.

      He was very handsome, and he was smiling at me like we were already old pals.

      I hated his guts on sight.

      “Good to meet you,” I said. “I think we have a friend in common. Sierra Lowell?”

      I saw Eddie’s eyes flash and his expression faltered the slight bit. That was odd really because I hadn’t put any tone into it. I only wanted him to know that I knew Sierra. But I read his reaction quickly. I blinked, and it was gone. But it put me just a little bit on edge, considering he was already a rival even if he didn’t know it.

      “Oh yes, Sierra,” Eddie said. “Our parents go way back. We corresponded while she was in London.”

      “You corresponded,” I said, almost laughing at his formality. The guy was wearing a very nice tuxedo, and he was drinking wine.

      “She’s a very talented writer,” Eddie said.

      My father had mercifully disappeared into another cluster of rich dragon types and I was left on my own. My job would be to remain charming and talk to a variety of people. For all that my father was disappointed in me, I was just known and well liked enough to be an asset. He couldn’t deny that.

      “Have you seen her around here tonight?” I said, looking out among the crowd.

      I was trying my damndest to be civil, but I already wanted to punch the guy and he hadn’t even done anything yet. There was just something about his stupid blonde hair and the stupid cleft in his chin and the fact that they’d “corresponded.”

      Well, I’m probably getting married, Sierra had said.

      I hadn’t forgotten about that either.

      “Jude!” The voice of Justin rang out from the crowd. He was one of my friends from a little group of very wealthy youngish dragon shifters who were, well, mostly single at this point. A couple of them had just recently found their destined mates, it seemed. Justin was one of them. He’d ended up with a coder who had worked for him at his company and become a father twice over in one blow. It was the kind of scenario that gave me a bit of anxiety but seeing how happy he was, sometimes I wondered if I didn’t want that too. Now he came popping out of the crowd, his hair freshly cut in a dashing do. “Jude, hey! I didn’t think you’d be at this thing.”

      Justin clapped me on the back and I smiled, genuinely relieved to see a friendly face. “Yeah, I usually get out of it, but uh… Had incentive.”

      “Yeah?” Justin’s eyebrows rose. He was just a little bit rounder than he’d used to be. But he also looked so happy. Fatherhood agreed with him. “Female incentive?”

      “Sort of,” I murmured. “Shit, I need a drink.”

      “Come on,” Justin said, nodding to the bar. “Let’s get you set up.”

      I went with a vodka tonic, feeling something refreshing that might perk me up a little and I allowed myself some time to chill out with Justin on the side of things for a bit. There was still the dinner and awards ceremony to contend with and I’d have to sit with my father and his girlfriend for that unless award. I’d find Sierra and finagle a seat with her. Screw my father. I wondered if Justin might have a seat at his table…

      “So who’s the girl?” Justin said, as we stood around sipping our booze. “Must be an important one. You’ve been searching the crowd for her this whole time.”

      “She is important,” I muttered, and forced myself to give Justin my full attention. “Sierra?”

      I wasn’t sure if I’d ever mentioned Sierra before. My friends in the little club of wealthy dragons that we had together were pretty close and by virtue of us being dragons, we sometimes tend to close ourselves off. Dragons could be like that sometimes; emotional, fiery, but unwilling to explain themselves and open up to people. My friend, David, had been a lot like that until he’d found the right girl to break into his shattered heart. It was considered a minor miracle among the rest of us.

      “Oh, Sierra!” Justin said, his eyes lighting up. “I had no idea.”

      “I’ve mentioned her?” I said. I genuinely could not remember. I could see her coming up now and then in conversation, she had been such an integral part of my life for so long but Justin was looking at me like this was a huge deal I was not even aware of.

      “Have you mentioned her?” Just said, clapping me on the back again. “You talk about her constantly. Are you really not aware of this?”

      “Not, well…” I frowned, licking my lips. I was not always the most self-aware person in the world but I liked to think I was little more alert to my own fixations than this. “Yeah, I don’t know. I mean she’s been gone for two years, so maybe that’s why…”

      “Yes.” Justin knocked back the rest of his drink. “Buddy, we know. You’ve been mooning over Sierra every time you hang out with us. She was in London and you missed her. Well, I’m glad she’s back anyway. I hope it works out between you two.” He seemed to see something over my head and winced. “Shit, sorry. Nicole is giving me the come help me signal. Gotta go rescue my girl. Best of luck, man. And also don’t get too drunk. You always want to shift and things get crazy.” He winked at me and smiled and I would’ve been annoyed at the advice except that I knew Justin too well and also, he was probably right.

      “Hey, stranger.” Sierra voice sent tingles up my spine and I spun around, sighing in relief.

      “Thank God, you’re here,” I said. “I’m about to gouge my own eyes out.” I looked her up and down furtively. Sierra looked gorgeous as usual in a dark blue sheath that hugged her curves. I tried not to stare, but it was hard when she wore that purplish lipstick she liked to wear at night. I’d always liked to imagine what that color would look like in kiss-shaped marks all up and down my neck.

      “It’s not that bad,” Sierra said, in her scolding voice. She grabbed two glasses of champagne off a tray and handed me on. “This kinda shit might be annoying but it’s useful. I’ve made some good connections for my writing.”

      Somehow it really annoyed me that Sierra wasn’t as miserable at this thing as I was. It made me miss the old days when we’d been dragged to events like this as teenagers. Back then, we’d always had each other’s backs. It felt like some tiny betrayal that she wasn’t on my side. The more reasonable part of me thought that was ridiculous, of course. But I had a little booze already, and I wasn’t inclined to be gracious when I was roped into talking up my dad, who hated me, and playing the good son.

      “What about Eddie?” I said, biting down on the name. I was poking at something I shouldn’t be poking at. I knew that. “Good ole Eddie Didion? I met him. He’s very...slick.” I scoffed and shook my head.

      “Wow. Someone’s already formed an opinion.” Sierra was still smiling even as she shook her head. “You don’t even know him.”

      “No, we didn’t correspond,” I said. I’d already had one drink and now the champagne bubbles were hitting me on top of it. I wasn’t feeling like being charitable. “Correspond, he said. That’s the word he uses. How pretentious.”

      “Are you just going to talk bullshit all night?” Sierra said, eyeing me warily. “I haven’t seen you in forever and now you’re being a dick.”

      “I might!” I said loftily. “But for sure I’m going to get drunk so are you going to join me or what?”

      “Jude…” Sierra shook her head and her mouth turned down like she was so disappointed  in me, just like my father. “I’m not a kid anymore. I’m an adult, Jude. I actually have a job-”

      “Okay,” I said, nodding. “Right. Nice.”

      “Look, I’m sorry,” Sierra said.

      “No, you’re right.” I waved my glass of champagne around. I only partly meant it but I also entirely didn’t want to be in a fight with Sierra, not when she’d just come home. “Go be an adult. Really. I get it.”

      “We’ll fly together soon,” she said, resting a hand on my arm for a moment. “Like the old days. Okay?”

      I nodded. She had no idea how much I missed that. We used to fly together all the time; the two of us soaring in and out of the clouds, blowing little bits of flame at each other. I’d missed that so much since she had gone to London, it was an ache in my heart.

      “Good.” I smiled, and I tried to make it seem as genuine as possible. “Good okay.”

      “Okay.” A little ringlet of her long strawberry blonde hair fell over her eye and I wanted to curl it around my finger. She smelled good too. It was her familiar dragon scent that was as much home to me as my own, but it was also some perfume she hadn’t worn before. I wondered if she’d picked it up in London. “Okay, good.”

      Sierra walked away, and I watched her go. She was good with people. I observed her networking and schmoozing with shifters and humans alike and she had somehow become a natural at it in the last two years. The Sierra I remembered was timid at events like these. We’d drink and wander off to make trouble if only because she was so timid she didn’t want to speak to anyone. But now she’d bloomed. Despite myself, I smiled as I watched her move in the crowd. I was being a snarky asshole, sure. But I wanted Sierra to bloom. I wanted her to be the best version of herself even if it meant I might lose something.

      Out of some begrudging duty, I made some more rounds on behalf of dear old dad. I spoke to all the people I knew I was supposed to speak to, and I said the things I knew I was supposed to say. I played good son all the way up the beginning of the dinner because that would only involve me sitting and looking pretty anyway.

      “I’ll give you three hundred bucks for that bottle,” I said to the bartender, nodding at a bottle of champagne behind his bar. The bartender shrugged, and we made the trade. Everyone else was taking their seats for the dinner now and the lights had come up on the stage for the presentation. My dad was winning some small thing for throwing a lot of money at a few hospitals. Whatever. It was all just show so everyone could feel really good about themselves.

      I took my bottle of champagne and wandered off to sulk. There was a nice big pool out on the patio beyond the ballroom and I thought it might be nice to dip my feet.
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* * *

      “Hey, New York!” I shouted as I stumbled out onto the roof one empty bottle of champagne later. I could see the whole city from the top of the hotel. “It’s your most eligible bachelor! Woo!”

      I was maybe pretty drunk.

      Luckily, flying drunk as a dragon you can’t hurt yourself too badly as long as you can land, preferably in the park. The magical wards over Manhattan protected you very well from being seen by humans. I only knew this because I’d tested them multiple times. Only magic could possibly explain why humans had never seen me pulling the kinds of stunts I’d pulled as a young dragon.

      I shifted and took off, feeling the pleasant burn in my hind-legs as I pushed off from the ground. My head buzzed pleasantly as I soared up into the sky and flew above the clouds only to turn sharply down and faint towards the ground and then back up again.

      I flew pretty often. It gave me that feeling like racing cars.

      At some point now as I flew around, a bit more inebriated than I should have been, I decided it would be a good idea to get back to the patio with that nice pool and dip my feet or, why not, my whole body. It being so warm this summer in New York.

      The only thing about flying around as a drunk dragon is that inhibition thing. It was a little too easy to forget that wards or no, you should not be flying right into a human and shifter mixed even while shifted. But I wasn’t thinking about that now as I feinted now, aiming for the swimming pool. It was only as the cool water hit my giant dragon head that I thought better of my actions as a massive splash sent pool water splattering against the glass doors of the hotel.

      Mercifully there was nobody on the patio and I managed to shift back so quickly that it only appeared to the humans as if a person had perhaps cannon balled into the pool. That was a kind of saving grace but not really as the dinner was over by now and everyone was milling around, socializing and having drinks and now turning to stare at Jude Fairchild who was climbing out of the pool still in his designer suit.

      I threw open one of the doors and laughed as I walked in, seeing mouths drop everywhere and the rage-filled face of my father in the crowd. “It’s alright, everybody!” I said, throwing my hands up and dripping all over the floor. “I’m good! No dragons here!”

      “Oh my God, Jude!” Sierra said, suddenly appearing as if by magic to rescue me. She took my arm, looking annoyed as she hustled me towards the exit.

      My father was striding after us and now he turned to block my path as people turned back to the conversations, although some of them were no doubt too excited by the hubbub of somebody’s drunk and troublemaking son. “We’ll talk about this later,” he snarled at me as Sierra smiled tightly and led me away. “Don’t you worry about that.”

      “Looking forward to it, pops!” I said, laughing a little.

      “Jude,” Sierra said. “For the love of God, shut up.”
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      Jude was being ridiculous, and I was used to that, even if I hadn’t taken care of a drunk Jude in a long, long time. In fact, it was strange now to be taking care of a drunk Jude when I wasn’t drunk myself. But I’d been determined to use the opportunity of the stupid awards banquet to make some good writing connections and I had. Or at least, I’d made a couple and tried to network a bit more but my parents kept pulling me over to talk to Eddie as if I wasn’t spurning my duties by not entertaining him all night.

      It was the worst.

      In fact, a few times I’d looked around for Jude to save me from my parents but he had already wandered. Then he had crashed into the pool. Lucky for him, nobody knew a dragon had crashed into the pool. They’d seen a big dark blur out of the corner of their eyes for the most part, and then a hot young dude, wasted and soaking wet, had climbed out.

      Now he was in my car. Or rather, he was back in his car with me as his chauffeur drove us back to his place. There was a chilled bottle of water in the car and I handed it to him, sighing as he dripped all over his own upholstery. He was still soaking wet.

      Jude obeyed and gave me the puppy dog eyes I had never been able to resist since the sixth grade. “I’m sorry.”

      “I don’t think you have to apologize to me,” I said with a snort. “Your dad on the other hand…”

      “I don’t give a fuck about him,” Jude murmured.

      He did, of course. That was the problem. He gave a huge fuck about what his dad thought of him. I wasn’t even sure if he knew that though. Probably not.

      “You didn’t have to take me home,” Jude muttered. “You were doing your whole networking thing.”

      I smiled and pushed back a lock of his soaking wet hair. His dad would be telling him to get a haircut soon but I’d always liked his hair long. “Well, it’s not really a party unless Jude Fairchild gets wasted and makes a scene, now is it?”

      That was an exaggeration. It didn’t always happen, even when we were younger. Just if he was in the right mood...or the wrong one.

      At Jude’s place, I took his arm even though he was all wet, and escorted him to his place which I knew wasn’t necessary. He had a sad air about him. He wasn’t just being drunk Jude. But I couldn’t imagine what his problem was. I thought he’d be happy I was back now. I knew things had changed a little, but we were still best friends. I couldn’t let anything get in the way of that.

      “Gatorade,” I said, when we’d staggered into his loft. I kicked off my shoes, feeling somehow more at home at Jude’s place than I had at home since getting back.

      “Coffee,” Jude grumbled.

      “First Gatorade,” I said. “Stave off a hangover. Then coffee. You’re still drenched, by the way.”

      In my experience, Jude always kept hangover cures on hand just in case. He really didn’t go hard like this except when he had to deal with bullshit. He just had no patience for it. He probably shouldn’t have been doing it anymore. Although I got the feeling that whatever he was so mopey about was the real culprit.

      “Ugh.” Jude grunted, but he sat on a stool at his own kitchen counter and took the bottle I gave him. It was only then I noticed the scrape above his eye that was now bleeding.

      “When did you get that?” I muttered, tapping his head.

      “Climbing out of the pool,” Jude said, looking very pathetic.

      I really wasn’t sure how he managed to survive for two years without me but I only rolled my eyes and went about putting on coffee before fetching his First Aid kit.

      “What’s the matter, Judy?” I said, calling him by the name I’d used to tease him with. “You’re so sad. Usually even when you get drunk, you’re not like this.”

      “Just...nothing.” He got up from his stool, still sopping wet and I glared at him until he smirked and spun around to go to his room. He’d already gotten his stool all wet. I snorted a laugh and waited for the coffee, fixing it how he liked when it was done and making myself a cup.

      I took a sip of coffee and looked around his giant loft. It looked pretty much the same as I remembered, a couple of different art prints on the wall. We’d come home falling down laughing to this place a million times. It held a lot of my favorite memories as did both our parent’s houses despite everything.

      Jude came out in sweatpants and a t-shirt and somehow made it look sexy. He was really annoying like that.

      I had been trying to get over the crush I’d had on Jude since the sixth grade for the past two years. I thought I had. I’d done so well in London. I’d dated a lot, though it’s not as if I’d just sat around pining after Jude my whole life to begin with. But I’d grown. I’d begun to feel like maybe I could imagine a life that didn’t have Jude by my side and I’d even made myself believe that.

      It was only now as he gave me his charming smile and grabbed his coffee that I felt so perfectly at home and also like I would never truly be over Jude.

      It was foolish of me and I knew that. We’d just never had that kind of relationship and I knew very well he’d never thought of me that way. We’d fooled around a few times even. But nothing had ever come of it. I knew it was because I just wasn’t in his brain in that capacity. It made me want to call Eddie Didion on the spot and beg for a date. I needed to force myself to grow beyond Jude. I hated the thought that I’d been crazy about him this whole time with no hope in sight.

      But that was my problem. What I wanted to know was what Jude’s problem was. He did get stuck in sad periods sometimes. I don’t think he’d ever truly gotten over his mother’s death. I wondered if it had something to do with that. He’d been seventeen at the time. That made it years since but it didn’t seem like that long. I’m sure it didn’t to him either.

      “Talk to me,” I said, kicking him. “What’s wrong? I know it’s something.”

      “Just...sometimes I think I disappoint myself as much as I disappoint the old man,” Jude said. It made me want to cry and yet he’d smiled as he said it.

      “No,” I murmured. I wrapped him in a hug, being careful of his coffee and he held me there for a long moment, tightly. I’d missed this. I missed long hugs. Sometimes we even snuggled on the couch. Moments like that had made me think there was something more between us. But that had always been a pipe dream. I knew Jude as well as I knew anyone. He loved me. I was sure of that. But not in that passionate, romantic, full way I wanted. If I’d ever asked him to marry me, I think he’d even say yes if he thought I wanted that. Which I did. But I wanted him to want it too. He never would.

      But I wasn’t going to pine, dammit. I was too old now for pining.

      “Is your dad being worse than usual?” I said, trying to coax things out of him. I leaned back and I couldn’t help looking up at him with sad eyes. I found it hard to just go on with everyday life when Jude was unhappy. He’d once told me the same thing. We were too close. There had been times in London when I’d been horribly distracted only to end up texting with Jude and find out he was unhappy about something. We’d always had that kind of connection.

      “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “You’re not a disappointment,” I said softly, still leaning closely against him as we sipped our coffees. “Not to me. Don’t let him get in your head.”

      “It’s not just that, I…” He stopped and shook his head.

      “What?” I nudged him with my elbow and he shook his head.

      “I’m just drunk. Tell me about London? Did you have to deal with working for any tabloids? They’re really brutal over there.”

      “You’re trying to distract me,” I said. “But I know that means you really don’t want to talk right now. So we can talk about London.”

      We talked about London and then he told me about his work with the hospital kids that he kept getting more involved in. He’d brought some star athletes over to visit them, and his program was even beginning to branch out to other hospitals. It killed me that he did that kind of work all the time and was so dismissive of it. It was his dad in his head. I knew that and it pissed me off.

      After we drank our coffee, I patched up his forehead. We’d always done that for each other after all.
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* * *

      I hung out with Jude until he was a little more sobered up. It wasn’t exactly necessary, but I’d missed him so much and besides that, Jude was always sort of funny as booze wore off. He got all mumbly and sleepy and kept apologizing.

      By the time I get home, it was two in the morning. But as I let myself into my parent’s place I found myself frowning, still stuck on the source of Jude’s melancholy. I hated how he’d talked about himself. I’d always figured that Jude just needed more time than some to figure out his path in life. Lots of people were like that. He happened to be privileged enough that he didn’t have to worry about money and when he did figure out what he wanted to do, all roads would be open to him, for the most part. But his dad could be such a dick and I knew that was partly about his mother.

      Jude’s mother had died in a car wreck. Jude had been in the car at the time. It was a mechanical function. Jude’s father liked to point out that it had not been a Fairchild car, as if that was somehow important. Jude was badly hurt and when he woke up in the hospital, he got to hear that his mother had died beside him. He’d been driving at the time. I’d never been able to convince him that it was not his fault, neither could the accident report or the proof that it was the car and not the driver. He simply wouldn’t believe it. But what was worse was that his father seemed to agree. Their already rocky relationship had never been the same. Just when Jude had needed his father most and at a traumatic time of his life, his father was coldly turning against him.

      It was all I could think about as I fell asleep. I’d hoped to come home to Jude flourishing, but he had seemed so dejected tonight. I wanted to get to the bottom of it. I also needed to ignore my own dumb long unrequited feelings and focus on my own future.

      I finally passed out in my bed at three o’clock. I’d have just enough time for some solid sleep before I had to meet that editor for lunch. The thought filled me with excitement even as I dropped off into dreams.

      In the morning, however, I woke up earlier than I needed to. I actually tried to sleep in, worried that I’d be groggy for my important business lunch. But there was nothing doing. It was only eight so I’d slept just five hours, but I was wide awake now. On the bright side, it gave me time to drive out to the water and fly around for a bit. I’d become used to the London skies for flying and stretching my dragon legs, but it was nice to be in New York again.
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* * *

      Knock em’ dead!

      The text came from Jude. He was doubtless just now rolling out of bed as I stepped out of the car and made my way into the restaurant to meet Scott, the editor of Make, an online lifestyle magazine that was considered pretty prestigious. Apparently Scott had been impressed with my work in London. I’d just written a variety of pieces for different venues as part of my fellowship. It had given me a real leg up.

      Trust Jude to remember and send me a nice text. It made me feel all warm and fuzzy inside and I smiled to myself as I made my way to the table on the patio where Scott was waiting. He was a fox shifter apparently. I didn’t know other shifter scents. But it was something I’d heard in my shifter circle. It was always sort of nice when you found out somebody you were working with who was a shifter. There was an unspoken understanding between you suddenly.

      “Sierra!” Scott waved from his table and motioned me over. There were the usual meaningless pleasantries, and we ordered our food and finally things got down to business.

      I had to clench my fists under the table to quell my nerves. I’d had a few meetings like this in London but I still felt like some kid pretending to be an adult when I talked to editors or even other writers. My hope was to write lifestyle and cultural pieces and make a name for myself. I was on the right track according to my advisors on my fellowship. The only time I ever got really discouraged was when I talked to my parents about my career aspirations. They both seemed to treat the whole thing like it was a lark, a petty little hobby I was into before I took my rightful place as mate to some wealthy shifter. If I didn’t have to work, why would I? Weirdly, nobody ever said that to male dragons even when they were more than rich enough to retire.

      “Aren’t you friends with Jude Fairchild?” Scott said, dabbing his lips.

      My ears perked up. This did come up from time to time. I didn’t mind it. Jude was my oldest, dearest friend. When people asked about him, I was happy to talk him up. When they were snarky about him, dismissing him as some empty-headed, rich bad boy, I went into protective kill mode.

      “That’s right.” I took a sip of my iced tea and felt a little edgy suddenly. Scott hadn’t gotten around to what kind of piece he had in mind for me yet. I’d pitched him a few things because that’s how things usually went but he kept hedging. “I’ve known him since we were kids. I just saw him last night.”

      “I think you should write a piece about Jude,” Scott said. He smiled, and it wasn’t sly and I didn’t sense anything nefarious in his intent. But I wasn’t sure how to feel about the idea. Usually you didn’t want to be writing about someone you were so close to.

      “Kind of...conflict of interest, no?” I said, stating the obvious.

      “It wouldn’t be that kind of piece,” Scott said. “It would be something more personal. About you as much as about Jude. You know, our online magazine is popular in human circles but it’s especially popular among shifter circles. Not just in New York but around the whole country. Anyone that follows big name shifters knows who Jude Fairchild is. He’s kind of a hot name. And he’s interesting… Troubled relationship with his father, lots of potential but what is he doing with it? One of those people who always gets invited to the Met Gala…”

      “I’m not going to write a hit piece about my best friend,” I said, fiercely. I wasn’t angry but I could become angry very quickly if that’s where this was going to go.

      “I’m not asking for a hit piece,” Scott said sternly. “I’m asking for a story about Jude, the story of your friendship, what he’s up to nowadays… Maybe some memories about the two of you getting into trouble as kids? Something personal! Our readership would love it.”

      I licked my lips and sat back in my seat. If the piece was going to be about the two of us, it did make me a little nervous. But then again, I wasn’t about to not do something because it made me nervous. “I’ll have to talk to him about it. You know, I really wasn’t thinking I’d ever be writing about myself.”

      “I think you have a lot to say,” Scott said. “And our readers would be interested to hear it. Let me know in a couple days, alright?’

      “I will.” The rest of lunch passed more lightly, and I thought I acquitted myself pretty well.

