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Chapter 1


Gemma
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The shrill ringtone jolts me awake and my fingers blindly feel around for the device. 

"The check is in the mail," I mumble, not even bothering to open my eyes or peel my face off the couch cushion. I make a feeble attempt to sit up, but it proves too much of a struggle so I end up flopping back down, the familiar heaviness of exhaustion weighing on me like a lead blanket. 

It takes a moment for my brain to catch up with my mouth but when it does, I squint at the caller ID, bracing myself for yet another automated debt collector's robocall. Instead, it's my landlord. Crap.

"Gemma, that's what you always say," the man sighs, his tone a mix of exasperation and pity. "I stopped buying your BS months ago.” 

I rub my eyes trying to blink away the Sandman. I was up until the wee hours editing my latest ASMR YouTube video before I passed out in a daze of exhaustion. Judging by the pinkish-orange glow outside, I guess I managed to snatch about two and a half hours of sleep. 

"Yes, Mr. Finkelstein, I know, I know. Just give me a little more time to get things squared away." 

Finkelstein growls on the other end. "Yeah, yeah, I've heard enough of your excuses to last me a lifetime. I'm sorry, Gemma, I hate to do this, but if you can't come up with back rent and pay a month in advance by the end of the week, you're out."

I jolt upright on the saggy secondhand couch that doubles as my bed, nearly dropping the phone. "The end of the week?" I echo, my heart sinking. "But it’s Wednesday. Please, Mr. Finkelstein, I just need a little more⁠—"

"No can do," he says firmly. "The paperwork has already been filed with the court and stamped by a judge. If you come up with the dough by Friday, I can hold off the eviction proceedings. Otherwise..." he trails off, the implication clear. “Look, kid, I like you. And I sympathize with your situation. But I can't keep lettin' you slide. I've been more than patient, and I got my own people to think about. If I don’t follow through this time, the missus will eat my balls for dinner."

Eww. I need brain bleach to scrub that mental picture. 

"I'm sorry," he repeats before the line goes dead.

I stare at my phone and swallow hard, fighting back a swell of panic. Stay calm, Gemma. 

How did I get myself in this mess? Oh, right, I remember now. Life. It keeps trying to drown me no matter how hard I doggy paddle.

I need coffee. Groaning, I swing my bare feet onto the thin, stained carpet and stagger over to my kitchen area. Since this whole place is nothing but a one-room shoebox, the “kitchen” is merely a counter with a hot plate, sink, and a secondhand one-cup coffee maker. I reach for the coffee canister, only to find it empty.

"Great," I mutter. "Just great." Looks like I'll have to settle for the vending machine sludge at the hospital. There's no way I can afford the fancy coffee shop on the corner, not unless I want to sell a kidney. Although, given my current situation, that might not be such a bad idea. Maybe I should check into that.

Popping open my ancient laptop, I connect to my neighbor's unsecured network (thanks, Linksys-3486, whoever you are). Hey, desperate times call for desperate measures. 

When the WiFi finally connects, the first thing I do is check my various income streams—craft sales, AdSense pennies, affiliate links, MLM downlines. Unfortunately, my bank account is a black hole at the moment, gobbling up any funds that make their way into it to cover the ever-growing mountain of overdraft fees.

I run my fingers through my hair to make it semi-presentable for the camera. I don’t have a ring light, so I need to capture the morning sunlight to record a new video for my "Multiple Streams of Income with Gemma" YouTube series. Propping my phone on a stack of books, I make sure to angle it just right to hide the peeling wallpaper and the sagging couch behind me.

"Hey, all you entrepreneurs!" I muster up as much hand-waving and faux enthusiasm as I can. "Today, I'm going to share with you my top five money-making tips. But first, subscribe to my channel and be sure to hit the notification bell..."

Fifteen minutes later, I wrap up the video and hit upload. Maybe this will be the one that goes viral and solves all my problems. Okay, not all, but some of the more pressing ones like keeping a roof over my head this weekend. 

A girl can dream, right?

Dream. Ha. Who has time for dreams?

I glance at the time on my phone and realize I need to get going. If I leave now, I might be able to avoid the creepy guy who lives down the hall. The last thing I need is another awkward invitation to his "pottery class." I shudder at the thought.

Tugging on a reasonably clean pair of leggings and a second-hand t-shirt, I begin gathering my yarn and crochet hooks. While I’m at the hospital, I’ll make a few more pairs of slippers to sell in my Etsy shop. 

I swing open the door, then scream and flail my arms frantically as my yarn tote goes sailing through the air and out into the hall. 

There's a guy standing in my doorway, his fist raised as if he were about to knock.

Relax, it’s not creepy guy. This guy is dressed in a delivery uniform and looks completely unfazed by my mini freakout. He must get that a lot. 

"Sign here, please." 

"Not me," I say, my hand to my chest as I try to catch my breath. "I didn't order anything."

The guy checks the name on the big box tucked under his arm. "Gemma Carter? Apartment 3B? That you?"

"Yes, but⁠—"

"Sign here.” 

Still reeling, I scribble my name on the little electronic screen he shoves at me and accept the box. Once he's gone, I stare at it in confusion. 

I should really get going. I need to get to the hospital. But the mystery package is calling, daring me to open it. 

Curiosity gets the better of me and when I lift the lid, I'm greeted by the sight of a stunning wedding dress.

"What the..." I trail off, picking up the dress and holding it against myself. 

It’s the most gorgeous wedding dress I've ever seen, all lace and beaded embroidery over delicate ivory satin. Nestled beside it are a pair of satin heels.

Okay, I absolutely positively did not order this. In fact, I think… I check the tag. Yep, it's designer. It must be a mistake. I wonder how much I could sell it for on Ebay or Facebook Marketplace. It won't be enough to cover the rent, but every little bit helps. As I'm admiring the dress, a card falls out of the box. I pick it up and read:

Dear Ms. Carter,

We are pleased to inform you that you have been selected for our BfB Arranged Marriage program. You will be joined to your groom in holy matrimony tomorrow at Enchanted Union Chapel, 215 East 5th St. 

Please be prompt.

-BfB

BfB? Arranged marriage program? It takes a moment for the pieces to click into place. 

I vaguely recall filling out some sort of intake form or questionnaire about some arranged marriage thing. But that was months ago. At the time I was desperate. (Frankly, when am I not?)  I thought it might be another way to ease up on my financial burden.

Okay, I admit in the back of my mind—like deep, deep in the recesses—the website I stumbled on sparked a romance novel fantasy of meeting my handsome and wealthy Prince Charming who whisks me away from all my problems on his trusty steed and we live happily ever after in the land of Makebelieve. But in a more practical sense, I could really go for some perks of married life. 

Like stability. Or companionship. Or financial security. 

Hell, I’d settle for toilets that don't require plunging every few days.

In my defense, I was exhausted and sleep-deprived when I applied. I figured nothing would come of the BfB application. That it was just another time-waster, like those migraine surveys that lurk in the corners of WebMD. But I went ahead anyway on the off-chance that it might ease my ceaseless money woes, if only a little. 

Lord knows I've tried everything else, When you're broke, drowning in debt, and can’t do a normal nine-to-five, you don't leave any stone unturned. Poshmark, MLMs, freelance gigs, social media influencing—I’ve got them all. But they’re never enough. It's like playing a never-ending game of whack-a-mole, except instead of cute little critters, I'm dealing with angry bill collectors. 

I examine the card again, my head spinning. So… Like… Does this mean some random guy is expecting me to show up and marry him tomorrow? Seriously? Based on what, an eHarmony-like questionnaire I filled out for funsies during a bout of insomnia? Utterly ridiculous.

I risk a glance at the time. Crap. I need to go. 

Racing out onto the busy city sidewalks, I dodge pedestrians and cars as I scurry my way down the canyon of skyscrapers and billboards. 

God, I'm only twenty-seven but between the ever-mounting debt and all the near-minimum wage hustling to keep afloat I feel like I'm pushing eighty.

I pause at a busy intersection to catch my breath. I just have to remember why I bother. Remember what—who—I'm fighting for.