      The second my meeting with Scott ended, I texted Jude. Even if things with him hadn’t fallen exactly back into place yet, it made me happy that my very first instinct was to tell him the meeting had gone well.

      Meeting was great! I have to talk to you. ;-)

      Jude responded immediately with a thumbs up and several other exuberant emojis. It was the kind of ambiguous kind of reply he was always giving. It probably meant he was busy, but he’d get back to me about meeting up.

      I was wearing fairly comfortable shoes, and I decided to walk home from the lunch. I’d missed New York when I’d been away. The weather here has been too warm and a little sticky since my return but just now it felt a little cooler so I found myself strolling leisurely all the way home which was a few miles.

      I was in a great mood as I let myself in and when I once again saw Eddie Didion with my parents in our sitting room, I immediately tensed up. It wasn’t that I didn’t like Eddie. I actually did. I just wasn’t sure what I wanted with him and I felt like I was being rushed. I didn’t much like coming home to find him there waiting for me so often unannounced either. We’d emailed back and forth but it had been so casual. I hadn’t promised him anything.

      “Hi,” I said, a little cooly as I walked in. I was stiff, still clutching my purse. I’d planned to go upstairs and scribble some ideas for this piece with Jude before I talked to him. But I was pretty sure a wrench was about to be thrown into my plans.

      “Hello there, beautiful,” Eddie said, tossing me a wink. He stood to kiss me on the cheek and I let him. He could be a bit charming. He was definitely charming my parents anyway. “I came by to say hello. Thought we might get a drink or dinner later?”

      I opened my mouth and had no idea how to answer. Eddie was everything a mate should be on paper. There was no reason not to give him a chance.

      Except Jude.

      I glanced over at my mother and she was giving me that pleading kind of look that meant I might be ruining my life if I didn’t give this a chance.

      “Um…” I cleared my throat and whipped out my phone. Jude hadn’t texted back yet. I’d sent him another message asking when he wanted to hang out but nothing.

      Are you going to wait your entire life for Jude Fairchild?

      “Okay, yeah,” I said, nodding.

      “Fantastic.” Eddie said, and reached down to squeeze my hand.

      “I’m just going to freshen up first though,” I said. I could hardly look at my parents. They seemed absurdly overjoyed that I was getting a drink with Eddie Didion.

      It was only as I climbed the stairs to my room that it occurred to me that maybe the reason Eddie Didion seemed overly attentive was because I’d grown up with Jude, who could be a little flaky and even distant sometimes. Whenever I’d really needed him, he has always been there for me. I think I was the only person on earth who could say that about Jude Fairchild. But he wasn’t one to wait around for you. Jude moved fast and if you looked away for a moment, he would be gone. Eddie wouldn’t be gone. Eddie was going to hang around until I finally gave him the time of day. Maybe that was good for me. It was nice to be chased after all. Jude was never going to chase me. Jude might chase every woman on earth except for me. But that was okay. We were friends, the best of friends. I would never want to lose that.

      Jude, when can you meet? I have to talk to you.

      By the time I came back from an early dinner with Eddie, Jude had still not replied.

      It was time for me to move on. I couldn’t keep pining for Jude my whole life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five: Jude

          

        

      

    

    
      I felt like such an ass when I woke up the next morning. I’d acted just like the misbehaving little punk my dad liked to think I was. It was like I’d walked right into his trap. I rolled out of bed and remembered climbing out of the pool at the hotel, soaking wet, all those important people my father wanted to impress looking at me like I was an idiot. My father had been so angry and yet it was exactly what he expected of me. Sometimes I thought he was almost relieved when I pulled some stunt. It meant I was right in the little box he liked to stick me into and never capable of climbing out of it. Trust me to meet his expectations exactly.

      But the worst part was that Sierra was clearly moving on with her life. She was accomplished, and she had further aspirations for something more than goofing around on the race track and getting drunk at important parties. How had I ever thought I was worthy of a woman like her? I knew her better than anyone and I knew I didn’t deserve Sierra.

      I couldn’t help brooding about this into the afternoon. Having nothing to do, I decided to visit one of the kid’s wards in one of the hospitals my charity program serviced. I wasn’t under allusions that sick little kids would be excited about me in particular unless I’d already taken them down to the track, but I’d become friendly with nurses and doctors in the kid’s wards. I already knew that the children perked up just having someone new visit them and I always bought some toys with me which was definitely the real draw.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Jude!” Nurse Evelyn greeted me in the quieter part of the children’s ward at Manhattan Memorial Hospital. I’d taken some of the kids there to the track and brought around a few celebrities I had connections with. I felt at home there just popping in with a bag full of goodies to brighten up some patient’s afternoons. “It’s so good to see you! We didn’t expect you today.”

      Nurse Evelyn was a bear shifter. We’d actually had drinks once. We’d actually fooled around once but it hadn’t gone any farther than that. I’d actually asked her out. She’d reminded me a little Sierra. But Evelyn had only laughed and said this shouldn’t go further than a one-night-stand because “she knew how I was.” It hadn’t made me feel great. Though it’s possible when she’d told me that I had heard Sierra saying it and not Evelyn.

      “I had a free afternoon,” I said, shrugging. The toys I had bought from a personal shopper. I kept them on hand just in case I decided to make a visit and now I carried them over my shoulder in a giant duffle. “Is it a good day for this?”

      “Yes…” Evelyn nodded. I was leaning on the unit clerk’s desk in the middle of the quiet ward. The place housed the kids who were doing the worst. It could be very rough and it still got to me. Evelyn was a cute redhead with little freckles across her nose. She always wore colorful scrubs with animals on them to cheer up the kids but now as she looked at me, I could see how sad she was. “Today would be good. We lost a couple kids…” She cleared her throat, and I felt my heart sink. It was obviously inevitable in this place but it was never easy to hear about. She told me about the kids who had recently died. I had met them before and it made me feel sick but I took a deep breath and sucked it up.

      “Okay.” I nodded firmly. “Good to know. Let’s make some smiles, huh?”

      There was a group of kids in the playroom. It was always a little bracing to walk into the big brightly painted room that had fairytale scenes depicted on the walls and toys and kid furniture and seeing children in hospital gowns hooked up to IVs or bald from chemo. But I was a little more used to it these days.

      “Jude!” A little boy named Isaac saw me and waved and I grinned.

      “Hey, guys!” I said. “So it’s Christmas in June today!”

      The next hour went well enough. It was shallow, probably, to think I could make them truly feel better with some toys. But I knew what my job was. I wasn’t the person who could help them come to terms with death or anything like that. I was just bringing them a little bit of joy on a dark day. Sometimes after one of these visits, I had to go flying to make myself feel better but other times it still got to me and I’d end up brooding and shedding a few tears for kids who didn’t deserve the shitty hand they’d been dealt.

      I was playing Legos with a couple boys, I’d met before. They were six and eight and they were probably going to be gone before another year passed but I tried not to think about that.

      Ethan was the eight-year-old, and he had the wide, bright eyes of a kid who believed in magic. He always wanted to talk about knights and wizards and werewolves and things like that. But he was human and so was Mickey, the six-year-old who got caught up in Ethan’s excitement. The two were a pair, both gaunt and weak and never able to play for a very long time. Sometimes it was all I could do not to spill everything and tell them that everything they believed in was actually real. It would have made them so happy.

      “Do you live in a castle?” Ethan said, and it made me smile as I pieced a few Legos together. The kids knew I’d paid for the toys and even if they didn’t know who I was exactly, they knew that I raced cars that I owned. They knew I was very rich.

      “It’s sort of like a castle,” I said, chuckling. “No moat or anything. Why don’t we build a castle?” I crawled up on my knees and pawed around in the big Lego box, looking for a kit for a Castle.

      “I want to live in a castle,” Ethan said, pushing out his lip. “Before I die.”

      My heart ached at that and Mickey piped up, “Me too!” He tended to just agree with whatever Ethan said.

      “But real castles don’t have dragons,” Ethan said sadly. “I mean...I know in fairy tales the dragon isn’t usually in the castle but sometimes there’s one in the woods or something? Or in a cave?”

      “I want to see a dragon,” Mickey added, looking very serious.

      That was when I got a really stupid idea. But the two of them were so little and sick with their big eyes and the dark circles under them and swimming in their too-big hospital gown. Mickey was hooked up to an oxygen tank. I couldn’t help myself and I didn’t want to. The Lego part of the play room was in the corner and the entire back wall lined with giant windows that looked out on the big alley and a mural painted on the opposite wing of the hospital so they would have something approaching a nice view. So it was...sort of hidden. The children’s ward was also on the tenth floor which was very low...but my little stunt would only be for a minute and anyway, I’d tested out the ward on Manhattan plenty of times before with much bigger acts of daredevil shifting.

      “Hey, Ethan...Mickey.” I bit my lip and eyed the windows and then met the boys steady gazes with my own. “I need you to do something for me.”

      I’ve found that little kids, especially ones that feel sick and helpless love to be given something to do or a task to follow through on. It makes them feel like they can do something.

      “I need you to stay right here, looking out these windows,” I said quietly. “I have to go now…” I checked my watched. I’d been hanging out with different kids for a few hours now. I’d even taken a break and had coffee with the nurses but it was probably about time I should be going. “But I want you to keep looking out these windows for me, okay?”

      It wasn’t really necessary for me to say but at least it gave them the idea that something exciting was about to happen. They nodded, looking very serious, and I grinned before wishing them and the other kids farewell and making my way out.

      I had to get to the roof and quick.

      “Jude!” That was Evelyn again. She was smiling now. Apparently I’d manage to cheer up even her, and now she touched my arm and bit her lip just as I was trying to back away toward the door. “Hey. We’re so glad you stopped by. You do such great work for the kids.”

      “Oh, it’s no problem,” I muttered, glancing toward the boys by the window. But when Evelyn squeezed my arm with a little more intention, I raised my eyebrows.

      “Listen, I was wondering…” She batted her eyes at me. She really was beautiful and yet in that moment I couldn’t even remember why I’d been interested before.

      She just wasn’t Sierra.

      “I was wondering if you still wanna go get dinner or something?” Evelyn said. “I feel like I… I didn’t give you a chance when I should have. I was just in a weird place and…”

      “Oh, that’s not a problem,” I said, dismissing it with a wave of my hand. “You know what, I’m pretty busy now? I’m just not really…” I swallowed. I had no decent excuse. I would never have turned down a date with Evelyn before. Even if I didn’t intend on anything long term, she was hot and pleasant to be around if nothing else.

      But since Sierra had come back from London, I just couldn’t pretend anymore. There was nobody for me but Sierra.

      I mumbled a few more excuses, practically making a run for it out the door.

      By the time I got up to the roof, I’d forgotten all about Evelyn but I could just imagine explaining what I was about to do to Sierra. She’d both love it and think I was crazy.

      On the roof of the hospital, I walked to the edge of the side where I knew that line of windows facing the children’s ward was. The magic wards on New York could hide a lot of things, but it wouldn’t be able to hide an encounter this close. The children would see it. They’d see it and they’d remember and they’d have it to hold onto. If some adults saw it too, well then adults would suddenly believe that dragons were real.

      I stood on the ledge of the building and all at once I shifted before hopping off and flying down to the tenth floor. There was just enough room between the two wings of the hospital for me to hover right at the windows. It took a little finagling, and every second seemed like another moment when the people of New York might finally realize that a whole lot of magical creatures resided alongside them. But I didn’t care now as I found my big, horned green dragon head level with the window where Ethan and Mickey were seeing me now, their mouths agape, their noses pressed to the glass. I saw the entire crowd of kids in the playroom run toward the window and I tossed them all a wink before flapping my great wings and shooting straight up into the sky and away from their dazzled gaze.
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* * *

      Something about visiting the kids really got to me and I found myself brooding when I got home, ignoring my phone. I’d had it set to airplane mode at the hospital. I never wanted the kids to feel like I had something more important to do but I didn’t want to worry about missed calls or anything either. Now at home, I made myself an espresso. I wasn’t about to go near booze after last night’s shenanigans although I knew I probably would soon enough.

      I found myself sipping my coffee and staring out my window as the sun was setting. I was thinking about how I might possibly convince my father to put a little more money into Fairchild Company’s charitable programs. I felt myself pulled in two directions when I thought about where I should devote most of my time. I was good with the car design. I’d learned on my feet, growing up inside the company and a voice in my head that sounded like a little boy wondered if my dad wouldn’t finally give me some credit if I devoted my time to it serious. Yet when I hung out with those kids, I felt like I was really doing something important. I also had ideas about doing work for shifter kids in particular. I was proud of my heritage as an aristocratic dragon shifter and all, but we did tend to ignore our own kind when they weren’t of our class. I didn’t like that feeling. I thought it needed to change. I was taking out my phone to text my friends in the Alpha Dragon Club when I remembered my phone was still on airplane mode after all this time. I snorted at my forgetfulness and turned it off, immediately seeing all the messages Sierra had left me. I’d only answered one earlier but now she wanted to meet up and I’d never answered.

      Oops.

      I can meet up anytime. Free tonight?

      Sierra replied quickly but when I saw her answer, it I felt a wave of jealousy roll through me: Sure, later. I’ll come over at 9. Out w/Eddie Didion now.

      Eddie Didion.

      I hated Didion.

      I didn’t have much to go on for a good reason to hate Eddie Didion yet, other than the obvious. But I still hated him with a passion.

      No- we’ll meet at Cones. 9pm.

      Sierra sent me an enthusiastic yes in response and I felt slightly vindicated. Cones was an ice cream parlor near her parents' place. It was like an old fashioned Victorian type of ice cream parlor with the scalloped awning and clerks wearing red and white stripes and straw hats. It had been a fixture for us growing up together. It felt like a sort of victory to know that no matter how perfect Eddie Didion was, he didn’t have this history with Sierra. Nobody had that but me.

      At nine o’clock I had a table for us at Cones and Sierra sat down in front of me with her own strawberry sundae, the same thing she’d been ordering there since the seventh grade, which was as long as we’d been coming here.

      “I thought you were flaking out on me today,” Sierra said, raising an eyebrow.

      “I wasn’t.” I rubbed my eyes and sighed even as I dug into my two scoops of black cherry. Sierra always got her old reliable strawberry sundae, but I was always trying something new, always looking for the next thing. It said a lot about who we both were as people really. “I went to see some terminal kids,” I mumbled. I still felt sad about that but I didn't feel like opening up about it.

      “Are you okay?” Sierra said. I thought I had a fairly blank look on my face but Sierra had read me perfectly, of course.

      “Yeah,” I said, shrugging. “I’m fine. So your meeting went well?”

      “Yes!” Sierra said brightly. Her reddish hair was blowing around in the breeze, catching the light, and it almost looked rose gold. Her eyes were a bright green usually, but today they almost looked hazel as they sparkled when she smiled.

      I had loved her since we were both eleven.

      “I actually have a proposal for you,” she said, licking her spoon. “But if you don’t want to do it, don’t feel like you have to.”

      She was ridiculous, my Sierra. As if there was anything in the world I wouldn’t do for her. She had new freckles dotting her cheeks. I noticed them now because that nurse had so many freckles.

      I liked Sierra’s freckles better.

      “What is it?” I said, leaning on my hand. I tried to tear my eyes away from Sierra and poked at my ice cream.

      “The editor wants me to write about you,” Sierra said, actually seeming nervous. It bothered me a little that she’d be nervous around me. We’d always been so comfortable around each other  before, even as I’d pined for her. “About us… I mean not that there’s an us, but you and me…”

      I smiled, a shit eating grin growing across my face. Sierra was so goddamn adorable when she was flustered. Not that she had any reason to be flustered with me. “Sure, I’ll do that.”

      “But I…” Sierra shook her head, seeming surprised. “It might be pretty personal? I didn’t know if-”

      “I don’t care.” I looked down at my black cherry and took a big bite. Sierra writing a big article about me meant she’d have to spend a lot of time with me. She used to before, of course. But she was clearly set on moving forward with her life and leaving the old days of us making trouble in her past. She was clearly going to leave me in her past and “probably marry” that slick douche, Eddie Didion. The thought was too painful to think about, but I could at least take advantage of such a perfect opportunity before she inevitably found a mate and became only a casual friend to run into at formal events. “I’ll do it. No problem.”

      “Really?” She beamed at me and it was like staring into the sun. “You’re the best, Jude.”

      “On one condition!” I said, holding up my spoon.

      “What?” Sierra said warily.

      It was around ten at night. For me, that often meant I was just getting started. I didn’t know what Sierra was like these days but I guess I’d find out.

      “Go flying with me tonight,” I said softly.

      “Jude,” Sierra said laughing. “I was going to ask you the same thing.”
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      Jude was singing as we walked to the park and I felt like a nervous teenage girl again as he slung his arm around me and turned his head to laugh into my hair. This was my favorite type of Jude. This was the Jude who was playful and funny, almost as if he was drunk even when he’d had nothing to drink but then abruptly he could turn on that serious kind of alpha charm and you’d sink into his eyes and want to melt into his arms. Not that we did that but sometimes I wanted to throw caution to the wind and risk completely fucking things up with my best friend in the world.

      “Did you date in London?” Jude said now, as we made our way through the park to our favorite deserted spot where we liked to shift and take off into the late night starry sky since we were kids.

      “Here and there,” I said. “Nothing serious.”

      “No,” Jude said, sighing. “Saving that for Eddie. Eddie is serious. Isn’t he?”

      “I know you’re protective of me,” I said, rolling my eyes. “But what’s the matter with Eddie?”

      Jude only shrugged and I couldn’t help but laugh. We’d always been like that with each other; constantly disapproving of the other’s new boyfriend or girlfriend. I couldn’t deny that there had always been something there between us, but I was never going to be the one to put myself out there like that. Jude had never been in love with anyone that I knew of. I couldn’t stand the thought of being another one of the notches on his bedpost. I didn’t think my heart would be able to take it.

      Jude looked like he was about to say something that might piss me off but then he only shook his head and deflated a little even his arm around me squeezed me a little tighter. “Nothing. I just… I’d like to, I don’t know, look into him. Make sure he’s on the up and up.”

      “My protector,” I said, but the assurance that he was always looking out for me did give me the warm and fuzzies even though I thought he was being a little silly.

      “I’m always your protector,” Jude said. I was going to joke around again, but he was looking so serious then as we walked between the trees. I knew he meant it. He’d always meant it. Now he winked at me in that dashing way of his, and gave me that same charming grin that had made panties drop all over Manhattan. “Come fly with me, Sierra.” Jude let me go and walked backwards in front of me and winked and then all at once he was that forest green dragon with the curved over horns on his head who I’d know since we were only the size of ponies.

      I shifted too, and it felt damn good. I’d had a little plot of vacant space outside London to shift in but there were very few dragons who lived there and shifters in general had to be a lot more careful than in New York. I’d missed this kind of freedom as I felt the pull and stretch of my muscles, my silver scales rippling as I took after Jude and flew up into the night.

      Just like that, nothing felt weird at all. We were both young again; just two young dragons playing around and chasing each other in and out of clouds, and flying so you’d have thought we were reaching for the stars. Birds shrieked and went soaring out of our way as we made the sky over Manhattan ours, staying well away from the low flying planes near the airports. The magical wards over New York were good and Jude had always been a whole lot more daring than me but why tempt fate? We flew toward the Lower East Side and feinted and soared up again over Wall Street and the Battery and over the water, looping in and around each other and it was so reflexive and so relaxing to fall into that easy dance with Jude. I felt as if I’d only just come home as I shared the sky with him.

      I couldn’t lie to myself and say that it wasn’t a turn-on too when we flew together. I’d met Jude in the sixth grade and not too long after that, puberty had followed. Jude had been at the center of my sexual awakening. He was my favorite sexual fantasy even if I knew I couldn’t keep him forever like that if I’d wanted to. Flying had always aroused me when it came to Jude. Not all dragons are equally good fliers and Jude was better than most. He could make thrillingly sharp turns and gain an impressive amount of speed. He could dive so steeply and then turn his snout up and shoot right back into the air. It was really a shame that humans didn’t know about us. They would have been so impressed by him. I suppose his flying talent had also made him a good race car driver, even if he wasn’t a professional. That kind of feel for movement was just a part of him somehow.

      Now Jude dove and turned, and I knew somehow that he was headed back to his place though we hadn’t discussed it. The two of us had always had sort of a mind meld with each other when it came to flying. We could anticipate each other’s moves. I felt the fire of my dragon hot inside me as I followed him to his building’s roof. I was more turned on by us flying together than I’d ever been before. I’d always been able to hide it but sometimes when my dragon got riled up, it was difficult to disguise. I’d made quick getaways after flying with Jude in the past, only to go home and touch myself, thinking of him or call up whatever guy I was seeing at the time.

      We landed neatly on Jude’s roof and he looked just as riled up and high on the flying as I was as I watched him shift back into his human form and throw his arms up in the air, howling into the night.

      “WOOOOO!” Jude hooted.

      That was the Jude I loved so much; happy and free and wild. I hated it when he was sad. I had landed on my hind legs and Jude ran toward me just as I shifted, laughing even as I felt myself back inside my human body. I had hardly gotten by bearing before Jude was throwing his arms around me and swinging me in a circle, as we laughed and shouted our pure joy at the rest of the city, the air warm but breezy.

      “Oh man, it’s been too long,” Jude said, still holding me around the waist as we caught our breath. My hair was flying around and it gave me a slightly crazy feeling, the two of us holding onto each other on the roof. Jude was beaming and staring into my eyes with the intense gaze he always got after he shifted and I felt that buzzing heat between my legs, not wanting to let him go.

      “Way too long,” I said softly. He started to let go, and I pulled him closer.

      We’d fooled around once when we’d been about seventeen. We’d both fumbled our way back into being friends and never really even talked about it, the two of us mutually and silently deciding that it was for the best.

      But I had been away from Jude so long and I had missed him so deeply. It had been a physical ache in my heart and now it was an ache all over. My head, which I usually listened to, told me to let go and laugh it off. But for once, my head wasn’t listening, and I pulled Jude a little closer, my eyes dropping to his mouth.

      Please.

      Jude…

      “Way, way too long,” Jude murmured. I could read the desire in him, it was practically radiating out of his pores and I pressed up against him but it was Jude who ducked his head and kissed me, the two of us melting into each other like we knew each other’s bodies so perfectly well and in some sense, I think we did.

      I had not kissed Jude since a New Years party four years ago and that had only been because we had no one else to kiss at the time and even that kiss had been something like magic to me, even if it meant nothing to him. But this kiss, for whatever reason, was something like fireworks and I felt like the heat inside me was rushing through my entire body as Jude pulled away just enough to nudge my mouth open, his arms encircling me.

      Jude…

      I remembered him being a good kisser but my knees were weak as he swept me up and his tongue licked into my mouth. His lips were hot and soft and then firm. He seemed able to take total control of the kiss and at the same time back off just enough to make me chase him. I was helpless in his arms and my legs buckled but then he was picking me up off the ground, half carrying me as he walked me backwards.

      Why was this happening now? I didn’t know and I didn’t care. I only wanted more as he pressed me up against the door to the stairs and I clutched at his back, feeling the heat of his skin through his t-shirt and his body that I knew so well. He’d put on a little more muscle but otherwise he was nearly as familiar to me as me. Even if we didn’t sleep together, we knew each other like the backs of our own hands.

      We leaned against the door, heatedly making out and pressed up against each other until Jude pulled back a little and I felt dizzy. If he hadn’t been holding me up, I might have fallen to the ground.

      “Sierra, are you… I….” He licked his lips and whatever he was going to say about how this couldn’t be more than what it was in the moment was not what I wanted to hear, so I kissed him again, cutting him off.