I’m lost in my thoughts until the crush of pedestrians jostles me forward. A stern-faced businessman in an overcoat hisses irritably as he brushes past me onto the crosswalk. 

I keep moving, and soon, the towering facade of California General looms ahead. I hurry inside toward the familiar bank of elevators, punching the button for my floor. As I wait for the car to ascend to the pediatric wing, I realize I’m still clutching the card in my fingers. 

Holy matrimony? Tomorrow? 

It’s way too absurd to contemplate, even for me. Isn’t it? Yes. It is… Right?

Then I glance down at my rumpled, stained clothing, I take stock of my situation. A dismal little roach motel of an apartment. Scouring sidewalks for change. Ramen packets for dinner more often than not. Choosing between paying for electricity or heat because I can't afford both. Days away from homelessness. Desperation, thy name is Gemma Carter.

Unless I suddenly win the lottery or inherit a fortune from a long-lost relative, this BfB marriage thing may be my last hope.

And, really, is an arranged marriage any weirder than peddling dong-shaped crystals from Mao's Mystical Rocks, or whatever that company was called? (Don’t ask. Suffice it to say, dignity sailed from this ship long ago.)

The elevator shudders to a stop in its glass carrel. Offering the candy striper manning the floor's check-in a tight smile, I make my way down the hallway to the closed door, beyond which waits my entire world. 

Pausing, I take a deep breath to gather myself then turn the knob and enter the room where an army of beeping machines surrounds the most precious sight I've ever beheld.  

"Mommy!" Even on my worst days, her delighted greeting and radiant smile are better than a defibrillator to my heavy heart.  

“All for you, baby girl,” I whisper. “I do it all for you.”


Chapter 2


Sebastian
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I smooth my hands down the lapels of my perfectly tailored tuxedo for the thousandth time, resisting the urge to loosen my bowtie. It suddenly feels like it's strangling me. Which, come to think of it, is a pretty apt metaphor for this whole ridiculous situation.

Don't get me wrong, I know the importance of doing my part for the good of the species. Dragons may be at the top of the proverbial food chain, but even we've got to worry about going extinct if the bloodlines run dry. That's why this whole arranged marriage thing started in the first place—to ensure the continuation of our lineage.

Unfortunately, the test-tube baby-making thing doesn’t work for us. So here I am, a superior genetic specimen all dressed up with no place to go but down the matrimonial path.

I steal a glance toward the ornate double doors that lead into the main chapel, tapping my patent leather shoe impatiently. Where is this woman, already? 

I have no idea who I’m marrying today.

The Brides for Beasts program did their best to match me with someone "suitable" based on my bio stats and preferences, but let's be real. They have to be scraping the bottom of the human barrel to find potentials for this whole farce to begin with. So my hopes aren't exactly high.

At best, I'm picturing some wide-eyed attention-starved bimbo who can't resist a taste of fame and fortune, even at the cost of shackling herself to the first moneybags who comes along. At worst...well, it doesn't take a lot of imagination for a guy like me to envision plenty of horror scenarios. Let's just say I've seen the darker side of humanity more than once in my corporate dealings—thieves, embezzlers, cold-blooded sociopaths. I've got a billion reasons to be skeptical of the motivations of members of the human race.

But hey, I'm nothing if not a pragmatist. If this gets me a warm body to satisfy my draconian urges and a womb to plant my seed in, it's a small price to pay. And if my bride happens to be a money-hungry succubus or secretly plots to poison me and make off with my fortune...well, whatever. Let's just say I’m not anticipating any happily ever after storybook ending. Low expectations, that's the key.  

The chapel doors finally creak open and I stiffen, craning my neck for a first glimpse of the woman I'm about to be saddled with. 

And blue skies above, when I finally lay eyes on her, my hardening cock nearly splits my tuxedo trousers right down the middle.

Even from my vantage point at the altar, I can tell she's utterly breathtaking. Her jet-black curls just brush her bare, silky, brown shoulders. Her full lips are slightly parted, and those slim curves hugged by delicate white lace...sensational. 

The scent drifting off her glistening skin alone is enough to make me half-delirious. Sugary, comforting, yet with a faint spicy undertone that's downright intoxicating.

It's official, my scales are throbbing and my tail is aching to burst forth and knock over the entire pew section. My inner dragon wants out in the worst way, if only to crush this svelte little vixen against me so I can lick every square inch and impregnate her with my fiery hot⁠—  

Whoa, there. Down, boy. At least let the poor woman say her vows first before you devour her.

I practically drool as she approaches until she's standing right in front of me, gazing up with those inquisitive hazel eyes. My throat constricts and it's all I can do not to reach out for her and drag her to me in a crushing vice.

There's a charge, a magnetic pull radiating between us that I haven't felt in...well, ever. It should terrify me, but somehow it only heightens the fever in my blood.

"Hello there," I murmur, my voice already thickened with a husky undertone. Not exactly the most eloquent line, but I'm losing brain cells by the second just breathing in her heavenly aroma. 

Her smile deepens becomingly, a faint blush reddens those perfect cheekbones.

"Hi." She swallows, giving me an appreciative once-over that sends a fresh nuclear blast of desire surging through me. 

I have to admit, I may have underestimated the benefits of this whole arrangement.

The officiant, some bespectacled middle-aged dude, clears his throat pointedly and launches into the usual treacly vows. Not that I'm registering a single word, mind you. I'm too busy fighting the overwhelming urge to lick the glistening sheen of gloss off my bride's lower lip. 

We say our “I do’s” and next thing I know, I’m prompted to seal this deal with a kiss. Hell yes!

Happy to oblige, I grip my new wife by the waist and pull her flush against me. She lets out a soft gasp, her generous breasts flattening to my chest, and suddenly this entire marriage thing becomes a godsend. 

And then our lips meet, and that spicy-sweet essence of hers floods my senses completely. It's scorching, electric, sizzling through my veins like I'm guzzling liquid fire. Every nerve, every fiber of my dragon self is utterly ignited in that searing moment. My clawed inner beast roars in triumph, wings beating violently as if to take flight. 

This was no mere genetic lottery or computer-matched pairing. This...this female was made for me alone. Whatever forces are at work, whether fates or stars or just dumb luck, it doesn't matter. 

I now understand why the other dragons go on and on incessantly about their mated females. I always laughed and called them whipped, but I get it now. I get why they happily accept the label.

I drink in her lush mouth and her little mewing sounds, letting out a feral growl from deep in my chest as I crush her lithe form ever tighter. And when my bride finally breaks away, her pupils blown and chest heaving for air...I'm not the least bit sorry.

She is mine.


Chapter 3


Gemma
[image: ]


"Welcome to Drakóspito Manor." My new husband—husband, eek!—rumbles in that deep, velvety baritone of his as he ushers me into what can only be described as a freakin' palace. 

I trail behind him in a daze, gaping shamelessly at the soaring ceilings, polished marble, and glittering chandeliers. It's like Disney threw up all over the place.

"Manor?" I echo weakly. Holy crap, he lives in a manor! La-ti-da.

The place is bigger than my entire apartment building. Possibly bigger than my entire block.

He arches an eyebrow at my dumbfounded expression, the corner of that sinfully sculpted mouth quirking upward. "You approve?"

I snort indelicately. Yeah, I approve. I feel a little like Oliver Twist right now, but I’m used to being a pauper. Who is this guy? Besides looking like a male cover model, he’s stinking rich? 

This can’t be happening. Not to me. It’s way too good to be true. And you know what they say about things that seem too good to be true.

I can't help feeling out of my depth. 

I notice my cover model husband is waiting for my reply. 

"It's uh...it's nice," I mumble, before groaning internally. Nice? Totally uncool. “Uh…Very nice.” Ugh. Great work, Gemma. Smooth and classy as always.

"I'm glad you approve."Those mesmerizing violet eyes of his sparkle with what looks like genuine warmth. A tiny shiver skitters down my spine and my breath catches in my throat. 

Good grief, I swear this guy is oozing the most potent masculine pheromones that ever existed. Or I’m just wildly undersexed. Well, I am undersexed. That’s true. 