      “Don’t talk,” I said against his mouth, my palms sliding up and down his back. The one and only time we had been together at all, we had been so young. But Jude was a man now and his man’s body was enfolding me, promising me the kind of ecstasy I’d only ever fantasized about. “Don’t talk about it, Jude. Just take me to bed.” I kissed him once and his lips slid slowly over mine, the heat and pressure building up and making me desperate for some release. “Just take me to bed. Please.”

      Sometimes Jude listened and sometimes he didn’t but he followed my request and didn’t speak now as he hooked his arm under my legs and picked me up like I weighed nothing and I saw the look in his dark eyes that was as heated as I felt.

      Jude’s place was the top floor which meant he only had to climb down one flight of stairs to get to his door but I was still both turned on and impressed by how easily and swiftly he managed it while carrying me in his arms. At his actual door, he fumbled with his keys for a moment and I saw him seem almost nervous, his breath short and his eyelashes fluttering as he finally threw the door open and let us in, stalking over to his bed. behind a brick partition in the back of his loft. I’d slept in Jude’s bed plenty of times for one reason or another or because I was taking care of him while he was sick or I was sleeping one off in our wilder days.

      But everything felt inherently different now as he tossed me into the bed and I bounced gently as I kicked off my shoes, our eyes locked on each other.

      Jude took off his shirt, and I gasped a little at the sight of his broad chest. He’d always been relatively smooth but now he had a thicker thatch of dark chest hair than I could remember ever seeing before, the muscles he’d been developing thicker, his abdomen rippling as he breathed, hovering over me.

      “Are you sure?” Jude said as he kicked off his shoes and knelt on the bed.

      “Yes,” I whispered. I was so sure, I was a little embarrassed by just how sure I was.

      I squirmed on the bed. Jude always had the silkiest bedding. The both of us were used to luxurious things but I could swear he had his linens custom made or shipped in from some remote place where they were made by hand by some artisan of comfort. His duvet was so soft on my skin and I sighed, pressing back into it, full of anticipation, my clit already throbbing.

      I was wearing a summery yellow skirt and a thin white t-shirt and I spread my legs, looking up at Jude, encouraging him.

      It was crazy that we were doing this and I knew that and right now I couldn’t sum up the will to care as Jude’s hands slid up the back of calves and he pushed up my skirt. My heart hammered in my chest and I hated the lump that grew in my throat, tears threatening to spill for my eyes.

      I was horny as hell, sure. It was crude, but it was the truth. Flying with Jude after so long away had aroused me like nothing else, but that didn’t mean my feelings weren’t in the way.

      This was Jude. If I was honest with myself, he was the love of my life. I could buckle down and marry the right guy and settle down with someone stable who my parents approved of and who would devote themselves to me and have just the right kind of life… But nobody else would make me feel the way Jude did and looking up into his eyes as he bit his lip and slid his hands up my thighs, I knew that as surely as I knew my own name.

      Jude slid my skirt up so it bunched around my waist and then he climbed on top of me and I gasped a little, throwing my head back. It was such a simple thing, but I loved the sensation of a muscular man on top of me and I spread my legs and let him nestle between them, turning my head to see his bulging bicep as he held himself and looked down at me.

      We weren’t going to talk about this. But it didn’t feel too strange. In fact, it felt perfectly right now as Jude pushed up my shirt and helped me take it off. He helped me off with my bra and when he looked down at the very thin golden chain I was wearing with the dragon head charm that now nestled between my breasts, I saw his lips part. He leaned down and kissed my collar bone and a bit of the golden chain came between his tongue and my skin. Just that little bit of gold was enough to push me toward the edge already.

      The first time I’d ever masturbated was after I saw Jude wearing a golden bracelet. It had been his first contribution to his hoard, he told me. I’d become fixated on it and only thankful when he stopped wearing it. It was just too much for me to take. And now I was the one in gold and he was licking my skin and tongue kissing me, playing the chain along his tongue and driving me crazy as he worked his way down to my breasts. I arched up into him and pulled him closer and I heard the little hiccup in his breathing just before he curled the chain around his thumb and drew it over my nipple only to duck his head and suck a kiss there. Jude’s mouth and gold and all of it together after flying was too much and I shook with the pleasure of it and he shifted a little so I could feel his engorged cock pressing up against me.

      “Jude, yes… God, please…” I could hardly speak, I was so breathless. “I...I can’t...I need you…”

      I shut my mouth tight and felt a tear leak from my eye. Hopefully that had only sounded sexual, but I had meant it in every way.

      I need you.

      Jude listened and scrambled to unbuckle his belt and shove his pants and boxer briefs down and I shimmied out of my skirt and panties and then the two of us were naked together and I sniffed, moving to wipe a tear away when Jude moved over me. His head had been turned, and I was hoping he wouldn’t notice how emotional I was. It was dark enough that we couldn’t clearly see each other’s faces but I could feel him, the protective strength of him and his sure hands slid up the backs of my legs again, making me shiver before he slid inside me all at once.

      Jude and I breathed each other’s air and when he thrusted inside me and stopped cold, as deep as he could be, we clung to each other. I felt as if this was the full completion of what we’d always been and just as quickly dismissed the thought.

      Just this once, I thought.

      “Are you okay?” Jude said, his voice cracking as he looked down at me. His gazed over me; my mouth, my breasts, the curve of my neck. “You’re shaking.”

      “I’m fine,” I breathed. “Don’t stop.”

      I was so close already but I didn’t want to come. Jude moved, slowly pulling out a little and plunging back in and I wrapped my arms around him, holding him fast with my legs. My mind and heart were in a riot.

      “Sierra,” Jude whispered, and just Jude saying my name pushed me over the edge as an overwhelming lightning bolt of pleasure rushed through me and I threw my head back and moaned as Jude ducked his head, tongue kissing my throat.  “Sierra…”

      “Jude, God…” He rocked harder into me and my orgasm seemed to go on and on, making tears slide  down my face as I shook, now oversensitive and almost pained as Jude continued to fill me. I didn’t want him to stop. I wanted it to go on forever so we’d never have to ask what it meant and I would never have to be heartbroken. I clamped onto him, squeezing my eyes shut and moaned Jude’s name and he cried out and I felt him pulse inside me, filling me with himself as our sweat slicked bodies melted into each other. “Jude...Jude…”

      As we both came down from the high of our shared bliss, I felt a terrible sense of loss. I wanted to hold onto him forever. I wouldn’t lose my friend, not over a night of sex. I knew that. But it would change things and it would break my heart. So when Jude pulled out but remained there, holding me, his thumb absently grazing my breast, I didn’t speak. I closed my eyes and hoped he wouldn’t move.

      He doesn’t love you like that, my mind said. I couldn’t push away the thought as it abruptly thundered in my head. Get out before he has to tell you…

      “Sierra?” Just the sound of Jude’s voice after that made me want to cry again. I could already hear him saying it in my head. I knew him too well. I mattered to him the most as a friend, but this, this would mean nothing to him.

      I heard myself saying,”I should go.” My voice sounded strange and unlike itself but with every bit of will power I could muster, I moved out from beneath him and rolled out of the bed.

      “Sierra?” Jude said, turning over and resting back on his elbows as I scrambled around to put on my clothes. He looked so casual. He looked just like I’d expected him to really. “Are you alright?” His eyes were wide. He was concerned, and I saw that kindness in him that too many people didn’t know about unless they were terminal kids in one of New York’s hospitals.

      “Of course, I’m alright!” But my voice sounded strange even to me. “Some homecoming, huh?” I laughed and it sounded so artificial. It was the first time I could remember feeling like I was lying to Jude in maybe ten years.

      “Yeah…” Jude was trying to lock his gaze on me and I avoided it as I zipped on my skirt and put on my bra. “As long as  we’re good,” he murmured.

      “Of course, we’re good!” I said, but that felt like a lie too.

      I didn’t say goodbye before I left.
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      When I was seventeen, my mother died in a car accident that also put me in the hospital. I was driving the car which had apparently been defective. I don’t remember much of the accident. I’ve never been able to figure out if that was a blessing or a curse. I remember waking up in the hospital and seeing Sierra’s face because she’d shown up at our house to see me just as my father was leaving for the hospital. It was Sierra who broke the news to me that my mother was dead. I don’t know how she did it. We were both so young. I wouldn’t ever want to have to do it for her even now, though I would if I had to. But I’ve always been grateful that it was Sierra who told me and that she was with me in that moment. She was the one who held me as I broke down sobbing and she’s always been the one trying to convince me it wasn’t my fault. My mother, a beautiful and fierce dragon...brought down by something as stupid as a car accident. It hadn’t seemed possible so I would look for reasons that usually came down to me.

      Maybe it was that moment that absolutely solidified for me that Sierra was The One.

      Of course, I’d have to be stupid enough to let my love and desire for her get in the way of good sense.

      I blame it on us being apart for two years. It built up some kind of tension between us, coupled with this Eddie guy and the inevitability of their coupling. The macho, alpha part of me couldn’t help but triumph a little bit: At least I got there first.

      But she had gone. She’d walked out the door, acting weird and awkward and like maybe she already regretted it and things would never be the same.

      I lay in bed for a while, brooding about the whole thing yet unable to regret having felt so incredibly close to Sierra even given the potential consequences. At least, for a few moments, I’d been able to feel what it would be like between us.

      I fell asleep wishing she had stayed.
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* * *

      In the morning, all my memories of Sierra washed over me and I jerked off in the sheets, remembering the taste and sensation of her breast in my mouth and that little gold chain… I came with her name on my lips and rolled out of the sticky sheets, slinking off to the shower.

      I stood under the water and turned it up as hot as I could stand, memories of Sierra’s body beneath me visceral in my mind. I could still feel what it was like to be inside her, to fill her and feel her meld with me. But if I was smart, I would lock that memory up and go find another girl to share my bed. It wasn’t as if that was hard and maybe it would help me not to linger on what I couldn’t have. It wasn’t as if Sierra wasn’t going to bed Eddie sometime soon probably. Though the thought made me want to breathe fire on all of New York.

      I was dressed and planning to go get some coffee from the good place down the street and clear my head when I heard my door shut.

      Shit.

      My dad just loved to show up unannounced. He considered it a real power move to just walk into my place without knocking. I braced myself, feeling too raw to have to deal with my dad right now. I checked my hair in the mirror in my room and slipped on my shoes before walking out into the expanse of my living room where my father was already heading to the kitchen.

      “Dad?” I said. “It’s a little early.”

      My father checked his watch and raised an eyebrow at me as he threw open my fridge. “It’s eight.”

      “That is a little early.” I sighed and sat down at the counter, hoping this wouldn’t take long. I wanted to get the good espresso from Rupio’s and I rubbed my eyes.

      “I didn’t expect you up actually,” my dad said.

      “Why would you come over if you didn’t expect me up?”

      “Like to keep you on your toes.” He took a bottle of pomegranate juice out of my fridge and poured it into a glass, taking a long drink and giving me the firm and steady gaze he reserved for enemies in business...and his son. “Everyone’s still talking about the little water show you put on at the banquet.”

      “Really?” I glared at him as he drank my juice. “Because I know that crowd and I’m pretty sure they forgot about it five minutes after it happened.”

      “Despite the scene,” my dad said, practically gritting his teeth,”your presence is requested at the unveiling of the Fairchild Wing at Mercy West. Despite...my own protestations-”

      I rolled my eyes. My dad loves to sound as pretentious as possible when he’s asking me to do something.

      “They want you there because of that stuff you do with the kids.” He mumbled the last bit. I think it killed him a little that literally anything I did that didn’t earn a wage could possibly be recognized as valuable. I couldn’t help but smirk, even though it meant going to yet another charity event with my father.

      I wondered what he would think about me showing a whole bunch of sick, totally human children my dragon. He’d lose his shit. It would almost be worth it but I didn’t need the hassle either.

      “About that,” I said slowly. I’d been intending to introduce the idea of expanding Fairchild’s charity work to my father. I hadn’t exactly been looking forward to it. “What if Fairchild...did more?”

      My dad only blinked at me, stone cold. I rolled my eyes and went on. “Charitably speaking-”

      “Do you know how much money I’ve just given to Mercy West?” My dad said darkly. “And this work you do with the kids-”

      “I’m pretty sure you gave the absolute minimum you could give to get your name on a wing,” I said, unable to hold back the snark. “And my work with the kids costs exactly nothing except the payroll for the crew to take out the cars on the track that are already there. It’s not like we pay the celebrities I bring in. I just think there’s so much more we could do and then I was thinking about some kind of under the radar services for under-privileged shifters-”

      My dad snorted and actually rolled his eyes. “Jude…”

      “What?” I said. “It wouldn’t be hard to keep apart from anything else. It’s not as if shifters don’t have all kinds of transactions between them off the books anyway. This would just be a small charitable function. There are a lot of shifter kids on the streets and they don’t get the services they need because they’re afraid of attracting too much human attention-”

      “Jude.” My father was glaring at me. Even for him, he seemed unnecessarily pissed that I was even suggesting this idea and took me aback. “I know what you’re doing. You’re trying to make some big point like I don’t care about poor people or… You’re trying to show me up!”

      “Not everything is about you, dad.” My dragon’s fire roiled inside me. I did happen to think he didn’t care about anyone but himself, but that was beside the point. He would refuse to give away more money when he was drowning in the stuff just to make a point to me. It was so typical of him and it made me want to shift and go at it. Sometimes it felt as if that was inevitable between us.

      “Right, I’m the one making it all about me,” my dad said, slamming his glass down. “You sit around here and play with some car designs and some sick kids and act like what you’re doing is important.”

      “Oh my God,” I murmured into my hand.

      “Still sulking about your mother-”

      “Don’t.” It was a warning and I meant it but when my father looked at me, I could tell he was just pleased he was getting a rise out of me. “Don’t bring her up. Dad…”

      “You need to move on,” my father said.

      That he somehow managed to say that with a straight face took me back so much that I burst out laughing and I saw his eyes flash as he seemed to grow a little taller, looming over me as I sat at the counter. I felt weary and older than my years. We’d had this fight so many times already. We had not stopped having this fight since I was seventeen.

      “I’d like to,” I said, sounding a little more shaky than I wanted. I stood up and flexed, the corner of my mouth turning up because I was taller than my father as much as he’d always seemed a little unpleasantly larger than life to me. “You won’t let me.”

      “That’s a lie,” my father hissed. “You use her as an excuse to do nothing. Oh poor motherless boy… Well, if only someone else had been driving that day-”

      “Fuck you!” I shouted, sweeping my arm across the counter and knocking the few glasses and a decorative case that had sat on it shattering to the floor. “It wasn’t my fault!”

      “But you don’t believe that anymore than I do,” my dad whispered. “Do you?”

      He smiled and shook his head and in that moment, I wanted to kill him. The thing was, I’d gone over the accident with the insurance people, mechanics, people who done complete forensics on anything.

      It had not been my fault. But I couldn’t believe that anymore than my father and he knew it.

      He looked so pleased now and I couldn’t think of a single thing to say. I’d always felt like I could win any fight, human or dragon. I welcomed it. I was strong and I was fearless, especially when I was shifted. But I’d never really known how to win against my father.

      He knew that and he looked pleased about it now, as the corner of his mouth turned up and he softly said, “You really think Sierra Lowell would choose you? You haven’t amounted to a goddamn thing. All the opportunity in the world, and what have you done with it? My little disappointment.”

      That did it. I felt like my heart was cracking and I couldn’t sum up a single word but it didn’t matter now as my father straightened his suit jacket and made his way to the door.

      “Mercy West,” my father said as he made his way to the door. “Wednesday night. I’ll have my assistant send you the details.”

      The door slammed and he was gone.
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      I kept telling myself that sleeping with Jude had been inevitable, after all our years as such close friends. I’d always been smarter than that even while somewhat pining after Jude and trying not to. But being gone so long had shaken up our dynamic. Couple that with how riled up I could get while flying… I just had to be a big girl about it and smooth things over. It was going to feel weird, but we’d get through it. It wasn’t as if we hadn’t had fights and strange moments before.

      I went home and gave myself an inner pep talk about the whole thing. I was chasing my own future and I knew what I wanted from it. I wanted a mate who I could love who would love me and I did like the traditions of being a dragon in our circles...even if it was sometimes just a little too stifling. All the pressure my parents put on me sometimes made me feel as if I was choking. But it was hard not to let go of that expectation and I didn’t want to displease my parents. For all our faults, they wanted the best for me and I wanted to make them happy too.

      At home, I took a quick shower and changed into my comfiest jammies and crawled into bed. But when I got under the covers and closed my eyes, all I could imagine was Jude’s hands all over me.

      In the morning, I dragged myself out of bed and immediately opened my laptop to shoot an email over to Scott and tell him I was definitely doing the piece on Jude. It would be weird at first but maybe having some kind of job to focus on would actually help us put this awkwardness behind us.

      It had to. I couldn’t lose my best friend. I couldn’t even imagine a life where Jude wasn’t my best friend.

      I had to have faith in our friendship, I told myself. I couldn’t let my own feelings get in the way. I’d just focus on that and the future. Although if my parents had a say in things, I wouldn’t need to chase my future. They’d tie me down and foist it on me.

      “Good morning, darling!” My parents were having coffee in the sitting room when I came down, dressed for the day and they both looked up at me with big smiles on their faces. I could tell they wanted something. My dad hadn’t looked up from his morning paper in probably twenty years.

      “Hi,” I said tentatively.

      “You’re coming with us to brunch,” my mother informed me. “At the club. Eddie is coming. Won’t that be nice?”

      I took a deep breath and said, “Good.”

      Perhaps, in the end, sleeping with Jude had been something I just needed to do. Maybe it was something to get out of my system before I could move on to whatever lay in store. My parents looked absurdly pleased at my reaction, beaming at each other and then at me as I sat down with my coffee and whipped out my phone to see what was happening in the world.

      By ten o’clock we were being seated at one of the better tables on the courtyard at my parent’s country club. The place was equal parts shifter and human, not that the humans knew that. But there was always a little winking going on between the shifters when they socialized in such settings and we tended to cluster.

      I was just taking the first sip of my mimosa when Eddie arrived, looking like a GQ model for a summer spread in a light yellow suit that somehow worked, especially with his blonde hair. He kissed me on the cheek and I smiled as he took his seat.

      “Sierra,” Eddie said. “You look absolutely ravishing.”

      I don’t know why when Jude said that to people, and I knew he was just charming them it seemed endearing but from Eddie…

      You’re looking for flaws.

      I shook myself. It was true. Eddie was everything I wanted in a mate. He was an up and comer in the business world and even if money didn’t matter to me like it did my parents, I did appreciate the stability. He went after what he wanted. He wasn’t afraid to show his interest. He was strong, but he wasn’t an asshole. He was perfect.

      “Thank you,” I said, giving him a genuine smile. I shifted a little closer as if forcing myself to embrace him as a prospect.

      Not that there weren’t others attempting to force me…

      “You know what I thought for you two,” my mother said. “There is a jazz show in the park this weekend…”

      There went my mother, setting us up on dates. Not that we were even dating, but I needed to stop stringing the guy along and I knew that. There was also the Draceryn Gathering coming up and I was thinking it would be the right opportunity for Eddie to take me out officially. Pull the Band-Aid off and really give this a shot. The Draceryn Gathering was a very old tradition among dragon shifters of some nobility and still celebrated by us socialite types. It was held at a massive estate on Long Island every year. Nowadays it was really just an excuse to schmooze, but it was sort of nice to that communal shifter element and we’d all fly together and sometimes there were friendly duels. As a kid, I’d always loved it but I guess I was sort of a nerdy kid.

      I smiled to myself, thinking of the old days of Jude and I running around the Draceryn Gathering, flying over the adults heads while they were still drinking cocktails and setting fires we had to put out again before we destroyed the place. This year’s would never be as fun as that.

      I love him.

      I downed the rest of my mimosa, attempting to numb myself a little and make that thought go away.

      “Jude Fairchild?” Eddie said. I’d lost track of the conversation and now my ears perked up and I sat up straight. “Yes, I met him at the New York Good Citizen’s Banquet? I don’t think he likes me very much.”

      I saw my mother about to speak and managed to speak first. “He’s my best friend,” I said. “He’s just a little protective.”

      “We think she needs a better class of friend,” my father said. They’d had some wine now, and they were loose but not drunk. Still, I pursed my lips. Jude was protective of me but I was also protective of Jude. I didn’t like anyone speaking badly of him, particularly my parents.

      “Ugh, the two of them have been thick as thieves almost their whole lives,” my mother said, rolling her eyes. “New York’s favorite bad boy dragon. And about as reliable as you might imagine.”

      “He does a lot of work with terminal kids, mother,” I said, practically growling.

      “Yes, well that’s very nice,” my mother said. “He races cars around and plays with them. I’m not sure I’d call it work.”

      “He’s always been very flighty,” my father said.

      “And you two are quite close, huh?” Eddie said. He was squinting in a funny way. He almost looked angry but even he were jealous, it seemed like a silly reaction to be angry.

      “Yes,” I said. “Best friends.”

      Oh yeah, also we just banged.

      But I wouldn’t go into that. Eddie and I weren’t officially dating yet, and I didn’t think I owed him a goddamn thing even if we would be soon. I squinted at him myself now and imagined him as a father. He looked like one. Eddie would probably be good at it. He seemed so responsible and stable.

      When the server came by, I ordered another mimosa.

      “You know what we should do!” My mother said now just as I was finishing the last of my Crab Benedict. “Let’s all go flying.”

      I almost choked on my crap and looked around the table with wide eyes. “All four of us? Together?”

      My father looked like he was about to cry. “I think that’s a wonderful idea.”

      Eddie looked very pleased and then all three of them looked at me expectantly as I chewed and swallowed.

      The subtext was that this would be just an ordinary flight. The parents of a young maiden dragon taking an eligible male dragon out flying was an old fashioned tradition just like that Draceryn Gathering. It meant they were giving Eddie their blessing to court me. Originally anyway, that’s what it meant. These days the subtext was more like they were begging Eddie to take me as his mate. I couldn’t see how it wasn’t absolutely mortifying, but I was the only one at the table who didn’t seem exceptionally pleased.

      You’re afraid you won’t love Eddie as much as Jude, I told myself. But you won’t know unless you try. And it would be so much easier...

      “Sure,” I said, feeling the full weight of my parents’ expectations on my shoulders. “Why not?”
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* * *

      I’d been away two years and I told myself my anxiety about what came next in my life was just the regular kind of cold feet anyone would feel as a young person embarking on real adulthood. I would find a good mate and get married and I’d still be able to write and chase my career. I’d just have this whole other life that went with it. Maybe it would be with Eddie, but maybe not. Yet on our way back to my parent’s car that was going to take us out to a remote parkland area outside Manhattan where we would feel freer to fly, Eddie took my hand in his and it was nice, I thought, to not be worrying about it meant and how it might affect a friendship or any of that stressful bullshit. It was just a solid hand in mind and a smile that went with it. I took a deep breath and in the car, I let Eddie keep holding my hand.

      I didn’t know what anyone else was talking about in the car, I was focusing on just trying to relax and go with the inevitable flow, but when we pulled over and the four of us got out and strolled up a grassy knoll to a little hill top where we could shift, I felt like I saw my entire life laid out in front of me. It was scary, yes. But I thought I was ready for it. I just had to trust myself and take a chance.