Being this close to all that ripped, tuxedo-clad perfection is making it really difficult for me to cling to my fragile sanity. 

He extends his arm in an exaggerated courtly gesture and I can't help but giggle a little, rolling my eyes as I loop my hand around the crook of his elbow. For a rich dude, Sebastian seems pretty down-to-earth. So far at least.

Of course, that's when he decides to start parading me past suits of shiny armor, towering marble statues, and interior gardens dripping with exotic flora. A freaking fountain bubbles merrily in one cavernous room, complete with a terracotta Greek god figure, for crying out loud.

"You're not overcompensating for anything, are you?" The sarcastic quip tumbles out before I can rein it in and I blush from the roots of my hair to the tips of my toes. Oh, god, If only I could hit rewind on the past two seconds. 

Much to my surprise, Sebastian tosses back his head and lets loose rich peals of deep laughter that have my insides doing somersaults. When he looks at me with dancing eyes, I'm struck by just how warm and vibrant those gem-toned depths are. Despite his otherworldly good looks, there's something remarkably down to earth about the man.

"No, I am not overcompensating. I can assure you, I possess no shortcomings in that area," he says with an amused wink.  

As we continue weaving through his maze of luxury, it strikes me just how weird and sudden this whole situation is. Like, eight hours ago, I was hunching over my laptop editing a batch of ASMR videos, packaging my latest Etsy orders, and destined for a homeless shelter. Now here I am, wed to a billionaire and being shown around a literal mansion.

You are now entering the Twilight Zone, Gemma. 

And yet, as bizarre and disorienting as all this is, I'm still me underneath it all. Cracking sarcastic jokes and feeling intensely self-conscious, as usual. Maybe moreso.

My internal monologue continues nattering on about how utterly surreal everything is as Sebastian steers me out into a lavish courtyard garden that could serve as a setting for an Italian Rennaisance fresco. I abruptly lose my train of thought as we step outside onto the intricately tiled walkway, the warm spring evening air caressing my face. The view is breathtaking, with terraces and balustrades and an endless vista of glittering city lights and swaying palm trees in the distance. It's a picture postcard fantasy.

I'm so enraptured by the sight, drinking it all in with unabashed awe, that I nearly jump out of my skin when Sebastian leans in close, his lips brushing my ear.

"Are you ready to head to bed for the night?" he purrs in that sinfully velvet tone. Goosebumps instantly spread across my flesh and I swallow hard at the potent rush of desire that simple question unleashes.

Oh. Wow.

Right. The wedding night. That's...uh, that's next on the agenda, isn't it?

My eyes flick up to meet his, my cheeks heating from the electric undercurrents and crazy chemistry between us. I was almost able to shove it all to the side for a while there, getting sidetracked by the palatial tour and my own relentless inner chatter, but with the dark promise shining in Sebastian's bedroom eyes, I'm suddenly hyper-aware of the needy throb between my legs.

Intimacy has been firmly on the back burner for me for the last...oh, six or so years. Ever since my daughter, Jewel, was born and promptly diagnosed and the medical costs started eating through every spare cent I could scrape together like PacMan gobbling coins. 

Sex is a luxury I haven’t have time for. Not while I’m stuck in an endless cycle of work, sleep deprivation, and worry. So, naturally, now that I'm presented with what's essentially a steamy romance cover model come to life—broad shoulders, granite jaw, bedroom eyes, and that raw masculine scent coloring the very air like an aphrodisiac—the poor starving sexual goddess I’ve buried is about ready to jump up out of her slumber and answer the call with unbridled hedonism.

Honestly, what's even the point in fighting it? I may have taken part in some kooky bride lottery program, but Sebastian is very real and apparently very into me. Does it really matter that we barely know each other?  The physical connection crackling between us is undeniable. Since when does sex have to be about more than getting your rocks off?

Besides, if this little arrangement is actually going to work out for the long haul—and at this moment, a part of me very much hopes it will—shouldn't Sebastian and I start getting to know each other in the Biblical sense? I am his wife now, after all. 