      Eddie squeezed my hand gave me the dazzling grin of a handsome man who is used to getting what he wants. All four of us shifted and Eddie and I let my parents take off first, the two of them soaring into the sky. Dragons’ scales fade a bit as they get older and I tried not to let myself get sad at the lighter, somewhat grayer color of my parents’ scales and their more sluggish way of flying these days. It was partly down to them just not shifting very often. But that was typical of my parents. They were all about the traditions of aristocratic shifters but sometimes I wondered if they’d forgotten what it all meant. It had always been clear to me, that I was closer to my dragon nature because I was friends with Jude who seemed to understand it and appreciate it more genuinely than both of our parents and a lot of their friends. We embraced our true dragons, fire and all. After all, if we didn’t do that, what good were the traditions?

      The four of us flew high. Typically when you shifted and took off into flight, you flew straight up and then around. It was sort of like an opening salvo. I found myself competing with Edward as the two of us soared straight up and we were neck and neck, but then he pulled ahead, his deep red scales glimmering in the sun as he blurred by me and looped around and dove again. He was a very good flier. I still thought Jude was better, but perhaps I was too biased on that point.

      My parents didn’t do anything fancy. At their age, they were just content to calmly soar the skies and watch Eddie showboat. It was very good flying, even if it was obviously a big, flashy move to impress me. In fact, there was something nice about that. I was used to inwardly pining away. Before I’d gone away to London, it had become something I didn’t even think about much. I’d just accepted it as my secret little heart ache. If I thought about too much, then it would hurt. But for the most part, my friendship with Jude had never been heartbreaking to me. It had been something solid, my constant that I’d always held onto.

      I watched Eddie flip around and blow a little plume of fire in my direction and I chased him and the two of us wove around each other, occasionally ramming into each other by accident or turning suddenly and clashing horns. It was sort of amusing. We just weren’t synced to each other like Jude and I were but that was hardly surprising. Jude and I had been flying together since childhood after all. I couldn’t expect the same almost telepathic sense of unity with Eddie, who I’d only known about a year, and that included all the emails.

      Finally we came around and landed. I at least wasn’t riled up at all. The last thing I needed was to be turned on anywhere near my parents. But I did think Eddie looked good as we shifted back and made our way back to the car. He looked sort of rugged, his hair blowing around and his eyes bright. He rested a hand on the small of my back and we chatted and laughed as we climbed back in the car and made our way home.
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* * *

      “Oh, he is just a dream,” my mother said. I could swear sometimes, she sounded like a mom from the 1950s, and not the present day.

      We were eating dinner that evening at the table. My parents hadn’t stopped talking about Eddie. Once I just sort of shook off the way they were pressuring me, I could sort of appreciate how much they liked him. Why wouldn’t they? He was perfect.

      “He really would make such a good mate, Sierra,” my father said over his glass of wine. Our dining room was lit by candle light. It was a narrow and drafty room already and for a moment, it felt a little like the walls were closing in.

      “I know we’re driving you crazy, darling,” my mother said, chuckling to herself. It was a rare moment of self-awareness and I raised an eyebrow, a little pleased. “But we just want the best for you. I want you to find the one. Your true mate. Do you know they say that a dragon shifter’s fire when breathed for the sake of his true mate, is incredibly powerful? It can break curses, it can stop armies… That was the old lore anyhow. Isn’t that the kind of love you want?”

      I actually found myself smiling, and I nodded before sipping my wine.

      “Yes,” I said. “It is.”
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      I spent most of the day feeling pretty shitty. My dad had a way of getting under my skin. If any other guy said the things my dad had said to me and tried to make me feel that worthless, I would have laughed in their face and socked them into next Tuesday. Unless they were a dragon, then I would have shifted and challenged them and we would have gone at it with tooth and claw. But my dad was my dad. Whenever he spoke to me, I didn’t quite feel like an adult. I felt like a dumb kid again; a kid under my father’s thumb. I couldn’t shake him off and I’d never known how to. Couple that with Sierra making a quick getaway from my bed, and I was feeling pretty shitty about myself.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about this Eddie guy either as I sat at Rupio’s for a few hours and scribbled notes about what I would do with Fairchild’s charitable works if my dad would let me.

      Of course, I was jealous. But there was something else and I couldn’t put my finger on it.. I’d only met him once and he’d rubbed me the wrong way. There was just something so phony about him. I’d googled him up the wazoo. I couldn’t find anything incriminating but I couldn’t shake the feeling that he just wasn’t what he seemed, and it bothered me. I was used to protecting Sierra, even if I hadn’t been able to when she was in London. She told me she’d gotten mugged one night when she was on her fellowship and the idea that I hadn’t been there to get between her and danger had driven me completely crazy.

      Sometimes, I felt like she was already my mate. I had the same sense of possessiveness for her. I thought of her as mine even if it wasn’t true. More than that, I thought of her as the most precious person in the world. If anyone ever hurt her, I would hurt them. In fact, they’d be lucky if I didn’t kill them. I found myself heading back to my apartment after a couple of espressos, wired up and a little paranoid about Edward Didion. If there was something wrong with him, I was going to find it out and protect Sierra from it even if it managed to piss her off.

      Hours later, however, I hadn’t found anything. I’d also texted Sierra a couple times and had not heard back.

      I was sitting on my couch and now I shoved my laptop away, pressing my wrists into my eyes. I thought of Sierra beneath me, naked and wide-eyed and gorgeous. I thought of the way our bodies had fit together, how we flew in perfect sync, and how we had always always been there for each other.

      You really think Sierra Lowell would choose you?... My little disappointment.

      I had to get out. I felt edgy at home with my thoughts and I wasn’t used to sulking like this. It was not my usual M.O.

      I ended up heading uptown and then walking to the cemetery where my mom was buried with a little bottle of whiskey in a paper bag. It was a little trash, sure. But it had been my habit for a couple years right after my mother had died, to go visiting her grave with some whiskey. Sometimes Sierra had come with me. I ended up sitting on the grass but not drinking too much. I never wanted to become that guy who just got wasted whenever they were down. I wallowed from time to time, but I’d always been a man of action before.

      Except, I didn’t know what the right move was now.

      Sierra was moving beyond me and I couldn’t make her stop and wouldn’t want to. If she didn’t love me, she didn’t love me. I sniffed and sat back on my elbows, staring up at the sky and closed my eyes, feeling the warm breeze on my face. I thought of her flying. I’d felt so utterly complete and I guess if I was honest, that was always how I felt when I was with Sierra.

      I thought of seeing her at that banquet and how perfectly in her element she had looked as she worked the room. Eddie had looked perfectly in his element too. I could fake it, but as much as I was used to that world, I’d never really fit into it.

      Maybe I just didn’t fit into her life at all anymore.
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* * *

      Sierra and I ended up trading a few awkward texts back and forth about meeting to work on her piece about me, or I suppose, about us but on Wednesday I put on a nice suit and left for Mercy West to go do my duty as the good son even though I didn’t feel like one. It was beyond galling to have to smile in front of cameras with my father’s arm around me after he’d basically called me worthless to my face.

      I’d done a million of these things before and I knew the routine as the two of us stood in the lobby of Mercy West and shook hands with the hospital’s board chairman. The press was there in full force and I knew my dad wouldn’t want me talking much beyond bland and routine answers. There was a quick photo op and a little speech during which they unveiled a shiny plaque that read Fairchild Corp. Wing in front of a bronze Fairchild sports car statue.

      Then, I got a microphone in my face and suddenly… I couldn’t help myself.

      “Jude!” The reporter said. “Are you proud of your father today?”

      I almost choked saying, “Yes.” I plastered a big, phony smile on my face. Maybe I would have been fine if the reporter had stopped there. I could feel the camera right on me. I could also feel the tension coming off my father in waves. He didn’t trust me not to fuck things up. That really made me want to deliberately fuck things up.

      “Jude, you do a lot of work with this program visiting hospitalized children, what are your hopes for the future of this program?”

      My dad was standing right next to me and I felt his hand grip the back of my neck even as he smiled at the reporter and opened his mouth to answer on my behalf. Suddenly, I felt like a ventriloquist’s dummy. It wasn’t enough that he thought I was worthless, he couldn’t stand to let me speak for myself either.

      My dad was saying, “Jude thinks, as I do, that our continuing work-”

      “Fairchild gave the absolute minimum,” I said loudly and crisply into the microphone. “We gave the minimum to set up a wing in our name for the press. Which isn’t nothing but for us, it’s kinda nothing. I’d love to expand our program to be more helpful to not only ill but underprivileged children in a way that really matters, but you’d have to ask my father about that.”

      My dad was frozen. I’d expected him to turn red with anger, but instead the blood had drained from his face. It was sort of entertaining to watch his mouth open and close like a fish. But the hand at the back of my neck squeezed tighter and tighter until I clenched my teeth and physically pushed him off me, though I tried to at least be covert about it for the cameras.

      “Wow,” the reporter said. It almost made me laugh. The reporter’s eyes were wide. She knew she’d just gotten an amazing quote. “Thank you, Jude!”

      My father was saying, “I’d like to add to that-” But several reporters, having heard the exchange, were barking fresh questions at him. They were also barking at me, but I was done. I raised my hands in surrender and walked out of the hospital lobby and down a corridor, looking for a restroom where I could perhaps punch a wall, I was so riled up with both frustration and triumph.

      When I found an empty restroom, I slammed inside and leaned back against the door, clenching my teeth before howling low into my hands. Maybe it had been stupid what I’d said, but I felt good about it anyway. Let my dad be pissed. Nothing I’d said was untrue and fuck him to begin with.

      I breathed deep and went to a sink to splash some water on my face and get myself together.

      My first instinct was to call Sierra but things were weird between us now and it didn’t feel right even though everything in me wanted to call her immediately. I needed my friend.

      My mate…

      I squeezed my eyes shut. Thinking of her that way only led to trouble and yet it felt so true.

      The door blew open and I jerked, standing up straight as my father burst in.

      “What the hell was that?” My father said, practically growling. “You worthless piece of shit, you sorry excuse for a dragon, what the hell was that?”

      I started to answer but my father grabbed me by the collar and suddenly he was slamming me up against the bathroom wall, in my face and radiating his dragon’s fire. The infuriating part was, I could take him easily. I was a whole lot stronger than him and I’d won fights against guys even bigger than me in both human and dragon form. He knew that. He was counting on me not fighting back. He thought I was too soft and he was wrong.

      “You think that was funny? You think humiliating me like that is funny?” My dad spat.

      “Jesus Christ, dad. What’s the big deal? Just throw some more money at my charity. You’ve got plenty of it, you stingy dick.” I shoved him back so hard that he stumbled and tripped, falling to the ground.

      That made me feel pretty good.

      “And don’t touch me again, old man,” I snarled. “Or we can take this into the skies and I can rip your throat out. I’ll see you at the Draceryn Gather. Later, pops.”

      I stepped over him and stomped out the door and I found myself stifling a smile as I made my way down the corridor and past the mob of reporters who once again shouted questions at me as I shoved past them and out the door to my waiting car.

      It was only as I rode back to my apartment that I started to feel shitty. There’s only so many times your dad can call you worthless before it starts to get in your head. But worse than that, even when he didn’t say it outright like he had the other day, there was always the unspoken knowledge that he still blamed me for my mother’s death. Sierra had tried to convince me otherwise forever, but it was hard to dismiss. It felt like a card my father could always play.

      My phone buzzed and it was a text from Sierra.

      Can we meet tonight for interview?

      “Shit.”

      Her big piece on me, or on us, I guess. The thought was not exactly enchanting right now. But I could never deny Sierra anything. I told her to come to my place, and we’d have dinner and she could question me all she wanted. I couldn’t imagine how that would go.
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* * *

      “Hi.” Sierra stood in my door, frozen there for a moment. It was as if we’d only just met each other.

      I’d also dressed too nicely for this. It was like I was on a date. Everything about this was already weird.

      “Hey.” I stepped back, frowning and tipped my head. “You...coming in?”

      “Yeah!” Sierra smiled tightly. It was one of those totally awkward, artificial smiles you give to strangers when you don’t know what to do with your face.

      It made me feel almost as bad as what my father had said to me.

      “I ordered some Thai food,” I said, shrugging. “Hope that’s cool.”

      “Yes! Totally!” Her voice was too high. She was dressed too nice too. She was wearing a blouse and a black pencil skirt like she was reporting to temp as a receptionist. I hoped that meant she’d had some meeting and just come from there. If she’d dressed that way for me, it felt like a terrible sign. I’d seen Sierra in three-day-old sweatpants and baggy t-shirts stained with cheeseburger grease. I couldn’t imagine a reason she’d dress like an executive assistant on her first day just to come to my place and talk to me, unless she felt as off kilter as I did. And if so, what the hell did we do about it?

      “You’re acting weird,” I said, sighing.

      She nodded and sat down on the couch, but she at least relaxed a little, her shoulders dropping. “I don’t know how to act.”

      “Like usual? Like nothing is different? That would be ideal.” I said. I went to the kitchen to get us sodas and when I came back, she looked crestfallen. “What?”

      “Nothing,” she said. But I heard the strange creak in her voice. She shook her shoulders as if shaking out the awkwardness. “Right. No, you’re right. I mean we’re adults, aren’t we? Just...we’re adults. We should act adult about it.”

      “I just can’t lose you as a friend,” I said, squinting. “I think it would kill me.”

      Sierra’s eyes seemed glassy, but she nodded. “It would kill me too,” she whispered. “Besides, we shouldn’t be acting weird. The sex was-”

      “Great,” I said, shaking my head. “Amazing.”

      “Earth shattering,” Sierra murmured.

      “Took the words right out of my mouth,” I said.

      I can do this, I told myself. She broke my heart a long time ago. This isn’t even new.

      “Right,” Sierra said, laughing a little. “Now that’s out of the way, how about this interview? We can channel all our weirdness into that?”

      “Sounds good.” I scratched my head and Sierra flipped open her laptop. When there was a knock at the door, I sprang to my feet to meet the delivery guy. Maybe food would ease us into this thing.

      “How’s things with the old man?” Sierra said warily as I set out our food on the coffee table a couple minutes later. “Still an asshole?”

      “Don’t you know it,” I muttered, sitting down to dig into my Pad Thai. “I just got real mouthy about him to a reporter. I’m sure you’ll hear about it. Maybe it’s a good place to start in your piece even.”

      “Ooh.” Sierra lit up at that. “I would be a good place. I like that you were mouthy. You should tell him to fuck off. Let him take your money.”

      “It’s my mother’s money,” I grumbled. “Mostly.”

      Sierra regarded me and we ate in silence. I was quiet, still hung up on what my father had said to me and all the other shit he’d been saying to me lately. It was stuff that maybe I’d used to be able to brush off. But I wasn’t feeling my usual confident self lately. I suppose it was because Sierra was back and I had to agree with my dad; she wasn’t going to choose me. It didn’t make me feel awesome.

      “Jude,” Sierra whispered. She’d stopped eating and now she looked at me sadly. With pity, I thought. It only made me feel worse. “Don’t take that bullshit to heart. You know better.”

      I couldn’t handle Sierra being sweet to me. Not now. It made me want to go shift and breathe fire and get in a fight for no good reason just to shake off that pitying expression.

      “Sierra,” I said, trying to look convincingly devil-may-care, “I am just fine. Let’s do this interview. Oh hey, that Draceryn Gathering is coming up soon. I’m sure that’ll factor into it. You’ll just have to write around the fact that it’s a bunch of dragons being dragons.”

      Sierra actually cackled at that and I inwardly felt a little smug that I’d been able to distract her. Things really were off between us if she couldn’t see that immediately. But that worked to my advantage right now. I just couldn’t take Sierra being sweet much less pitying right now. I needed things to be easy.

      “Yeah, I’ve done that before,” Sierra said, laughing as she poked at her noodles. “When writing about shifter circles? Then I find out the humans want to know why they weren’t included in some party or event and they can’t figure it out? It’s pretty hilarious.”

      “Well, socialites are always hilarious,” I muttered. “Anyway. Let’s go. Hit me with your questions.”

      Sierra nodded and said, “Okay. First of all, tell me why you love racing cars?”

      I started talking and soon enough it did get easier. It even started to feel like old times; just two friends having a conversation. I talked about growing up a Fairchild around the company and how racing made me feel alive (like flying) but helping kids made me feel good. Sierra herself factored into a lot of it. She was just so inextricably factored into my life that it was impossible to talk about myself for long without her becoming part of the story. She recorded our conversation while also making notes. We also talked about growing up shifters and how much more intense being the children of aristocratic dragons could be culturally. There was so much expected of us, especially in terms of tradition. My own father was more reformed. He just hated me because my mother had died and I was more like her than him, but Sierra had the really old-fashioned parents. They didn’t seem to care about anything but getting her married off to the right type of shifter.

      We talked about that too which was how Eddie came up in conversation.

      “How are things going with that?” I said, summing up every bit of will not to sound terribly jealous. “I hope what we did together didn’t...you know-”

      “No,” Sierra said. She sounded funny too and just like that, things were a little weird again. “I wasn’t dating Eddie. I wasn’t... I’m not. I mean, I might. I’m giving him a chance. But I wouldn’t have cheated on him, Jude. You know that-”

      “I know, I know.” I sighed, rubbing my eyes. “I didn’t mean to imply that you would.”

      “Right.”

      Just like that, neither of us had anything to say. But I had one pressing question that itched in my head like hives and I couldn’t stop my mouth from blurting out: “Are you sure he’s a good guy?”

      “Jude.” Sierra narrowed her eyes. “I know he’s the kind of guy you roll your eyes at-”

      “That’s not what I mean. I just get a bad feeling.”

      “You’re a protective friend.” Sierra had been sprawled on the couch, her bare feet crossed at her ankles. Now she stood and stretched and I pretended to stare at her legs. She picked up her laptop, and I already missed her. “I get it. But Eddie is fine. I should go.”

      “I’m sorry,” I murmured. I might be able to take my dad or Eddie in a fight, but I still managed to screw up basic interactions. It was like a tick. “I didn’t mean to-”

      “It’s okay.” Sierra leaned over and tousled my hair and I closed my eyes, savouring that simple touch. “I’ll see you at the Draceryn Gathering, okay?”

      “Right,” I said, staring down at my hands.

      Then she was gone.
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      I’ve wanted to kill Jude’s dad plenty of times, but after seeing how much Jude was trying to pretend his dad wasn’t getting to him when he clearly was, I wanted to breathe fire right in his face. Jude can carry me with one hand and he could take anyone in a fight yet he can’t seem to fight off the damage his dad does to his head. He’d never been able to since his mother died. I started the piece of Jude and I and I ended up writing a lot about his mother’s death. It would have to be edited down and revised a lot. When I write in a first draft, I tend to rant and then streamline things later. I was projecting all my rage onto Mr. Fairchild in his draft. But I couldn't help but think he deserved it.

      In the meantime, there was Eddie and maintaining this new, adult version of friendship with Jude. If my heart felt completely shattered because Jude only wanted things to go back to “the usual,” well that was my problem. It was only what I’d expected. I knew what I wanted. Or I thought I did. It was time to forge ahead and forget about teenage crushes that would only end up hurting the both of us.

      In the interest of forging ahead, I let my mother pick my outfit for the upcoming Draceryn Gathering. I let Eddie take me to lunch. He seemed to be letting me set the pace and I appreciated that. Sometimes I looked at the way he spoke to people in his stilted formal manner and I did think there was something off about him just like Jude had said. But I put it down to fear. I had cold feet about a real adult relationship and about the possibility of a real mate. That was the only explanation. There was nothing wrong with Eddie even if his eyes seemed to twitch when I talked about my career aspirations. I was sure I was just seeing things. He was perfect.

      He was so perfect, my parents were taking him as our guest to the Draceryn Gathering. That was like publicly saying we were engaged even though there had been no talk of that yet.

      I was on pins and needles about the whole thing. I spent the days leading up to this traditional gathering of the most important dragon shifters in New York writing, revising, and tuning out my mother who was mildly obsessed with my make-up. All she talked about was the gathering, and yet the day seemed to take me by surprise anyway.

      The style of dress for the Draceryn Gathering had changed somewhat over the years. It used to be more formal; ball gowns and tuxedos. Now everyone wore sophisticated but not super formal wear. The whole thing had the feel of a White Party in the Hamptons. It took place at a massive estate owned by one of the oldest and by far the most respected aristocratic dragons on the east coast. It was sort of like going to a Gatsby party if Jay Gatsby had been a dragon. But things weren’t nearly as wild. They were staid and rather dull but they were very pretty to look at and as stuffy as the event could be, there was always a lot of gossip that came out of it.

      For the gathering, I was wearing an asymmetrically cut white lace sundress. I’d sort of been thinking about a pantsuit but letting my mom pick the outfit had gotten her off my back a bit. That afternoon, I made my way downstairs with my hair falling around my bare shoulders in soft ways, a silver clutch purse in my hand. My parents were both wearing white and beige and when we greeted Eddie at the door, he was looking dashing in a white linen suit that seemed to have been chosen to match my dress. I was pretty sure my mother had sent him pictures to make sure of it, but I was a little afraid to ask.

      “Look at her,” Eddie said, grinning in that perfect way of his. “Ravishing.”

      “Thank you,” I said. Eddie took my hand kissed my knuckles, and I swallowed.

      It felt so wrong but I told myself that was just my own stupid nerves.

      I kept telling myself that even when Eddie pulled me in close and then turned me around, bringing a thin gold necklace up around my neck. I had a chain just like this. In fact, I’d been wearing it when Jude and I had made love. But the sensation of it on my neck made me think of him now; his mouth on mine, our bodies joined. That Eddie was giving me one just like that made me stomach twist and roil.

      “It looks perfect on you,” Eddie whispered in my ear.

      It felt like an inappropriate gift somehow. For dragons, collecting gold for their hoard is very important for a male. But giving gold to a female is a big deal. It has a sexual subtext. I even saw my parents blush and raise their eyebrows. It would have made sense for him to give me such a gift if we’d been dating for a while and were on firmer footing. But I hadn’t even kissed Eddie yet. Things were still casual. It was more like some formal kind of courting.

      The necklace didn’t feel right. Gold was a huge aphrodisiac for dragons but this chain on my neck only felt cold, as if I were wearing a tiny little snake around my neck.

      “Thank you,” I said curtly, unwilling to turn my head and meet his eyes.

      Eddie kissed my neck, and I took a deep breath. Nothing felt wrong about that. His lips hadn’t turn into tentacles or anything.

      Baby steps, I thought.
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* * *

      “Sierra Lowell!” Bedelia Marquez was throwing the gathering. She was the oldest of shifter aristocrats, her status as a widowed dragon making her an elite among elites. Her late husband had come from a line of dragons that went back to Revolutionary War days in New York. There were histories from that time period but my knowledge of it was sorely lacking. All I knew was that in the days when citizens of the new world had been excited to label nearly anything as “witchcraft” and burn it to the ground, shifters had been forced to work much harder in hiding their true natures. Anyone who’d lived around humans that long, had definitely learned a thing or two.

      Bedelia was very intimidating, but she seemed to like me, especially now as she took my hand and twirled me around to get a look at me as we all stood in her massive marble -floored foyer. The estate was out on Long Island, hidden away somewhere where you didn’t even need the ward over Manhattan to fly. Which was good because there were going to be a whole lot of dragons taking to the skies tonight.

      “I’ve just seen your friend Jude,” Bedelia said. She was wearing a long gown that looked almost iridescent. I think it was meant to mimic dragon scales. I’d already complimented her on it. “He seems to be brooding. Are you two a couple yet? You’re so perfect for each other!”

      “Bedelia!” My mother said, just as I found myself blushing. Eddie was frowning, not even as if he were annoyed. He actually looked angry; glaring daggers at Bedelia which seemed like overkill to me. “Have you met Edward?”

      For once, I was happy for my mother to push things if it meant she’d take Bedelia’s attention away from me and I went to find Jude. The event was taking place more outside than inside and everyone was milling around out on the lawns where big ice sculptures of dragons in various poses were already melting in the sun and into a fountain.

      “Jude…” I found him at the bar under a white tent, looking somber as he stared out into the bit of forest beyond the lawns. He was sipping a cocktail and unlike most of the guests, he was wearing a dark suit. It seemed out of place but it looked gorgeous on him; flawlessly tailor charcoal grey with no tie, the first two buttons undone. His eyes seemed brighter than usual but sad too. I nudged him gently as I came up behind him since he hadn’t heard me. “Jude? Caused any trouble yet?”

      “Not yet,” Jude said softly, turning now to look at me. “But it’s early.”

      “Are you alright?” I said, unable to keep my concern completely to myself. “You’re so...broody lately. Is it because of what happened between us or-”

      “What happened between you?” I hadn’t even noticed Edward following me but suddenly he was there, having handily dismissed Bedelia, I supposed. I flushed, probably so deeply it was conspicuous and Edward narrowed his eyes. “You and Jude…?” He looked back and forth between us. Jude smirked, and I tensed up, hoping he wasn’t about to say something stupid.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” Jude said.

      “Sierra, I think I deserve an explanation,” Edward said. “If there’s something between you two. Anything at all…” He’s mouth was pursed and his eyes flashed. He was angry, much angrier than he was letting on and it pissed me off a little. Edward and I had only just begun what was barely even a courtship, and I hadn’t promised him anything. “Tell me this second.”

      He was speaking to me like I was a child.

      Jude turned to me then, looking less cocky than genuinely confused. “You guys weren’t dating when we-”

      “No,” I said firmly. “We weren’t.” I turned to Edward and met his gaze steadily. I didn’t want him to think I was afraid of him. He got off on that or something, this was never going to work between us. “Don’t cause a scene, please. This isn’t the time or the place. I’ll be perfectly honest with you, but I don’t want to talk about this right now.”

      “We will talk about this right now,” Edward said, and he seemed to grow larger suddenly, almost as if he was shifting. The energy in the tent shifting a little and the other dragons must have felt it because they were looking over at us now and beginning to clear out as if they expected trouble. “We will talk about how you’re apparently a slut-”

      “Whoa!” Jude blurted, stepping between us. “Call her that again, Eddie. I’ll rip your head off!”

      “Guys!” I said, clenching my teeth. The very last thing I wanted was some fight to break out though I realized I was much more concerned with Jude getting another black mark on his reputation than Eddie. “Stop it.”

      Though it certainly didn’t help that Eddie had just called me a slut.

      “Don’t pretend all this hasn’t been leading up to you taking me as your mate,” Eddie said, hissing in my face. “I have been absurdly patient with you, Sierra-”

      “Patient?” I snapped. “Is that the word for kissing my parents asses so hard you must have chapped lips by now?”

      Jude snorted a laugh at that. It was the kind of thing I would have said when I was younger; when the two of us had been rebellious teenagers rolling our eyes at all the stuffy old folks with their stifling traditions. But then I’d go home and be a good girl. I’d been trying to stuff myself into that little tiny good girl box and just go along with what my parents wanted.

      I felt as if it was all catching up with me now.

      “All I get is pressure!” I said, a little breathless now. “Pressure from you and pressure from my parents to find a mate and start pushing out the baby dragons! And I’ve tried to go along! I’ve been trying to tell myself all this time that this is what I want but I don’t know! I don’t know if I’m just trying to make myself feel like that because it’s what’s expected-”

      “I swear to God,” Edward spat, “if you back out now, I will ruin you!”

      “I haven’t promised you anything!” I cried.

      “Oh, please!” Edward said, stepping forward and getting in my face. I could feel Jude’s rage coming off of him in waves. There was a terrible tension between all three of us. I felt as if we were all about to burst into flame. “I flew with you and your parents! I gave you gold! You know exactly what this has been-”

      “You better step away from her right now,” Jude said. His voice was low, rough with the promise of potential violence. I’d only heard him use that voice a few times in my life. Once it had been with a guy about twice his size who had cornered me in a bar. Jude had won that fight too. You didn’t want to mess with Jude when he used that voice.

      “What’re you gonna do?” Eddie said in that same threatening low voice. “Are you going to make a big scene? Embarrass your daddy? Again?”

      That took me aback and disgusted me more than a little. The gossip mill among us shifters was always working overtime yet somehow the way Eddie talked and carried himself, I had thought him above such things. Or maybe it had been my parents talking badly about Jude. But either way, it pissed me off.

      “You think I care about embarrassing my father?” Jude whispered. “You don’t know me.”

      Everyone would end up blaming Jude, I was sure. But in the end, I didn’t know who shifted first. They both seemed to at once. All three of us were still standing under the big, white tent with its nice open bar and suddenly the two of them were dragons and I jumped back when Eddie breathed fire; a warning shot that almost scalded me. Jude turned his big, horned  head to see if I was safe, his eyes flashing with rage. It meant something. I thought that Eddie had just blown fire right in my direction with no thought to my safety. The two of them burst out of the tent and went at each other; snapping and whipping their tales.

      As much as they were causing a scene, I saw a whole lot of stuffy old shifters who looked rather gleeful as they watched the fight go down on the expanse of lawn behind Bedelia’s giant mansion. The Draceryn Gathering has traditionally been a place for duels just like this one but nowadays they were more like formal challenges. I think they liked the idea of an old fashioned battle for love.

      But it was mostly scaring the shit out of me as Jude and Eddie took off into the sky and flew at each other. When Eddie got Jude’s neck in his jaws, I gasped, and shut my eyes.

      “Oh my goodness!” That was my mother, my parents appearing next to me along with a growing crowd. “Sierra, what happened?”

      “I…” I shook my head and all at once it was crystal clear to me. I knew the truth that had been staring me in the face the whole time. I felt like a complete idiot suddenly. “I think Jude’s in love with me.”

      Jude managed to get out of Eddie’s jaws and he took a vicious swipe at a wing, slashing him once, the first injury of the fight. But it didn’t seem to slow Eddie who soared straight up and came around and body slammed Jude with all his might. Jude lost his position in flight and the combination of gravity and Edward took them both back down to the ground and then it was a furious and messy wrestling match that made me hide behind my hands, my heart thudding painfully. I heard my mother gasp and peeked through my fingers again. Jude had a clear shot at Eddie’s throat and was holding him down to the ground. He was clearly the winner. It wasn’t as if they were going to kill each other. He had Eddie pinned but the two of them didn’t look too badly hurt and the fight was clearly over. I found myself breathing normally again as Jude slowly let Eddie go in a clear signal that the challenge was resolved and he was the victor. Eddie go to his feet and nodded, acknowledging the victory and Jude shifted back into human form.

      “Oh, thank God that’s over,” I said, though I still clutched my heart.

      But just as a human Jude was dusting himself off, looking only a little worse for wear, the still shifted Eddie swiped at him with his great claw, throwing him clear across the lawn. My eyes bugged out as I saw Eddie breathe in.

      Clearly he was about to breathe fire and roast Jude right there. As dragons, they couldn’t hurt each other with fire. But as a human, Jude was as vulnerable to fire as any other human.

      I couldn’t think. I heard screaming and realized it was me. But just as I thought I was about to see Jude burning to death in front of me before I could possibly move fast enough to stop it, three full-grown male dragons were attacking Eddie from the back, yanking him back. They got Eddie down on the ground, restraining him. Finally, Eddie caved, helpless at the mercy of not just three dragons but the rest of party who was clearly not going to allow him to murder Jude Fairchild over a romantic spat. Finally, Eddie shifted back into human form and a crowd of shifters gathered around him, keeping him away from Jude.

      I looked at Jude across the lawn and suddenly, I was running. He’d barely gotten to his feet before I was throwing my arms around him, squeezing him tight. He hugged me back, and I felt hot tears sliding down my cheeks as he held onto me. I could feel his heartbeat and it calmed me.

      He’s okay, I told myself. He’s okay. He’s alive. He’s safe.

      “I thought he was going to kill you,” I whispered.

      “It’s okay.” He pulled away, smiling sheepishly. “Dragons tempers. You know? We got carried away.”

      “Carried away, my ass!” I said. “You’d clearly won, and he waited until you were shifted into human form to… What a coward!”

      Jude grinned at that and shrugged. “Well. I won’t argue.” He reached up to stroke my cheek, and I leaned into the touch. It seemed obvious to me now that there was something between us. I’d been too blind to see it all this time, too sure that I knew Jude so well that I would have known all along if he loved me in a romantic way. But I think we’d both been blind.

      At least, that’s what I was counting on.

      “Jude.” Jude’s father came walking up to his, looking a little pale. “Jude, are you alright? I saw what happened or… I didn’t see how it started but it looked like he was going to kill you, for God’s sake. Jude-”

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” Jude said, narrowing his eyes. “It was a stupid fight, got outta hand. I know you don’t like me causing a scene.”

      Mr. Fairchild sighed and ran a hand through his hair. He looked shaken, as if he’d just come face to face with a terror he’d never thought about before. “I’m...just glad you’re alright, son.”

      “Fine,” Jude murmured.

      “Okay, I’ll...we can talk about this later.” He looked chagrined. He ducked his head, sticking his hand in his pockets. It was a shocking look on Mr. Fairchild really. But I was a little happy to see him actually concerned for Jude’s wellbeing.

      “That  was kinda nice?” I said, testing the waters.

      “Screw him,” Jude said.

      I cackled at that and nodded, The two of us were still standing there in the middle of the lawn. The guests were all clustered in little groups and everyone seemed a bit riled up. Soon enough they would be flying. I was pretty sure if anything the duel had bought some excitement to the Draceryn Gathering for the first time in maybe twenty years. People would be talking about this forever. I shaded my eyes as the sun blazed down and looked for Eddie. He was still surrounded by some older shifters. His shoulder was bleeding; doubtless from Jude’s swipe at his wing. He looked very contrite but at this point it only made me more suspicious. My father was there and he and a Mr. Salazar and a Mr. Holt, old and respectable shifters, came walking over with Eddie trailing behind him. The whole thing had the feel of two teams in a sports match being refereed.

      “Jude,” Mr. Salazar said, nodding curtly. “Edward wants to convey his apologies. He insists he had no actual intention of um…”

      “Killing me?” Jude said wryly.

      “Yes,” Mr. Salazar said.

      “I apologize for my behavior,” Eddie said behind him. Suddenly he was back to his usual congenial and stiltedly formal self. “My temper got the best of me.”

      “Perhaps it got the better of the both of you,” Mr. Salazar said.

      I opened my mouth to defend Jude on that score. I felt like I’d just seen Edward’s true colors for the first time and I didn’t think Jude had been very wrong at all, although I liked to think at least that Eddie was telling the truth when he said he wouldn’t have killed Jude.

      “I can put this behind me,” Jude said. “Consider it something entertaining for the Draceryn Gathering.” He squinted at Eddie, still looking awkward behind the others. “No hard feelings.”

      “Of course,” Edward said, nodding.

      The two of them shook hands and everything. I supposed it made sense in the tradition of dueling male dragons. But even if Jude wasn’t going to hold hard feelings against Eddie, I sure was.

      I felt sick at what I’d seen Eddie do. I felt as if he’d been pretending to be another person all this time and the guests all returned to the party and Edward declared that he was going to go home so as not to raise anymore fuss, I found myself taking off the gold necklace he’d bought for me.

      “Are you okay?” Jude said, gently holding my elbow. It was just the two of us now.

      “Yes,” I said nodding. “Why don’t you go find some shade? Get a drink and cool down. I’ll be right back.”

      I didn’t wait for his response, instead chasing after Edward as he walked quickly across the lawn and back to the house.

      “Edward!” When I called out, he turned around immediately, and I saw the expectant expression on his face. It only pissed me off further.

      Clearly, he expected me to beg for him.

      So it was very satisfying to hand him the gold necklace and say, “This isn’t happening. Whatever it was, it’s over. Have a good night.”

      I spun on my heel and walked back to find Jude and leave Edward behind for good.
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      Somehow I’d gotten into a huge fight at the most prestigious gathering of dragon shifters on the east coast and managed to come out of it smelling like roses. Even my father wasn’t pissed at me. It felt a little like the world had turned upside down. I truly hadn’t wanted to make a big thing out of it if the elders were going to decide to let it go as an “unfortunate incident.” After all, the important thing was, I’d won. Edward knew he couldn’t take me in a fair fight now and he knew I’d stand up to defend Sierra. That was all that mattered to me.

      On the other hand, even though I had not been badly hurt, I felt like I’d just gone several rounds with, well, a dragon. I felt bruised all over and I found myself wincing even as Sierra and I found another tent with some nice shade and comfortable patio chairs to rest in. Everyone was looking at me except it was completely unlike when they’d looked at me at that charity banquet when I’d been a drunken stumbling fool. Now they seemed sort of impressed.

      I guessed that was something.

      The gathering went on. People networked and flew around and competed to see who could throw the longest shot of fire. Sierra and I stayed out of it and everyone seemed to leave us alone for once. It felt like old times; the two of us hidden away with drinks, happy to share private jokes and enjoy each other’s company.

      As the party wound down, we both seemed to reach an unspoken agreement that we would leave together. We’d only been talking, going over the fight and quietly mocking everything else there. But there was something happening between us. I felt as if our eyes had been opened and they couldn’t be closed again. Though we had said nothing about it.

      “How about we fly back to my place?” I said, taking Sierra’s hand as we stood there in the grass. The sun was setting behind Sierra and it was making her already strawberry blonde hair glint like gold. I wanted to kiss her, but it felt like too important thing. We needed to be alone and clear the air before anything else.

      But I loved her, and now when I looked in her eyes I got the sneaking suspicion she loved me back. It seemed like too much to hope for. But somehow the two of us just hanging out and sipping drinks had been the best time I’d had in so long, even with the fight and my beaten up body.

      Sierra and I shifted, and we didn’t loop around each other and play high in the air like the last time we’d flown together. This time we just soared, the two of us flying in tandem high up in the sky, above the clouds. It was the most peaceful I’d felt in so long. The air was cold up there and it was crisp and refreshing even as I was mostly armored by my scales. While next to me, Sierra flew along, occasionally looking over at me with her big, bright eyes. Sometimes it’s hard to tell if a dragon is smiling, but I was sure she was.

      We landed on the roof and we caught our breath. I took her hand in mind and watched the wind blow her hair and her pretty white dress around. I couldn’t move for a second, so overcome was I with a rush of affection for her suddenly. I still wasn’t positive where we stood. I was going to need her to say it and just then I felt like my heart was somehow outside my body. I could die for love of her.

      She grinned at me and tugged on my hand, beckoning me toward the stairs down to my place. “C’mon,” she said. “Let’s go.”

      “Hold on.” I pulled her to me and looked in her eyes. It was now or never. I was putting everything on the line. But it was clear that if I lost my chance with Sierra, it would be the regret of my life. Even if I ended up being completely wrong, and she only cared about me as a friend, I had to put myself out there and risk it. I had to trust in our friendship. If it wasn’t strong enough to withstand this, was it really the solid rock foundation of love and trust I’d always imagined it to be?

      “What is it?” Sierra said. But she was blinking up at me and her eyes were bright with expectation. “Jude-”

      “I love you,” I said. I cradled her chin in my hands and found myself smiling as I rubbed my thumb along her cheek, her bottom lip, the little dimple that appeared when she grinned. “Not just as a friend. Although our friendship… Sierra, our friendship is everything. I can’t lose that. But I have to tell you that I’m in love with you. I’m getting worse at hiding it. I can’t do it anymore. To me...you’re my mate. My fire for you would break curses, the strength of my love would move mountains. You’re...everything to me.”

      Sierra was quiet, though her eyes were glassy with tears and I kissed her once, softly, uncertainty sending a jolt of anxiety through me.

      “You gotta say something here,” I said. “You’re killing me.”

      “Well, that speech was so good,” Sierra said, smiling slyly. “I wanted to make sure I didn’t miss anything.”

      “Jesus, Sierra-”

      “I love you too!” Sierra said, laughing. “Jude, I’ve loved you forever.”

      “I doubt that,” I said with a snort. “I’m sure I got you beat.”

      “Why haven’t we been together?” Sierra said, her brow furrowed in confusion.

      “Well, we’re obviously idiots,” I said.

      “Obviously,” she said, before I kissed her again. “Jude, take me to bed.”
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* * *

      I didn’t feel any need to rush this time. This wasn’t just some moment of passion that might pass at any second if we came to our senses. This was real now; Sierra and I. So I took her hand and led her down the stairs to my place. I felt a keen sense of anticipation and butterflies in my stomach too. I felt just like when I was fifteen and we would do our homework together and I was so keenly aware of how Sierra’s hair smelled and how soft her lips looked and how her knee was touching mine. Not too much has changed, except that now I knew she loved me too. I’d have that forever, no matter what happened from this day forward.

      “Are you hurt very badly” Sierra said when I closed my door behind us. We were kicking off our shoes but instead of kissing me she was unbuttoning my shirt. I had a feeling it was more about seeing the extent of my injuries than getting down to business and I took her hands in mine, stilling her.

      “I’m fine,” I said, trying to sound convincing.

      Sierra didn’t look very assured, and she took my hand, leading me to the bedroom. Her little white dress had this asymmetrical cut that gave me a pleasing view of her thighs and it was driving me crazy. I wanted to take those thighs in my palms, to lick and suck at them and bury my head between them.

      “I’m just bruised!” I said, perhaps a little whiny about it.

      Sierra wouldn’t say a word. In my bedroom she turned me to face her, and she kissed me once, softly and sweetly, before pulling way again. She was always leaving me wanting more.

      “Let me take care of you,” she whispered.

      So I let her. I let her unbutton my shirt and jacket and slowly take it off me. I couldn’t help wincing. Sierra clucked her tongue. Edward hadn’t gotten much of a bite of me, but I was bruised up to hell, swaths of my skin painted purple. I’d heal quickly, but I was pretty sore still.

      Not that I wasn’t in fighting shape for love.

      I’d been planning to seduce Sierra but now I found her seducing me. She teased my lips with soft little brushes of kisses as she spread her fingers along my chest. We stood by the foot of my bed and it was only seconds before my head was spinning. I’d had a whole plan. I was going to play with that thin white strap of Sierra’s dress while I kissed her and then slowly slip it off her shoulder. I was going to be delighted by whatever bra she was wearing and feel the warm skin on her back under my hands as I explored her mouth with my tongue. I was going to take my time.

      I’d concocted the plan while walking down the stairs.

      But Sierra apparently had her own plan.

      She was kissing me like she’d invented it. The slow slide of our mouths together was, alone, making my cock swell in my pants. She did away with my belt and then she gently pushed me towards the bed. She finally pulled out of the kiss and I chased her lips, whimpering a little. Not my manliest moment but I didn’t mind being at Sierra’s mercy.

      Sierra’s hands fumbled with my fly and I detected a hint of nerves. It was endearing to see her bat her eyes and bite her lips as she hurried to unbutton and unzip me and I stepped out of my pants, feeling more than a little proud of my chiseled body. Things had been so hurried last time but I saw her eyelids grow heavy at the sight of me and it made me feel good.

      “Lie back,” Sierra whispered.

      I obeyed. Sometimes I like to be the boss in the bedroom but with Sierra, I felt like there was an equal give and take. We could trade the reins back and forth. Nobody had the upper hand between us. I liked that about us.

      I sat up a little on my elbows and watched, hypnotized as Sierra took down those straps and let her dress fall of. She was wearing a little white lacy bra and matching panties. But she didn’t take those off yet. She crawled up on top of me, straddling me and I hissed at the sensation of her seated upon my swelling cock, only my boxer briefs and a thin layer of lace separating us.

      Sierra braced her hands on my chest and rocked gently against me and for a while we just stared at each other and I got good and hard and she sighed and made pleasing little noises when I reached up to cup her breasts through her bra.

      “I’m gonna make you feel so good,” she said then, sounding a little sly, and now she crawled down the bed and slowly peeled my boxer briefs off before taking me in her mouth almost before I realized what was happening.

      I threw my head back and gasped at the sensation of my cock inside her hot little mouth and when I looked down and saw her plush lips wrapped around me, her doe eyes fixed on me, it was overwhelming. My head was spinning, the connection between us thrumming as she worked her tongue and lips around me, her hand wrapped around my base or occasionally fondling my balls as she sucked me off until I was writhing, shaking with the urge to come but refusing. I wanted to come inside her. But it was difficult to hold off.

      Sierra either didn’t get the message or was having too much fun teasing me and driving me out of my mind as she curled her tongue around me over and over, sucking in her cheeks and humming. Finally I pleaded, my voice cracking badly, and she pulled off, her tongue stuck between her teeth, her cheeks red and rosy. Her mouth was swollen and red, the straps of her bra slipping down. She was so wanton, and I growled, rolling the two of us over and kissing her hotly, covering her mouth with mine so that she moaned. I did away with her bra and yanked her panties down and she gasped into my mouth as I slipped two fingers inside her; shallow but probing.

      “Oh! Jude…” I found her clit and the gasps and moans she gave me felt like a pleasant form of revenge as I ducked my head to lick and suck at her breasts, her hands tangling in my hair.

      Sierra tugged on my hair and my cock jumped. I had not known I even liked that before.

      “More,” I mumbled into her breast. “Harder…”

      Sierra yanked harder on my hair and I grunted and fingered her clit more aggressively, making her shriek and say my name in a voice I’d never heard out of Sierra; desperate and full of fire.

      “Jude, Jude… baby...oh…” She pulled hard on my hair and I plunged my two fingers inside her, working them in and out before returning to her clit, rubbing it in circles that made her cry out as my cock felt impossibly hard, pulsing and wanting to be inside her. “Jude, please God, now…”

      “You don’t have to God me,” I said, though it came out a little more shaky than sly because I was so hard and ready, I could hardly stand it.

      Even in the heat of the moment, Sierra laughed and swatted my arm and I kissed her again and then slid my fingers out of her and clutched her thigh as I guided myself inside her. We were breathing into each other’s mouths, our eyes locked, as I fit myself into her. We seemed to fit so perfectly. I’d thought so before but with the time we were taking now to really enjoy each other, it felt as if we’d been made to fit like puzzle pieces.

      “No, seriously, why didn’t we do this a long time ago?” Sierra said, wrapping her arms around me. I laughed into her neck and then I gasped, as she clenched around me, her thighs tight around my body as I rocked into her, our sweat slick bodies become one body, one love, one dragon.

      “Fuck,” I muttered. “You’re so…” I shook my head, looking down at her and she grinned, nodding, as if what I’d said had made sense and needed no further explanation. “You’re...ah…”

      “You too,” Sierra breathed, and held onto me as I quickened my pace, thrusting in and out of her tight heat, overwhelmed with the scent of her, the sensation of her sweat skin against mine, the brush of her hair on my shoulder, her nails raking my back. “Jude...I love you…”

      That did me in, just those words alone. I would never get tired of hearing them and now I gasped, white hot pleasure coursing through me as I pulsed inside Sierra. I could feel myself filling her and I reached down, carefully finding her clit with my finger and I circled it again even as I grunted into her neck, coming hard and almost painfully. I’d barely touched Sierra’s clit before she threw her head back and screamed, trembling all around me. We were both shaking with pleasure in each other’s arms and it was a long time before we came back down.

      I hadn’t wanted to crowd Sierra with my hot, sweaty body when we’d finally returned to earth. I’d pulled out of her but just as quickly she tugged on me, curling up to me, throwing her leg over my body. I wasn’t about to argue. I’d been a playboy in my time but I did like this part; the cuddling after sex. I wasn’t the type of guy to want to get away quickly. Besides which, that always seemed so rude.

      “Give me a few minutes,” I said, my voice throaty and raw. “I’ll go again.”

      “Fuck yes,” Sierra whispered in my ear, making me chuckle. She laid soft little kisses along my throat and even as my mind was just clearing from that shattering orgasm, I was imagining eating her out. I was going to pleasure this woman until she came so many times she forgot how to speak.

      It was probably unnecessary to say that this was the best sex I’d ever had. I’d plenty of good sex, but this was transcendent. It felt like we were doing some kind of good deed for the world being together. That was ridiculous, yet I felt it somehow. It was the blindness of love, I supposed.

      Even now I’d barely rested before I found myself kissing my way down Sierra’s body, finding my second wind, even though I was still all sore and bruised from the fight. Eventually, we would need to sleep. But this thing between us was about a decade in the making. We had all kinds of lost time to make up for and I wanted to start as soon as possible.

      “Oh Jude,” Sierra mumbled as I kissed a trail down her belly. But when I did away with all pretense and plunge my tongue inside her while holding her thighs firm in my hands, she gasped and arched and I moved my mouth with her. “Oh Jude…”

      I smiled against her, the taste of her intoxicating as I licked and sucked as if she were my favorite dessert. She had only just come down but now I already had her trembling in my arms, crying out my name, her thighs soft and cool on my palms. She was so hot and sweet. I could’ve gone forever and I let it go on and on, licking an alphabet into her clit, stopping every once in awhile just to gently kiss and tease. I stopped and started again until she was desperate to come finally and I looked up to see tears of want sliding down her face. I nodded once and then went in again with abandon and she screamed, her thighs wrapped around my head, her pleasure my music.

      Round two, I thought delightedly.
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* * *

      “When did you know you loved me?” Sierra said.

      We were lying in bed, half in and half out of the sheets. Sierra lay on her side, bracing herself on her elbow. Her other hand rested on my chest and she was raking her nails through my chest hair as I absently played with a lock of her hair. I felt like a happy cat. I had my girl, and I was sated and everything seemed right with the world.

      “Ninth grade,” I said softly, twirling that lock around my finger.

      “What?” Sierra laughed. She had about four laughs and this was the one I rarely got to hear except when she was buzzed but not drunk. It was throaty and sexy and soft all at the same time. She ducked her head and bit my nipple gently. “That’s not true.”

      “I’m serious,” I said. “Dead serious. Ninth grade. We’d just been flying around and then we went to the park and we were sitting around on the grass. You were obsessed with those name bracelets you used to make with the beads. But you’d only made different ones for yourself. Then you made one for me and these little beads with blue hearts on them. It was so girly but I never took it off. You made it in the park that day and gave it to me and I remember looking at you and just thinking she’s it. She’s the one.”

      “Ooh!” Sierra looked at me like I was some cute puppy which was sweet but I couldn’t help blushing, a little embarrassed by my confession. “That’s so cute! Well, what happened to it then?”

      “Oh, it fell off when we rode The Cyclone at Coney Island junior year,” I said, kissing her shoulder. “Broke my heart. So did you.”

      “Well, I’ve had a crush on you for a long time!” Sierra said. She had that know-it-all look on her face that she’d used to bust out when she’d help me study. “Alright, not that long. But a long time.”

      “Well, you should have told me,” I said.

      “You should have told me.”

      “Well.” I shrugged and Sierra laughed and fell on top of me and we wasted a lot of time that evening, wrapped up in each other’s arms until we finally fell asleep.

      The next morning Sierra left, looking sexier than ever with her disheveled hair and her make-up faded and her little white dress that now seemed tainted in the best way. She said she wanted to finish a draft of her article and she’d come over again. I had a feeling we’d be making up for lost time for a while. As it was, we ended up making out at the door for nearly half an hour before she managed to actually leave.

      I found myself grinning like a dope into the empty air after she left. I could still smell her on my body.
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* * *

      I couldn’t stop smiling. I felt like a complete dope. I’d beaten up the bad guy and won the girl of my dreams. Maybe it hadn’t exactly happened just that way, but that was how it felt. It was better than any horde of gold could be. Now I understood the starry eyed look shifters got when they talked about their mates. I was on cloud nine and I didn’t think I’d be getting off any time soon. I sat at my kitchen counter, sipping coffee and daydreaming about when I’d get to see Sierra again.

      When there was a knock on my door and it was my father, I tumbled right off cloud nine.

      Although him knocking was out of character. He was usually so happy to just walk right in.

      “I think we need to talk,” my father said darkly.

      I heaved a sigh and let him in. I didn’t feel as tense as I usually did when my father came over to lecture me or make me feel small, but I supposed that was because I’d just found out that the love of my life loved me back.

      “Talk away,” I said, shrugging. I hadn’t showered yet. I felt a little grimy and still sore from the fight the night before. But I sat on my stool again and sipped my coffee, not bothering to offer my father one.

      “You caused a scene at the Draceryn Gathering,” my father said gravely.

      I rolled my eyes. “What happened to ‘are you okay, son?’” I snapped. “That was a quicker turnaround than usual even. You were all worried about me yesterday-”

      “Hold on.” He raised his hands in surrender. He did have an entirely different vibe than usual.

      I didn’t trust it for a second.

      “You caused a scene, but it was understandable,” my father said. “I heard from multiple people the things that Edward Didion was saying to Sierra. It all sounded reprehensible. You were defending your friend, and it was admirable and his behavior at the end of that duel was absolutely cowardly and indefensible.”

      “Okay.” I took another sip of my coffee. My dad frowned, looking a bit put out, and it made me feel vindicated. He was offering me an olive branch, but he was offended that I wasn’t jumping on it. He was so predictable.

      “I want to offer you a better position in the company,” he finally said. “That’s why I came here today. I believe it’s time the two of us made peace and put the past behind us. I’ll allow you to expand our non-profit programs within the company over time. You can even work on some car designs if you want. Just keep me in the loop. How does that sound?”

      I snorted at that and my father narrowed his eyes. “Over time,” I said. “Yeah, I know what that means. You’ll delay everything. You’ll continue to do the bare minimum. You’re a meiser, just like the worst kind of shifters. Happy to build his hoard and not let anyone get their grubby hands on it. Well, I know other guys with impressive hoards and they’re not selfish with their wealth. You are. You aren’t changing. I have good press. That’s what this is about. You know about Sierra’s article and you saw everyone being impressed with me at the Draceryn Gathering and now you want that heat, right?” I laughed. It was so obvious now that I thought about it. “You know what? Screw you! I have shares in the company. I’m going to sell them. I’m going to take my shares and my stocks and my big trust and I’m out. I’ll build my own non-profit. I like helping those kids more than racing cars anyway. I like it more than flying. I’ll get my own investors and I’ll do it myself! I don’t need you! What does ‘put the past behind us’ even mean by the way? Because I think it means you absolutely still blame me for mom’s death you’ll just be quiet about it if I get you good press!”

      My father took it. For a minute anyway. He stood there seething, clenching his fists, and I saw his eyes flash with the fire of his dragon. “You are… the most ungrateful, petulant, insubordinate-”

      “Insubordinate?” I said. “I’m your son.”

      “I will cut you off,” my father snapped.

      “I’m cutting myself off!” I said.

      And just like that, it was done. My father didn’t even say anything. I’d called his bluff. He wasn’t going to dive into a fight. He already knew I’d win. The only recourse he could have would have been to challenge me and I’d just proven myself in battle.

      Between the two of us, I was the alpha.

      It felt pretty damn good.

      He turned to go and just as he was walking out the door, I got one last shot in “By the way,” I called after him. “Sierra’s my mate! She loves me! She chose me! Wrong again, pops!”

      I slammed the door after him and all at once, it felt as if a giant weight had been lifted off my back. The first thing I wanted to do after that was talk to Sierra so I texted her. I knew she was busy today but I at least wanted to let her know what had happened.

      I told off my dad!

      Sierra texted back instantly with several enthusiastic emojis. That was enough for now. But I couldn’t wait to see her again. Everything seemed like it was falling into place. I had Sierra, I’d freed myself of my father finally, and I’d ridden Sierra of Edward. Everything was perfect now.

      Yet there was one little fear in my head that I couldn’t seem to get rid of. Edward had caved so easily. It didn’t seem like something a guy like him would do…

      What if he tried to hurt Sierra again?

      I told myself I worried too much. I told myself everything was golden now. I had everything I wanted and some slick douchebag wasn’t going to take it away any time soon.

      But I should have known that a suitor as driven as Edward...wasn’t going to be dismissed so easily.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve: Sierra

          

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t want to leave Jude’s bed. I couldn’t stay there forever, safe and warm in a little bubble where nobody would come asking questions or wanting anything from us. But that was only a dream. Eventually, you had to catch up with life. It was enough to know that we’d finally, truly found each other.

      Except that now I had to break it to my parents that I’d finally found what I’d actually wanted; somebody who supported my career and who loved me passionately and who was my best friend. I didn’t know if they’d see it that way. They’d just never approved of Jude. It was going to be kind of a nightmare and I wasn’t looking forward to it.

      “Where have you been!” My mother looked about ready to faint when I walked in the door. I thought it was all too obvious where I’d been as I stood there in the foyer in yesterday’s dress with post-sex hair and my purse still in my hand. “We were worried!”

      “Oh.” I shook my head. “I’m sorry. I thought I told you. I went home with Jude last night.”

      “Oh!” My mother actually clutched my heart just as my father was walking in to meet us. He looked just as upset as she was and he came behind her and squeezed her shoulder, kissing her cheek. “We were so afraid you went off with that awful Edward again. He left and then, oh I don’t know, we were around but I didn’t see you and you left and I thought… I thought you went back to make up with Edward or…”

      “Oh!” I laughed, perhaps in shock at the very idea. But it was also so surprising to hear my mother talking like that about Edward so suddenly. “No, no. I went home with Jude.” I tried to read her reaction, but she was always a little dramatic and now my father was consoling her just for being worried. “I have to tell you guys something.”

      “Oh what is it, darling?” My mother blinked at me.

      “You can tell us anything, sweetheart.” My father, always the quietly strong one looked on kindly.

      No matter what happened, my mate was Jude Fairchild. I’d run away with him if it came to that although it was sort of a dramatic thought. We were adults. We really didn’t need to runaway. But I’d definitely choose him over my parents wishes if I had to. I was done letting them pressure me and trying to fit my mind into the little boxes they wanted me to fit into. That was over.

      “Jude is my mate,” I said softly. I took a deep breath. “We’re in love. We’ve been in love with each other for a long time and we’ve only just realized because we...we were afraid of wrecking the friendship, I guess. We were afraid the other person didn’t feel the same way. But he’s my mate. And I’m his. I’m so happy about it, I feel like floating. So I hope you’re happy too.”

      There. I’d said it. Whatever happened after this, I’d just done the hard part. Jude and I loved each other, and that was all that mattered.

      I watched my parents, expecting my mother to start crying and saying I was ruining the family or for my father to get all patronizing and tell me that I didn’t really know what I wanted.

      My mother started crying, and I braced myself but then suddenly she was throwing her arms around me. “Of course, we’re happy darling! Jude’s wonderful! Oh, you’re going to be so happy! I’m absolutely thrilled!”

      “He’s an excellent match!” My father said. “This is very good news. We couldn’t be more proud.”

      I reeled. I was struck speechless. I opened and closed my mouth. I probably looked like a dazed fish.

      “You’re happy?” I said, my eyes welling up. As much as I felt my parents had pressured me too much about finding the right mate and settle down immediately...I did want to make them happy. I wanted to please them because I knew that in their own way, they were doing it out of love for me. Even if it had always been infuriating. “Are you really happy? I mean I’m going to be with Jude no matter what but… You’re really happy?”

      “After the way he defended you?” My mother said, clapping her hands to my cheeks. “He stood up for you! It was so admirable and chivalrous! And that awful Edward… Darling, we are so sorry we couldn’t see him for what he was.”

      “Oh, I’m so glad you’re happy.” I threw my arms around my mother and she yelped in surprise. My parents have never been huge huggers. Funnily, Jude has always been a hugger. I think he turned me into one. But now I felt my mother relax in my arms before hugging me back and I heard her sniffle as we embraced there.

      “I know we haven’t always been so kind to Jude,” my father said, once my mother and I had broken apart. “But you have to understand, you two used to roll through here like cats on fire. He was always getting you into trouble. It’s hard not to still think of him as some troublemaking teenager.”

      “But he’s a fine young man,” my mother said, elbowing him in the side. “I know he does all that work with those children in hospitals, doesn’t he? That’s very admirable.” She frowned at my father as if she still had to convince him. “He was voted the Most Eligible Bachelor in New York, you know. And did you see him fighting Edward? He’s very strong. He’s quite an impressive dragon.”

      “Okay,” I said, wiping away an errant tear. “In that case, we should have him over for dinner.”

      “Any time, dear,” my mother said.

      “Good.” I nodded firmly. “Good good. I’m just going to clean up.”

      I left my parents and walked up the stairs and I had an urge to pinch myself. It seemed like everything had truly worked out so much better than I’d ever hoped. Now I had the day to work on my article and then I could see Jude later. Everything seemed to be coming up roses.

      So, of course, that was when Edward texted me.

      I’d really like to talk. Just to clear the air.

      I sighed heavily and all at once I was tense again. I stomped upstairs and in my room, I kicked off my shoes and dropped my purse. I turned on the shower in my bathroom and stared at the text as I waited for the water to get hot.

      I meant it when I said it was over, I texted back. It’s not a discussion.

      Eddie texted back immediately and said: I know that. I just want to apologize.

      That made me feel better, though I would remain wary of him. But it seemed like good form just to allow him to apologize for what had happened and what he’d said.

      I felt very magnanimous texting back.

      I can do that. You want me to come by today?

      Eddie said if possible, he’d love it if I could come by that evening. I had to think it would just be a quick talk and then I could go to Jude’s place. I texted him a yes and he said he’d see me at six. It would be an annoying task to get over with. But after that: Jude.

      I showered and took my time, closing my eyes as I stood under the hot spray and thought about Jude and how far we had come together. We had shared almost our whole lives together yet I found myself so excited to start this new part of our lives together as a mated couple. He knew me so well and we’d discussed most of the things a couple talks about already. We both wanted children and were excited about the prospect of little baby dragons in our lives but not for a few years yet. I knew he supported my career, and I supported his aspirations in whatever he set his mind to.

      By the time I got out of the shower, I was grinning from ear to ear. When I glanced at my phone, I saw a new text from Jude.

      Hey, remember when we fell in love?

      It made me chuckle. I’d always loved Jude’s wry sense of humor and now I feel like a giggly schoolgirl because of it. I dried my hands and tapped out a reply.

      High five on falling in love with me, bro!

      Jude texted me a thumbs up and I practically skipped back into my bedroom.

      I got dressed, keeping in mind I’d be meeting with Edward. I didn’t want to give him any funny ideas even by accident. Besides that, New York was hot and sticky. I put on jeans and a t-shirt and threw my hair up in a ponytail and then sat down with my laptop to work on my article before I had to go to Eddie’s house.  I started writing according to the ideas I’d sketched out. I’d spoken to Scott and gone over things with Jude to some degree. But on a first draft, I just wanted to let things flow naturally while somewhat going according to plan. I’d already gotten about halfway through the piece and now I found the words coming easily, flowing through me as I wrote not just about Jude but about what he thought of his own privilege and his own insecurities. I wrote about us as teenagers and about our friendship. I wrote about his father and how his father had built the company. It was no-holds barred. I felt like it was going to be one of those pieces that everyone was talking about even if they didn’t care at all about some car company or its CEO’s son. It a story and it was a good one.

      Before I knew it, it was time to go to Eddie’s, but I’d done a solid amount of work and I felt good, smiling to myself even though I was on my way to Eddie’s place. Eddie had his own house not too far from my parent’s place on the Upper East Side. I decided I’d walk and made sure my phone was charged before making my way.

      I whistled when I saw Eddie’s place. It was a big place, the kind that had been turned into a duplex around most of New York. He’d mentioned once his parents had owned it for a long time so it had its own vault built into the basement because all dragon patriarchs needed a good place to stash their hoard. I heaved a sigh and trotted up the front stoop to the door. As far as I knew, Eddie’s parents were off in Europe for the entire year and they also had a place in Connecticut so Eddie had run of the New York house.

      I rang the doorbell and almost immediately the door popped open and there stood Eddie, looking grave and serious and, I supposed, apologetic. He gave me a nod and ushered me in. “Thank you for coming.”

      “It’s okay,” I said. I stood up straight and tried to look sort of business-like. This was one of those awkward adult kinds of conversations. But it wasn’t anymore than that. “I think it’s fair and I don’t want to end whatever this was between us unkindly.”

      “Of course,” Eddie said, leading me from the dim foyer into a smaller sitting room. His place was laid out similar to my parent’s except it was clear that nobody had lived here for a while, Eddie only recently having moved from Connecticut. The place was a little too dark as if not all the lamps worked and it smelled a little dusty and musty. I was surprised not to see any staff pass by. Not that a single man living alone needs a staff and Jude doesn’t have any at his apartment, but I would have expected Eddie to have some service if he was living in this big house by himself. “I just want to apologize wholeheartedly for what I said to you yesterday. It was completely unacceptable and I assure you, it was only the heat of the moment.”

      “I appreciate that,” I said simply.

      The sitting room looked especially dusty and a little cloud went up when I sat on a chaise across from Edward in a big leather club chair. He offered tea and I took it, just to be nice.

      “At least I brought a little excitement to the proceedings of the Draceryn Gathering,” Edward said in that formal way of his as he poured me a cup full of black tea. “Sugar?”

      “Yes, please.” I chuckled at that, though uneasily.

      I still believed he would have killed Jude if no one had stopped him. It would have ruined him in the shifter community but in that moment, it’s what he’d intended.

      Edward handed me my tea cup, and I took a long sip, trying to ground myself. The tricky thing was, when there was some bad behavior among shifters it was handled within the shifter community. But you had to get pretty heinous before there was any real penance paid, especially among dragons. The duel didn’t count for anything and neither did an almost murder. That meant nothing would happen to Edward outside of him being the subject of harsh gossip for a while and often that was enough to bring somebody back in line.

      “I should tell you something,” I said slowly. I drained the last of my black tea as if to gain some strength. “Jude and I are together. All this that’s happened has made us realize how we feel about each other. I apologize for...I don’t know. Leading you on, if that’s the right way to put it. I really did want things to work out between us. I thought I had to… I was trying to convince myself. But it was right in the end. So I’m...um, sorry.”

      I rubbed my eyes, suddenly feeling a little sluggish and sleepy, a fierce tiredness creeping up behind my eyes. My head felt a bit foggy too as I’d just thrown back a bunch of shots all in a rush. Edward was just smiling at me mildly. I couldn’t even tell his reaction to my scattered little speech. I blinked at him. I even found myself nodding, slumping a little in my seat.

      What’s wrong with me?

      “Leading me on,” Edward said, shaking his head. “Yes, I do believe that’s the right way to put it after all. I did everything I was supposed to. I followed these little rules of courtship like the dragons of old while you hemmed and hawed and yet all the while you were exactly the slut I’d pegged you to be.”

      “What…” I was angry, but I felt so slow and sleepy, I couldn’t sum up the anger somehow. Then I began to get really scared. Edward was smiling, but it wasn’t a smile I had seen on him before. I’d seen his eyes flash with a dark kind of anger and now his lips slowly turned up in a kind of sneer and I felt like I was seeing him for the first time.

      “It’s okay,” Edward said slightly. “I needed a slut. I needed someone I could get to breed my heir without complaint before I killed her. I never wanted a mate, you see. But a son...a son is very useful. And you have such good genes.”

      Kill me...he was going to kill me?

      I should be panicking, I thought. But I couldn’t even move. I was losing all ability to move at all and had begun to slide right off the chaise but Edward hopped to his feet and came around.

      No, I thought. No, I have to run, I have to shift…

      But I couldn’t shift or even move as Edward picked me up in his arms. “It could have been much easier. I wouldn’t have let it be painful. Although it does have to look like an accident, of course. Once you bear my child, I mean. I figure once I have a child, I’ll whip up a secret wife, make it all good and proper. Then I’ll have my heir. Which is all I want.”

      “Jude,” I murmured. I wanted to scream but I could barely even speak. “Jude…”

      “Well, I’ll definitely kill Jude,” Edward said, laughing softly. “I would have at the gathering but I suppose that wouldn’t have gone over well. My temper got the best of me. That much is true.”

      I felt utterly helpless, unable to so much as lift a finger as Edward carried me through his dingy old mansion, around one corner and then another. The place was a bit labyrinthine and then he was taking me down a narrow flight of stairs.

      You’re crazy, I wanted to say. My parents would go looking for me and so would Jude.

      “Couldn’t have made this so much easier,” Edward was saying. “You know, I thought at first about getting some poor dragon shifter girl but who wants those genes in your offspring? Do you know what I mean? I want good breeding and you’re the best. Now don’t worry, Sierra. It will be hard on your parents. They’ll mourn you. We’ll just have to come up with a convincing death but I’ll think of something. These things are a lot easier than you might imagine and I know some talented witches.”

      Eddie  came to the bottom of the narrow stairs and took me down a long, wide corridor so dark it took my eyes some time to adjust even as I felt myself falling asleep against my will.

      His vault. He was taking me to his vault. Once he had me locked up and he found some way to convince everyone I was dead...he’d have me trapped. I wanted to cry out of sheer terror but I wasn’t even able to do that.

      Eddie reached his vault or at least I assumed so as my head was helplessly lying back on his arm and I could see a big steel door out of the side of my eye. He punched a code into a control panel and the door swung open.

      The place was huge. I hadn’t realized how far down underground we’d gone but the vault was as big as any I’d seen and I’d seen some impressive hoard vaults. It was very organized. Unlike some dragons who got a romantic kick out of their gold and treasure piled up like in some cave of old, Eddie had his gold bars in stacks, his jewels and other trinkets and riches in glass cases on display or hanging from hooks.. But the vault was as big as a ballroom.

      “You’ll stay here a while,” Eddie said, as casually as if he were offering his drugged tea again. He lay me down on the floor and it was uncomfortable to lie on a hard floor on my side but I couldn’t so much as roll over. “You sleep. Later, we’ll discuss what will happen next. And don’t be mistaken, Sierra, I’ll hurt you if I have to. You mean nothing to me.”

      He turned to leave and then abruptly knelt down and grabbed my hand roughly. “One more thing. I have to use your phone. Throw Jude off. Tell me your passcode or I’ll break your finger.”

      I whimpered but I manage to murmur the passcode. It didn’t seem worth the pain to lie or not give it to him. Besides, Jude knew me better than anyone else on earth. Eddie would only be able to throw him off so long. At least, that’s what I hoped.

      Eddie stood and left, shutting the door behind. Then I was left there, alone in the dark and unable to move.
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      How have you been?

      My friend Jessie’s text came in while I was typing away at a potential mission statement for my new charitable venture. The last time I’d felt so excited about something (other than Sierra) was back when I helped with the car design at Fairchild Corp. That had been fun and I did have kind of an eye for design, but it didn’t light a fire under me the way this did. This was something I truly cared about and the idea that I could finally truly pull away from my dad and strike out on my own was even more exciting.

      When my phone buzzed with Jessie’s text, I pulled myself away from the list of potential investors I’d been jotting down. Really, they wouldn’t be investors, they’d be donors. I’d have to remember to start thinking that way. It wasn’t like any of this was going to be for a profit.

      I cut off my dad, I reported to Jessie.

      I smiled when I typed it. I liked putting it that way. Of course, in terms of money, he was cutting me off. Not that it would really hurt me. That only meant I’d be very rich instead of very, very rich. I had enough of my mother’s money in my name plus my shares in the company to be just fine. But I had cut off my dad in terms of our relationship and that was more important to me anyway.

      Jessie responded with some exclamation points and then he called me and I let him know what was going on. I was fairly close with all the guys in the little circle of young, wealthy dragon shifters that met every once in a while to socialize and bond. I was probably closest to Justin. We were somewhat like-minded, although now that he had found his mate and become a father twice over he wasn’t the playboy buddy he used to be. But Jessie was very kind and used to reaching out. It was a little strange because I was pretty sure he was in the mob. At least that was what the rest of us assumed but he never talked about that. We only knew him as a good friend.

      I ended up pacing my apartment, getting wired up and coffee, and talking to Jessie for a long time. It was a good talk, and it reminded me that I needed to do better about keeping up with my friends. We didn’t see each other as often as we wanted but there were regular hangouts to go flying or play poker at Justin’s penthouse and sometimes those nights really did me a lot of good. It was nice to be with guys who were a lot like me.

      “Got your mate,” Jessie said. “Got your way out of that messed up relationship with your dad. It sounds like you’re on your way.”

      “Feels like it,” I said, looking out my big window to the city outside. “I feel different. I feel like an adult.”

      “Will wonders never cease?” Jessie said dryly.

      It was getting dark now, I noticed, and I frowned. Sierra had said she would definitely come by around six and it was nearly eight now.

      “Hey, Jessie. I gotta call my girl. I’ll talk to you later.”

      I let Jessie go and checked for any texts I’d missed. It was really stupid. I knew that, except Sierra was almost chronically punctual. I had a tendency to be late sometimes, but she never did and she was really good about letting people know when she was running late.

      Besides that, I had a weird, bad feeling. But it was so vague it probably didn’t bear paying much attention to.

      Hey. What’s up?

      I sent Sierra the text and went to make myself a snack in my too fancy kitchen. I’d planned to eat with Sierra but my stomach was rumbling and I couldn’t wait any longer. I’d begrudgingly settled on an energy bar when my phone buzzed and I scrambled to read a reply from Sierra.

      Sorry. Can’t make it tonight. See you soon!

      It was followed by a couple of heart emojis and a kissy face. I frowned at the phone.

      “What the hell?”

      It wasn’t that she was cancelling on me. That was fine, in principle. But the tone of the text felt so wrong somehow. We’d just confessed our love for each other and followed it with passionate sex. But Sierra’s text sounded like it was from a casual acquaintance skipping out on a coffee date.

      I texted back immediately: Anything wrong?

      Nope. Love you!

      I snorted at that. Something was definitely wrong.

      For a while, I just stood there in the apartment, trying to figure out what I should do. Maybe I was just being paranoid. I didn’t want to be one of those overly possessive asshole boyfriends trying to account for their woman’s every move. That wasn’t me.

      I was about to head over to Sierra’s parents house just to see what was up when Sierra texted again.

      I’ll explain everything soon, promise. Sorry I couldn’t make it tonight.

      I chewed my lip. That text sounded much more like Sierra. I decided I was definitely making too much of this. It was just passion and the fever of love making me act like an idiot, and I’d certainly done that enough already. I decided to focus on my work for the rest of the night. I was disappointed that Sierra wasn’t coming over, but I had plenty to do and we’d see each other soon enough.

      [image: ]
* * *

      In the morning, I woke up bright and early and grabbed my phone to text Sierra. I didn’t get a reply right away, which I expect for the morning. She had always been an earlier riser than me. But I tried not to think about it too much. I made coffee and ate a bagel and looked at Twitter and kept myself busy for a while. I had an onslaught of emails from people within my dad’s company (some of whom were shifters) who had heard already that I was striking out on my own and some of them wanted to join me which was great news. I took a while replying and going back and forth with some of the shifters. I still had it in mind to start a program for underprivileged shifter kids and they seemed particularly interested in that.

      But by noon, I still had not heard from Sierra and I was actually starting to get worried again. I texted her once more and got something quick and dismissive. It almost felt like she was annoyed with me.

      Now, I was real paranoid. Except I wasn’t worried that Sierra was blowing me off. More like, I had this wild idea that she wasn’t the one who texted me. Because I had the time on my hands, I grabbed my jacket and took off for her parent’s place.

      It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours, I told myself. Or anyway, it hadn’t been twenty fours since she’d cancelled plans.

      But I figured, if I was just being crazy, it was a worthwhile risk to take. Better safe than sorry and all that.

      At the door to the Lowell’s stately home, I knocked and braced myself. Sierra’s parents had never been overly fond of me and I was about to declare myself their daughter’s mate and on top of that I had shown up without having shaved and in a leather jacket. I probably looked like a hoodlum to them.

      “Jude!” Sierra’s mother answered the door herself, her eyebrows raised. She looked perturbed, but I put on my most polite demeanor.

      “Good afternoon, Mrs. Lowell,” I said. “I’m sorry to bother you like this. I was just wondering if you’d seen Sierra since yesterday?”

      Mr. Lowell came up behind us and they looked eat each other in alarm. “She’s not with you?” Her father said. “We were sure she was with you.”

      Well, shit.

      “I haven’t seen her since yesterday morning,” I said. “She left my place-”

      “Yes,” her mother said. “Yes, that’s right. She came here from your apartment.”

      “Yeah, and we were supposed to get together last night, but she texted that she couldn’t make it but she wouldn’t say why. She didn’t…” I shook my head, hoping I wasn’t going to worry the Lowells unnecessarily. “She didn’t sound quite like herself.”

      “Jude, I’m worried.” Sierra’s mother actually grabbed my hand and it made my heart lurch. “Listen, we know you and Sierra are together now. Believe us, we think it’s wonderful.”

      “You have our blessing!” Her father put in.

      “We loved how you stood up to Edward Didion,” her mother said. “We know you always have Sierra’s best interests at heart. And I’m worried now. I can’t think of where she would go overnight if she wasn’t with you.”

      “I’m gonna find her,” I blurted out. “I promise you. I’ll find her. I’m sure she’s okay. Hell, maybe it’s all a misunderstanding. Please don’t trouble yourselves too much.”

      “You’re a lovely boy Jude,” Mrs. Lowell said fondly. “I’m sorry if we’ve ever made you feel unwelcome.”

      “Well, I did throw up in that antique vase that time,” I said, shrugging. That made them chuckle, so that was something anyway. “Do you have Edward’s address by any chance?”

      “Do you think he could have done something?” Her father said. “If he’s done something, I will rip his throat out myself-”

      “I doubt it,” I said firmly. “Even after that fight. It doesn’t seem likely. But I should stop by. See if he knows anything. But maybe ask around to her friends. She hasn’t been home too long, I don’t know if she’s reconnected with many people yet but you never know.”

      “We will, Jude,” her father said. “Thank you.”

      “We’ll sort this out,” I said firmly. “It’s gonna be fine.”

      Her mother was teary and all at once she hugged me tightly. “Thank you, Jude.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I didn’t go straight to Edward’s. My theory was that it seemed like the last place she’d actually be. Instead I spent a few hours going to her old haunts and texting some of her friends who I knew, mostly girls she’d known from school and college and a few old shifter buddies from our socialite circle. Some of them had heard from her recently but nobody had heard from her in the last couple of days.

      On impulse, I texted the group text of my Alpha Dragon Club.

      Sierra is MIA. Might need your help soon. I’ll let you know.

      Everyone texted back their support, and that made me feel somewhat comforted at least. It was good to know I had such a solid group of guys who would come through in a clinch.

      Finally, when I found myself back in his neck of the woods anyway, I went to Edward’s house. I wasn’t looking forward to it. It was going to be awkward at best. But any port in a storm was worth trying, I figured.

      His place seemed more old-fashioned than I might have expected, at least from the front. I knocked and took a deep breath. I had to be on my best behavior here, I figured. I had the upper hand, having won our little duel and come out looking like a hero while he had looked like a huge coward. The upper hand was useful and I couldn’t squander it. I could afford to ‘be big.’

      “Jude Fairchild.” Edward said it like a question he was very curious about when he opened the door but he smiled tightly and stepped back to let me in. “To what do I owe the pleasure? I hope there’s not still a problem between us?”

      “No,” I said firmly. “Absolutely not. I’ve just come to ask after Sierra. I wondered if you’d seen her. She’s been missing since yesterday morning? Not too long, I know. But her parents are worried.”

      Edward shut the door behind me and tipped his head. “Sierra? Hmm. Say Jude, do you want some tea?”

      “Tea?” I shook my head. “No thank you. I’m fine.”

      He took me to the sitting room and then just as quickly said he needed to excuse himself and he’d be right back if I would just wait a moment. I checked my texts. Just as soon as I put down my phone, I kept having the urge to pick it up again and see if Sierra had contacted me. Nothing yet. Unthinkingly, I set the phone on the table and when Edward beckoned me, I rolled my eyes and followed him deeper into the house.

      He led me through the foyer and I sighed following him all the way to his library. He seemed to be thinking deeply, as if it was a really deep question to simply answer whether he had seen or heard from Sierra in the last day. But I thought he was just being difficult because I had “stolen” his woman in his eyes or something like that.

      “You know, I want to apologize again,” Edward said gravely. He’d brought me into his library which looked about how’d I expect it to in a grim, old-fashioned mansion like this one. None of the books looked like they’d ever been read and the place smelled like mothballs. “I do so apologize for my behavior.” Edward had slick blonde hair and a big grin. His blue eyes sparkled as he looked at me.

      “It’s fine,” I said a little huffily. I was beginning to get impatient. “I’m just looking for Sierra. I have no problem with you, man.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Edward said, smiling slow and cutting.  “Because I have a problem with you.”

      Oh. Great.
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      I woke up and at first, I didn’t remember where I was. I’d had dark dreams but I couldn’t remember them clearly. But when I fully woke up, reality was so much worse than any nightmare I’d had. I was sore and uncomfortable and at first I just groaned and slowly rolled over on my back. When I opened my eyes, it was so dark, I couldn’t tell I’d opened my eyes at all. I was abruptly filled with terror. My mind was fuzzy about things. I couldn’t remember where I was or why. Jude...I wanted to see Jude…

      I struggled to sit up and felt a bit dizzy as all the blood seemed to rush to my head. I’d gone to see Edward… Slowly, it came back to me. Edward had drugged me. He’d drugged me and locked me in this vault. I felt like my heart was seizing up in my chest.

      I screamed, and I heard my own scream echo back at me. I staggered to my feet and fell twice, so disoriented was I both from my sluggish mind as a result of the drugs and the pitch black darkness.

      “Somebody help me!”

      It was utterly useless, but I was pretty hysterical and it took me a while to calm myself down. I sat on the floor and let myself cry into my hands. Edward was going to keep me here as his prisoner. His intentions were so heinous I couldn’t even let myself think about them. I’d heard about shifters, usually poor girls, sold to rich male dragon shifter just to give them heirs but it was sort of a business arrangement. Not that it was broadly considered acceptable, at least not in my social circles. My parents thought it was disgusting. Edward’s intentions were so much worse than that.

      Finally, I inched my way over to the wall just to have something to lean on so I could get my bearings. I was hoping I would also find a light switch if I was very lucky. I could only hear the sound of my own breath and the beating of my heart as I got to my feet and pressed my hands to the wall. It was so disorienting in the darkness. It felt as if the room could tip upside down at any moment.

      “Okay,” I whispered. “Okay…”

      Miraculously, I found a lightswitch. When I turned it on, the light seemed so bright I had to shut my eyes again. It took me a few minutes to adjust and then I stood there, leaning against the wall, getting my bearings.

      Edward’s vault. I’d seen it before. There were some display cases showing off big diamonds and huge gold items like goblets and chains and the walls were lined with drawers and there were big stacks of gold bars along the back wall. It was eerily neat for a hoard really. Hoards were pretty ridiculous as a concept but there was meant to be joy in them. This hoard was cold and kind of sterile. There was no feeling in it. It just wasn’t very dragon-like.

      I stood there for a while, just staring into the room and trying to get my head around this terrible reality. I didn’t know what time it was, and that was bothering me. I had absolutely no idea whether I’d been unconscious for an hour or a day or even a week. It would be easy to fall into a panic. What if whatever he’d drugged me with messed with my memory? What if I’d already come to and he’d drugged me again? I was wearing the same jeans and t-shirt and I didn’t feel much different so probably not. But I hated the not knowing.

      I wasted a long time on tactics to get out that were never going to work. I shifted and hammered at the door. I breathed fire but everything in the vault seemed to be fireproof. All I managed to do was get the room really hot for when I shifted back. I screamed and pounded at the door and bruised my fists and at the end of it, all I had to show for it was exhaustion. I was a sobbing wreck as I curled up on the floor.

      All I could think about was Jude. I wondered if he had any inkling I was missing. I’d left my purse with my phone in it in the sitting room and I remembered now that Edward had said he was going to use it. He’d tell Jude I was fine. But Jude would know somehow. Anyway, it was all I had to count on. That and my somewhat overprotective parents.

      I wallowed for a long time. I lay there, hungry and sweating, and closed my eyes, thinking back to all my best times with Jude. I thought of us flying over Manhattan when we were young and feeling invincible. I remembered early Draceryn Gathers which had always seemed so silly to us even if sometimes the big full grown dragons would fly in loops and do fancy moves and breathe their fire in shapes or bursts of color by means of magic. It had always enchanted us as we watched from the grass, arm in arm, our mouths stained with punch.

      I remembered the bad times too, how I’d had to be the one to break the news to Jude that his mother had died. But he’d told me he was glad it was me. He’d cried so much, I thought he was having an attack. I’d almost called a nurse. But he’s just hung onto me and I’d held him. We’d never really stopped holding each other somehow, even when I went to London.

      “We can get through this,” I said to myself. I remembered what my mother had said about the strength of a mate’s fire. That’s what I had to rely on. Our love was strong enough to take Edward.

      I didn’t know yet, but I had to believe it.

      When I was feeling a little calmer, I sat up and surveyed the vault again. It’s not as if I had anything better to do but try to figure a way out. Even if it was impossible, I did need to keep myself busy.

      I was staring up at the ceiling when I saw the vent. In the corner of the ceiling above a tall shelf there was one vent. The ceiling was really high. I’d have to climb the shelf to reach it but it would definitely tip. Or...I could make a proper hoard out of this junk and pile everything up and then climb that up to the vent. I had already tested the walls and shoved at the ceiling while shifted.

      But maybe my dragon strength could still get me out of here.

      I shifted again and standing on my hind legs, I could easily reach the vent on one of my hind legs. I wouldn’t have been able to fly as the space was far too narrow for me to spread my wings. I managed to hook the edges of my claws into the vent and with one jerk, I tore it right off.

      Nothing exploded and no sirens went off.

      The only problem now was reaching the vent as a human. It was obviously a ridiculously small space for a full grown dragon. So now came the fun part.

      I trashed the place. I figured I’d pile everything into that corner and climb the pile up to the vent. I went to work, staying shifted as a dragon because I was so much stronger that way. It was just a little bit of fun to completely ruin Edward’s vault and break the glass of his displays and rip cabinets out of the walls and throw everything together. It felt a little cathartic.

      It did take me a few tries to get the makeshift hill made of gold and crap just right. I kept shifting into human form and trying to climb the heap, only slide right back down. Then I’d shift again and change it up a little. It was hours before I accomplished it. Or at least, I thought it was hours. But finally I had it. I was sweaty and tired but I was standing on a giant pile of gold treasure and trashed furniture and I was hunched over, high enough that it wasn’t too much trouble to pull myself up into the vent.

      Once I was inside though, I nearly had a panic attack. The passage was so narrow. I had very little room on either side of me or above my head. I had never known myself to be the least bit claustrophobic until now. But as I crawled my way through the tunnel and really with no idea where I was going, I kept finding my heart racing in my chest. I could hardly breathe. I kept having to stop and calm myself down again. What if the vent didn’t let out anywhere? What if it let me out right into Edward’s clutches? What if I ran out of air? It was hard not to be scared, but I kept crawling, taking it a few inches at a time and trying to concentrate only on that.

      But I prayed that Jude was coming for me. We’d always saved each other before.

      Now I needed him more than ever.
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      “You have a problem with me?” I said, sighing. “And what would that be?”

      I leaned on the bookcase behind me and slipped my hands in my pockets, raising an eyebrow at Edward who looked about as tense as he had before our fight. But I wanted him to know I wasn’t scared of him or anything. I could take him and he already knew it. I felt it beared reminding and the best way to remind him of it was to treat him like he was no more important to me than a house fly.

      “You’re arrogant,” Edward spat. “Which is curious since you’re nothing but a brainless playboy who’s been coasting on your daddy’s money his entire life.”

      I hated to admit it even to myself, but that did sting a little. He seemed to know exactly what to say to get to me. I was way too sensitive when it came to both my father’s money and relationship with my father at all. If I’d been thinking more clearly, I might have remembered that Edward came from money too. He’d doubtless used his connections to get into the right schools and find the right positions. Maybe he carried himself like he was Mr. Proper but he wasn’t any better than me. Still, it was hard to remember that when he was throwing my biggest insecurities in my face.

      But I tried not to give myself away. I tried to keep my face blank and only said, “Alright. Well, if that’s all you’ve got to say, I guess I should be going. I’m looking for Sierra. I didn’t come here to make you feel better about me kicking your ass in front of every dragon in New York.”

      “Hold on,” Edwad said slowly. “Gosh, Jude. You do bring out the worst in me.” Edward smiled slowly, and he slinked forward. I’d never seen a blonde man in a white suit who looked so much like a snake, that was for sure. “You know, now that I think of it, I did get a text from Sierra last night. Perhaps there’s a clue to her whereabouts after all.”

      “Did you?” I said, rubbing my eyes. “Or are you just giving me the runaround. This is serious shit, Eddie. I know you wouldn’t hurt Sierra. But if something’s wrong, I need to know about it.”

      “Let me just find my phone,” Eddie muttered.

      Eddie made a big production out of looking for his phone then and I was starting to get impatient, but now he had me on the book. There was potentially a real clue of his exchanged texts with Sierra. I tapped my foot and hissed in my impatience as Eddie went all the way back to the living room and finally came back with a phone.

      “Are you planning to have children someday?” Edward said when he’d returned with the phone.

      I closed my eyes, seeking patience from somewhere. “Edward-”

      “Just humor me a minute,” he said. He chuckled as if we were old pals. “I’m curious. Do you think about it? I mean you must. What dragon doesn’t want an heir to inherit his hoard and build on it, continue his legacy?”

      “I do...someday.” I shrugged. “I don’t think about it that much. I’m only twenty-four.”

      “It’s so much better to start young though,” Edward said, “It’s so much better to have a son when you’re still young and virile, don’t you think?”

      “I guess,” I said through clenched teeth. “Listen, I know we’ve had our differences but I’m sure you care about Sierra as much as I do and the clock is ticking here, Eddie-”

      “Yes, yes, of course.” Eddie rolled his eyes and I wanted to punch him in the face. He’d healed up from that shoulder injury all too quickly. I should have cut much deeper. Edward fiddled with the phone and then nodded. “Ah, yes. Here it is.”

      Eddie held out the phone and took me a second too long to realize he was holding out Sierra’s phone but now I saw the familiar blue case and the wallpaper of London Bridge. Yet I just kept staring dumbly at the all too familiar texts I’d sent to Sierra and the supposed replies she’d sent back. It was obvious, but I hadn’t expected anything this nefarious from Eddie Didion. I thought his worst crime would be being phony and as stuffy as the stuffiest old shifter at the Draceryn Gathering but now here the evidence was right in front of me.

      “What did you do to her?” I said slowly. It was hard to comprehend after all. I was a dragon shifter, sure. In the old days, maybe I would have thrown down with some dark wizard or battled another dragon for glory (in a way I guess I had) but I had not been prepared for Edward to actually be evil. “What did you do to her!” I moved to shift, telegraphing my intent and that was my mistake. I wasn’t thinking clearly.

      Edward moved so fast I couldn’t even track his movements before I was frozen, unable to move a muscle. I had shifted, expecting Edward to shift to. But he didn’t. Instead he threw a kind of enchanted net he’d been hiding behind his back over me. Some stupid part of my brain imagined I would still be able to breathe fire, and I tried but I found that muscle as frozen as every other muscles.

      The net had me completely still, half hunched, a full grown dragon as silent as a statue. I was completely helpless. But even worse, Edward had Sierra. Now there was nothing I could do about it. I couldn’t even speak.

      All at once Edward didn’t look like Edward anymore. Or anyway, he didn’t look like the Edward he’d been pretending to be. He had been putting on a careful facade of aristocratic propriety, ingratiating himself in our social circle here in New York, and now I could see how fake it all was. I’d been jealous of him as a romantic rival and I couldn’t say for sure if I’d really seen something off about him or just wanted to because I didn’t want Sierra to be with anyone else, but it wasn’t as if I were happy to be proven right. I was horrified and I was angry, and most of all I was scared.

      What had he done to Sierra?

      “I picked that net up in Paris last summer,” Edward said lightly. He spoke as if we were having a casual conversation. “I was just stopping by from London. Just last year, in fact.”

      That caught my attention and if I hadn’t already been frozen, I might have frozen again. Edward had been in London while Sierra was in London. That couldn’t have been a coincidence. Sierra had been emailing with Edward during that time, but she’d never mentioned meeting Edward before coming back to New York and she would have.

      “That caught you by surprise,” Edward said, laughing. He crouched down right in front of me. Were I not frozen, I would have had him for dinner. I could have taken a bite right out of him or huffed a breath fire that would have burnt him to a crisp. But now I could only stare and I had never felt more entirely impotent in my life. Edward was oily, I realized now, with him sitting so close. He was handsome in an objective way, but up close the true ugliness of his personality shone through. His hair was too slick, his eyes empty of humanity. His once seemingly charming smile now seemed almost painted on. “It would catch Sierra by surprise too. I went to see her in London. But she didn’t see me. I watched her through her window. She had a cute little flat. She kept the curtains mostly drawn but with a good lens I could see her showering, getting dressed…”

      I’ll kill him, I thought simply. I didn’t know how yet. But I would.

      “I had to see her,” Edward said, as if I were arguing with him. “I had a short list of possible dragon women to breed with but she was at the top of my list. Once I saw her, I became obsessed. It had to be her that would breed my heir. I wanted her eyes, her genes… Then I would kill her, of course.”

      No…

      “It would have been so perfect, Jude,” Edward said. He stood again and, as if he had all the time in the world, he went to his little wet bar cart and made himself a drink. He took a sip of bourbon and held up the glass. “Drink? Oh, sorry.” He thought that was very funny, throwing his head back to laugh. He drained his drink and sighed, sitting on his desk. “She was perfect. Is perfect…” His face changed then, from the impassive and empty expression betraying darker depths to a twisted grimace of rage as he sneered down at Jude. “Until you came along.”

      Had Jude been able to speak, he might have pointed out that he had been there first, as far as being a man involved in Sierra’s life, but he was unable to make the case now.

      “The moment I saw you two talking at that charity banquet, I knew you two were in love,” Edward said, his expression darkening yet further. “I knew before you two idiots knew. I should’ve moved faster at that Draceryn Gathering. I should’ve killed you and said it was an accident. I got swept up. That slut just makes me so mad…”

      I prayed for some loophole, some hole in the magic of this enchanted net so that I could move and strike. I’d tear his head off or rip his throat or just burn him up. However it was done, I just wanted him dead.

      “But she’ll get hers,” Edward said, shrugging, suddenly casual again. “I’ve got her locked up in my vault. And she’s never getting out of there.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen: Sierra

          

        

      

    

    
      It was hard not to panic in the maze-like system of ducts and vents in Edward’s house. I had no idea where I was going and on instinct alone, I kept doubling back and turning and then changing my mind again. I was trying to get near the front door and I was able to see glimpses of rooms through vents in the ducts. But beyond that it was guess work. I was trying to get the foyer by the front door or the sitting room that was right next to it. I had been crawling for what felt like hours. Out of fear of being heard, I was being as silent as possible too, which meant I was crawling more slowly than I could have. That was not to mention the intense claustrophobia I kept feeling especially when I thought I had lost my way, certain that I would die in the ducts, finally having run out of air.

      I was crying nearly the whole time. I found it impossible not to think of Jude as I scrambled and struggled to get myself to safety. If I survived this, I was going to marry that man as soon as possible, I resolved. Then we’d honeymoon, and we’d go somewhere good and far away. We certainly had the money for it. I’d take Jude to one of those island resorts with the bungalows standing right in the ocean where the water is crystal clear and you can walk down the stairs right into it. We’d make love like bunnies and float in the water and shift and fly over the ocean to our heart’s content.

      I wanted it all so badly that I had to stop crawling at one point just to choke back my tears. If I let myself sob, Edward might hear me. I would shift and fight him if I had to but as much as I hated to admit it, I was terrified of him. When I saw a vent up ahead, my heart lifted as it had each time I’d spotted a vent before. I felt a little stupid about it but I was basically living vent to vent and now I found myself praying under my breath to all the gods of men and shifters as I crawled forward once again, carefully and quietly. I squinted down between the slats. I thought I had made it toward the front of the house but the place was big and I know I’d been turned around a few times so really, who knew? I could see a glimpse of a blue chaise in the room below.

      It was the same chaise I’d sat in when Edward had talked to me and drugged me with the tea. That meant it was the sitting room! I was right by the front door!

      I waited at first. I had to be patient and careful. If Edward was anywhere near this room, I was in terrible danger. I held my ear to the vent and closed my eyes, making double sure that nobody was there or nearby. I assumed Edward was still home that I hadn’t been able to sniff him out within the ducts. I think that was down to the way the air was flowing. Even if he wasn’t home, I should’ve been able to smell that he had just been there before; a faint whiff in the air. But there was nothing in the ducts.

      When I was satisfied that the sitting room was safe, I took a deep breath, gripped the sides of the vent and ripped it out if its duct. It wasn’t screwed in which was pure luck. I carefully placed the vent aside and peaked down into the sitting room, my ears perking up, my heart racing wildly. I shifted around and stuck my legs through the opening until I was hanging down and I dropped as silently as I could. It wasn’t as if I’d ever been taken hostage before but it was a strange and terrible feeling to have the sensation of breaking into a place when I was the one who had been taken prisoner there. The sitting room adjoined the foyer where the front door waited. I was not ten steps from freedom when I heard a slight vibration and jumped, spinning around.

      It was just a phone, sitting on the side table. In fact, I didn’t have my own phone. Edward had taken it. That didn’t matter. All I had to do was get out of his house and back to safety.

      Then I recognized the phone; encased in a distinctive and eye-catching red leather case.

      That was Jude’s phone. I grabbed it and now my heart was pounding so hard, it was quite painful. Edward had Jude. That was the only explanation. He could even be dead already and the thought was too horrible to consider for more than a second.

      He had a text message coming in from a group thread. I recognized them as his dragon guy friends. They all had a little boy’s club for themselves. I stood there in the sitting room, taking the terrible risk of being found out at any second as I took a wild guess at Jude’s passcode (my birthday) and turned out to be right. Jude’s friends had pledged to help and somewhat hysterically replied to them, telling them briefly that a guy who had taken me hostage had Jude and what the address was and to come help if possible. I immediately got several replies that they were on their way.

      I was afraid they wouldn’t be here in time. It was hard not to imagine them flying in to save us only to find the two of us already dead.

      Yet even now, the front door in my sights, I knew I wouldn’t leave. As terrified as I was, I was not about to abandon Jude and wait for his friends to rescue.

      Jude and I had always been there for each other, especially since that fateful day after his mother’s accident when I’d held his hand and broke the news to him that she had died. I had always said rather casually, that I would follow Jude into hell and I had absolutely no doubts he would do the same for me.

      Now it was time to prove it.

      I snuck through the house as stealthily as I could manage, sporadically closing my eyes and focussing on Jude’s scent. I picked it up as I crept down a wide corridor and at the creak of a door, I panicked and ran to the nearest door I could find unlocked. It was a closet, and I waited there, having closed the door silently behind me. I closed my eyes and now I could pick them out; Jude and Edward, whose scent was all over the house. I couldn’t smell death. Jude was alive. That was something. I found myself smiling and I clasped my hands together, squeezing my eyes shut as I tried to figure out what to do next.

      There was really only one thing to do. I needed to go out there. It was terrifying. But this was Jude. Losing him was as frightening as the idea of my own death would be.

      Besides that, he had already fought Edward for me once and nearly been killed doing it. The least I could do was fight for him too. I braced myself, gathering all my strength and courage, and snuck out on my tiptoes, hardly breathing as I followed Jude’s scent. There was a light coming from under a door not quite closed.

      If Edward was there, he might smell me near unless Jude’s scent confused him and my scent was already in the house. I had to depend on that. Jude’s phone vibrated in my pocket and I froze, terrified.

      “I’ll torture you,” Edward was saying. He sounded just a little drunk. “Slowly. Perhaps for days. That’s what you get.”

      I tiptoed past the door to get a peek through the little opening. I couldn’t see much but I did see Jude’s dragon, or part of him. He was shifted, but he wasn’t moving. He appeared to be frozen like a statue, a thin glimmery kind of gossamer net covering him. It was some enchanted, or rather, a cursed item. It was keeping him frozen in place, unable to so much as breathe fire or speak, I assumed. It could be the only reason why Jude wasn’t fighting back now.

      But he was alive. My love was alive and I found the sight of him giving me strength as I hovered there behind the door.

      Jude was too my right, on the other side of the wall. I could hear Edward speaking, though I couldn’t make out what he was saying, but he was to my far left, and probably just left of the door. That’s what it sounded like. I peeked inside, getting in just a little closer, and saw Edward smoking a cigar, grinning around it as he leered at Jude. He was eyeing him as if he’d just won a grand prize in some contest and Jude was his trophy.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I was trying to come up with some plan to take out Edward. I could shift, but Edward would shift as soon as he heard me or sensed me and I couldn’t take Edward if we were both dragons. He was easily twice my size. If I came up with nothing, I would happily go down fighting in defense of Jude but that was only useful if I couldn’t save him. I supposed I could distract Edward long enough for Jude’s friends to show up. New York was deceptively small. As far as I knew, most of them lived in town. They shouldn’t take long. Maybe I could just throw Edward off and delay?

      That seemed like a weak idea to me.

      What I really needed was Jude, and that was impossible. Somehow I kept forgetting that Jude was completely immobile. The best option would be to break the net and free him.

      But I had no idea how to deactivate a cursed net? Even if I had the magical know-how, I had no supplies. I wasn’t a witch, and I didn’t know much in the way of spell casting.

      Now a dragon’s fire, I thought as I hovered there, that had some magical proponents. At least that’s what I understood from the old shifter lore. Perhaps it was the stuff of fairy tales, but I had always been taught that in the old days when dragon shifters were more hidden from the human world and were more attuned to their magic potential, they could do all kinds of things with their fire; cast spells and yes, even break curses.

      I wished I’d paid more attention to the lore now.

      I racked my brain for some knowledge hiding somewhere in the nooks and crannies of my mind that could possibly help Jude now.

      All I came up with was my mother’s voice in my head telling me to hurry up and come up with something to save my mate. I often hear my mother’s voice in my head when I’m stressed out. Not literally, it’s just one of those subconscious phantoms. I could picture her, even now, her eyebrows raised as she looked at me over cups of tea. As much as my mother had pressured me about this or that over the years, she had high expectations for me as a person and it wasn’t to feed her own ego. She had high expectations because she assumed I’d be able to meet them. That had always meant something to me.

      She also had an intense view of what it meant to be a mate. My parents always seemed stuffy to me but they loved each other passionately.

      A mate’s fire…

      It can break curses, it can stop armies…

      I gasped softly. That was it. That was my chance and it was also the only one I could possibly think of. I had to shift and breathe fire not at Edward, who might move too quickly and shift himself and then I’d be screwed, but at Jude. If it was true, what my mother had said about a mate’s fire according to the old lore, mine should definitely be able to break the net, freeing Jude. Then we could both take him down together.

      All of this had gone through my mind in a couple seconds. Edward was still in the library, basking in his own triumph and smoking a cigar. I moved slightly and then I caught Jude’s eye in the little space left by the open the door. His eye was fixed on me. He couldn’t move, but I was sure he saw me.

      I felt suddenly, the intense connection between us, and it was so visceral that it felt like being shocked by some electrical current.

      I’m going to break the curse with my fire. I thought it at him. That was the only way I could put it. I threw the thought at him with all the force I could muster. I could swear that somehow, though he was completely still, Jude was agreeing with me, telling me this was a good plan.

      If I was wrong… I was wrong.

      I did it before I could give myself anymore opportunity to second guess.

      I took a deep breath and shifted. The corridor seemed a bit narrow, but I was right in assuming that a dragon shifter would take care to have halls wide enough to shift in. I heard Edward’s shout but the very second I had my bearings, I inhaled deeply and then gathered all the power within me, and breathed fire through the wall right in Jude’s direction. The fire blasted through the wall in an explosion of white flame, blowing a giant black hole through it. I didn’t wait to see if it had worked or if Edward already shifted. In a second I was inhaling again and breathing fire, just in case the first breath had mostly functioned to take down the wall.

      The wall left of me was crumbling suddenly. Edward broke through and attacked me, clobbering me with his front claws and knocking me down. My hide was pretty thick but so were his claws and roared in pain as he slashed my shoulder.

      But it had worked. I couldn’t see him as Edward had knocked me down but Jude was moving. The curse had been broken, the net dissolved. Jude charged Edward and pulled him off me and then the two were going at it, knocking down the walls of Edward’s mansion as I staggered to my feet.

      Three of Jude’s friends broke right through the front door. They scared me for a second and my eyes were fixed on the battle between Jude and Edward but then the front door was splintering, two large dragons and one much smaller black one all in a row and now charging into the fight and snapping and clawing at Edward as he fought Jude. They obviously knew Jude’s dragon form well, but of course they would know him just as well as I would.

      Edward didn’t stand a chance. Once Jude’s friends showed up, it was all over.

      They ripped him to shreds and I didn’t watch, but I wasn’t sorry.
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* * *

      “Jude!” We’d all shifted back into human form, myself and Jude and his three friends, all beaten up and standing among the wreckage inside Edward’s house as well as the now very dead and bloody dragon body still steaming on the floor. I cried out for my mate and we ran to each other, half tripping over the bits and pieces of smoking wall on the floor.

      Jude crushed me in a hug and he squeezed me so tight, I could feel the fear he felt when he’d thought he might have lost me. His friends stood off to the side, seeming content to let him be for a moment. But we couldn’t stay here forever. We needed to tell my parents and they would probably tells the elders of the shifters around here and they would contact Edward’s parents in Connecticut and tell them what had happened. It would be rough. Things like this could lead to a war between shifters. It would probably take some testimonials from more people than just Jude and I to explain this.

      “I got you,” Jude kept whispering in my ear. “I got you, sweetheart. Except you just saved my ass so really you got me.”

      “Damn right she did,” one of the guys said. He was a little older than Jude, dark haired and bearded with cheerful eyes even as his shirt was torn up from Edward’s claws. “I’m Justin.” He motioned to a dark and brooding looking fellow who nodded kindly and another brick house of a guy who looked like he’d hardly broken a sweat. “That’s David and Jessie.” The other two nodded.

      “Asshole had me in a cursed net,” Jude said, breaking our embrace to throw an arm around my shoulders. I was pretty sure he was at least a little scuffed up and I knew he would heal quickly but I still had an urge to at least check out his injuries. Except that now he was busy bragging about me. I could just feel it. “And this one thinks to break it with her fire.”

      “Mate’s fire,” David said quietly. “That’s very smart.”

      “No shit,” Jude cracked, leaning over to kiss my cheek. “She was always a much better student than me.” He grinned at his friends. “Fellowship at Oxford!”

      “Oh my God,” I said, rolling my eyes. Jude had always loved bragging about me, even when he was doing badly in school and I was acing all my classes. He had only ever been proud of me as a friend, and now as a lover. “Shouldn’t you be traumatized or something?” I turned in his arms, frowning at the deep scratch visible along his shoulder. “And you’re hurt…” I clucked my tongue. “I can’t wait to get you home.”

      “Awww.” That was his friend, Jessie. “That’s sweet.”

      I blushed and Jude hugged me again, kissing my hair and whispered in my ear, “Never letting you go now.”

      “I hope you don’t,” I whispered back.
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      A few months later...

      “You’re not supposed to be back here!” Sierra was scolding me but her eyes were bright. I could tell she wasn’t really mad. How could she be? Not today. The two of us were so giddy, we couldn’t even remember to be stressed out.

      I was leaning into the window of Sierra’s dressing room. After some hemming and hawing we’d chosen our parent’s favorite country club for our wedding. It had surprised even us. As kids, we’d always thought the place was so stuffy, full of rich fuddy duddies grumbling when we’d run by or play in the grass while our parents took tennis lessons or golfed.

      But that was just it. We had so many memories held there. We’d fallen in love growing up together all over New York, and this was just one spot in it where we’d spent time. But it had more meaning to us than any church.

      Now Sierra was supposed to be getting ready. She was already all made up and wearing the gorgeous designer gown she’d picked out; a 1920s cream colored satin sheath with gentle drapes and folds. It was elegant and sophisticated but she’d added a little bit of gold glitter to her blush. Playful Sierra. That was her; a combination of all these things that I loved so much.

      I’d been ready for an hour. I was so ready I had nothing to do but pace around the men’s dressing room and feel edgy and impatient. I wasn’t nervous. I’d thought I would be, but it wasn’t that at all. I was just antsy to get married already. I was also kind of fixated on our honeymoon. We were going to go to the Caribbean. I’d laughed for ten minutes when we planned the thing because Sierra had insisted that she didn’t care where we went as long as “it has one of those bungalows with the stairs going into the water so I can see my feet.”

      She’d put that anecdote in the article about me, about us. The thing had turned out to be a tome-like five thousand words, and it seemed as if every single person in New York read it when it came out. It turned out to be a love story and also scathing towards my father. He had to answer all kinds of questions after that when people begged him for comment.

      My father and I hadn’t spoken in a while.

      I didn’t care. I had too much on my plate anyway. I already had plans in place to organize some investors to form a non-profit with a sort of underground charity alongside it just for underprivileged shifter kids. I’d be plunging right into that once we returned from the honeymoon.

      But first we had to get married.

      I was standing on a sprinkler head in my shiny black shoes and peeking into the window of the woman’s dressing room where, mercifully, there were no naked bridesmaids. There was just Sierra in her gown looking gorgeous and angelic as she scrunched up her nose, looking up at me.

      “Why can’t I be here?” I said smirking, even though I knew exactly why.

      It was a stupid rule and anyway, shifters didn’t believe it. We didn’t even really believe in weddings. That was just part of us assimilating into the human world. Besides, of course I wanted to see Sierra before my wedding. She was my best friend. It seemed silly to have to avoid her for “luck.”

      “It’s bad luck!” Sierra said loftily.

      “Oh please,” I said, rolling my eyes. I was taking my life in my hands, climbing up to the window. What if I fell into the muddy puddle next to the sprinkler and ruined my pants before the wedding? Although I’d taken my jacket off because it was unseasonably hot in New York even though it was already September. “Come outside. I want to show you something!”

      “I’m not climbing out a window in this dress!” Sierra said, all but shrieking.

      “Then come around back!” I said. “Meet me at our tree!”

      I didn’t have to say what tree even though it hadn’t been “our tree” in a long time, probably not since tenth grade. I checked my phone. We still had some time before the ceremony, as guests were still arriving. The ceremony was being held on a grassy stretch next to some willow trees and a waterfall. It was a popular spot for weddings. But “our tree” was east of that. It was a maple by a bench not far from the tennis courts.

      I didn’t wait for Sierra to answer. I hopped down from the sprinkler head, carefully avoiding the mud, and took off at a trot for the tree. The sun had been beating down, but a few shifting clouds had made the heat abate a bit and now a cool breeze blew through the trees.

      Not that anything could have ruined our wedding in the first place. There could have been a thunderstorm that drenched the guests. We would have laughed it off and gone to a Justice of the Peace. None of that stuff really mattered. Though I was feeling sappy enough to be thankful for all the friends and family that got to be here to see this. Excepting, of course, my own father who I had opted not to invite.

      I found the tree and sat down on the bench, sighing happily as I crossed my ankles in front of me and rolled my neck.

      We’d already been through the hardest part, which had been realizing we’d found each other. That had taken about a decade. Battling Edward had been hard, of course, and a little traumatic. Afterwards, when we’d found out that Edward had murdered his parents back in Connecticut, we hadn’t even been surprised. It was as if another piece of the puzzle had fallen into place.

      But all of that is over now.

      All we had to worry about was looking after each other. I knew we always would, because we always had.

      I closed my eyes and let the cool breeze brush my face and when I opened them, I saw Sierra walking toward me through the grass, carefully holding up her dress so as not to dirty her skirt. Her strawberry blonde hair was clipped up on top of her head and curling tendrils blew around her prettily freckled face.

      She sat down next to me and raised her eyebrows expectantly. “Okay, hotshot. What is it? I have a wedding to get to.”

      “We always used to come here. Remember?” I held her hand in mind and she tangled our fingers together. “Sneak cigarettes and come here to this bench and listened to music and talk shit and get dirty looks from the old folks.”

      “Of course, I remember,” Sierra murmured.

      “Once, somewhere around tenth grade, I had to come here with my parents,” I said, staring off across the grass toward those willows where we’d soon be getting married. “You were supposed to have come but then something came up, I guess. Or your parents changed their minds. And you weren’t here. I was so upset you weren’t here and I couldn’t hang out with you.” I laughed softly to myself. I had been in such painful, aching, all encompassing love for so long. “And I carved this into the tree…”

      I shifted around and tapped a spot on the maple’s trunk right behind me and Sierra turned, following my finger.

      J.F. + S.L.

      There was a heart drawn around it. I watched Sierra’s mouth drop open.

      “I’ve never seen that!” Sierra said. She reached over to trace her finger along the grooves of the letters etched into the bark.

      “That’s because I never showed you,” I said, shrugging. “I loved you. I love you.” I leaned forward and kissed her softly. “My beautiful mate.”

      Sierra beamed at me and said, “Let’s get married, Jude.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I had five groomsmen, the men of my Alpha Dragon Club. Michael had even flown home from some trip to Poland to be at my wedding and Jessie had lost out on some lucrative job (he never told us what he did but most of us thought he was in the mob). I stood at the end of their line, the six of us in our sleek black suits. The wedding was well attended, though a lot of the guests were for the sake of our parents. Still, it was nice to look out and see old friends I haven't talked to in a while. Everyone looked so happy for us. It was a nice feeling though again, I felt antsy, shifting from foot to foot as I waited for the ceremony to begin.

      Finally, the music played, and Sierra came walking down the aisle as everyone stood, arm and arm with her father.

      The ceremony went by in a bit of a blur after that.

      The reception, on the other hand, was quite a party. It was held in the country club’s ballroom and spilled out into the patios and lawns. Sierra and I could not seem to stop dancing. We felt like teenagers, the two of us unable to take our eyes off each other and pleasantly buzzed. I was more than pleased when Sierra gave me that heated look of hers and grabbed me by the tux to pull me into one of the little sitting rooms where old men drink brandy just to make out with me for a while.

      We kept ignoring our guests in favor of each other but we were finally corralled back inside for toasts and the father and daughter dance and before we knew it, the reception was ending. It had gone so fast. On one hand, it had been a complicated event, and I was glad this part was done. But it had been a fun day with my best friend in the world and that had been a blast.

      “We’re going to see you off, dear!” Sierra’s mother said, coming up behind her, as the two of us slow danced. Some guests were beginning to leave, but I had another surprise for Sierra. It was sappy of me but leading up to this wedding, all I’d been able to think about was our history together. I’d figured, revisiting it would be a way to celebrate our love.

      “Seeing us off where?” Sierra said. We’d changed into more casual clothes. Sierra was wearing a white sundress, and I was in a button-up and jeans because I knew where we were going after this, before we left for our honeymoon.

      “It’s a surprise,” I said, taking her hand and throwing her a wink.

      We left the party with about a million handshakes and promises to “get together” soon but our closest friends and family stayed behind to go on a walk with us (or rather with me as Sierra had no idea what was happening) out of the club and along a dirt path to a hidden spot on the side of the hill beyond the golf course.

      “Where are we going?” Sierra said as the sun set on the horizon.

      “Just a little night out to an old favorite spot,” I said, giving her a wink. Everyone with us was a shifter and I gave Sierra a nod and then the two of us shifted, and soared off into the sky, the two of us joined now, never to be parted.

      The flight to Coney Island was short and I could feel how delighted Sierra was as she flew beside me, trusting in whatever it was I’d planned for us, until we finally landed in the sand on the beach, not far from the little amusement park. She’d know without me having to tell her. We’d been to Coney Island lots of times over the years. But it was the first big fun thing we’d done together as friends when we’d first met. In fact, I’d convinced her to ditch school. Sierra had always been such a good student, but every once in a while, I got her to cut loose. We’d had so much fun that day. Returning to the scene of the crime had seemed like the perfect tribute.

      Sierra and I shifted back into human form on the sand and she ran up to me, throwing her arms around my neck. “You are so romantic! What a sap!”

      “I’m only a sap for you,” I said, kissing her cheek.

      Sierra nuzzled my nose, and we swayed there for a while, under the still setting sun, content to rest there in each other’s arms and bask in the love and connection we shared.

      “I’ll bet you throw up on The Cyclone,” Sierra whispered in my ear.

      I snorted a laugh and nibbled on her ear. “That happened one time!”

      “Will you play a game and win me something?” Sierra said, pulling away but yanking on my hand, pulling me toward the park.

      “I will if you play a game and win me something,” I said.

      “Deal!” Sierra said. “Race you!”

      She took off running in the sand and I followed, yelping in surprise. It was just the beginning of everything. The beginning of forever.
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        Hope you truly enjoyed the book! If you didn’t like the book, please let me know why and what I can do to make it a better experience for you.

        Interested in more from Abigail Raines? Check out my Amazon page for more and follow me!
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        Check out Forbidden Shifter Protectors Boxset of the Quinton Shifters Series.

      

      

      

      
        
        I didn’t want to resist her. I had to.

      

        

      
        As a Tremblay brother, I’m loyal to my wolf clan.

        Which means that I have a set of rules to follow.

        Rules that wouldn’t let me quench my desire for Michelle.

        For one, she’s human.

        Absolutely forbidden.

        Secondly, I’m her boss.

        And third, making a move on her would mean betraying my pack.

        This is nothing but torture.

        Having to look the other way when she’s all I obsess over.

        I want to make her mine.

        Claim every inch of her delicious curves.

        But when my obsession gets the better of me...

        I have to pay for what I’ve done.

      

      

      
        
        Michelle is pregnant

      

      

      
        
        I’m about to gain a family… does that mean I lose everything else in the process?

      

        

      
        Read Now!
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