With those thoughts swirling in my lust-addled mind, I find myself tugging Sebastian closer by the lapels of his tuxedo jacket. I catch the flare of heat that flashes in his eyes just before our mouths crash hungrily together. 

His powerful hands grip my hips with enough force to bruise and I can't help the whimper that escapes me. 

Whatever's about to happen, I’m one-hundred percent here for it.


Chapter 4


Sebastian
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No! I will not rut Gemma right here on the courtyard tiles like some untamed beast. My perfect wife deserves better than some rushed fuck in the shrubs on her wedding night, yet it takes every ounce of my willpower to break the kiss, scoop her into my arms, and rush back inside toward the bedroom wing.

The dizzying aroma of Gemma's arousal swirls around me, whipping my primal instincts even further into a lust-filled frenzy as I carry her up the stairs two at a time. 

I fumble trying to open the stupid bedroom door. I need to get it together. I'm usually smooth as hell with women, a regular Don Juan, not some bumbling doofus. What happened to my finesse and savoir-faire? 

The perfume of Gemma's arousal has turned me into a barbaric Neanderthal with only one thing on his mind—fucking his wife until she screams in pleasure. Her intoxicating bouquet is totally frying my brain. I want to mark her, to claim her as mine forever. The urge is so strong I can barely focus through the fog of desire.  

Finally, the door opens and I carry her in and place her on the plush comforter. 

My pulse hammers as my eyes travel the curve of her neck to the tempting swell of her breasts in that lacy dress. My cock is so hard it aches. 

Need surges through my veins like liquid fire as I follow her down to cover her lithe frame with my much larger one. Finally, finally, I have her right where I want her—in my bed, pinned beneath me, completely at my mercy.

I still can't believe this goddess is my wife. My mate. Well, almost mate. Soon, very soon, once I officially claim her...  

A feral growl rumbles up from deep in my chest at the thought. My hands roam greedily over every dip and curve of Gemma’s luscious body. She arches into my touch, our tongues tangling in a wild, hungry dance. Electricity sizzles between us.  

Gemma gazes up at me, her captivating hazel eyes heavy with desire, dark curls spilling across the ivory satin pillowcase. Utterly breathtaking. I trace the delicate lines of her face almost reverently.  

"You have no idea how badly I want you right now, wife," I rasp, my voice rough with need. "How much I ache to possess every inch of you."

She swallows hard, chest heaving. "Then what are you waiting for, husband?" 

Husband. I like the sound of that falling from her kiss-swollen lips. I like it a whole hell of a lot.

"I'm going to savor you," I promise darkly. "Every. Last. Bit."

I set to work at once divesting Gemma of her gown. As much as I appreciate the way the delicate lace and beadwork hug her curves, it needs to come off before I shred it. With a few deft moves, the dress is in a puddle on the ground, revealing her flawless skin and mouthwatering breasts encased in scraps of white satin and lace. Her bra quickly follows—it too falling to the floor.

"Exquisite," I breathe, drinking in the sight greedily. My hands skim over the plump swells, thumbs grazing the sensitive peaks until they pebble against my touch. Gemma lets out a breathy little moan and arches up, silently begging for more. 

I'm more than happy to oblige. Propping myself on one elbow, I trail open-mouthed kisses across her collarbone and down to the swell of her breast, reveling in the softness of her skin and the warm, delicious feminine scent wafting from her. When I close my lips around one dusky crest, Gemma cries out sharply, her fingers sinking into my hair.  

I suckle and lave the sensitive peak until she's writhing beneath me, hips pressing urgently into my rock-hard erection through the layers of fabric. Her responsiveness is beyond erotic. Every one of her breathy gasps and whimpers shoots straight to my throbbing shaft. I lavish the same attention on her other breast, teasing and pleasuring until she's writhing and begging.

"Sebastian, please..." Gemma pants, head thrashing on the pillow. Her nails rake my scalp, sending electric shocks zinging down my spine.  

I'm burning alive, my lungs heaving in the incensed air. Blood pounds in my ears as my restraint frays. I want to bury myself to the hilt inside her wet heat. The urge is so strong my muscles quake with it.

Patience, I remind myself. My mate gets her pleasure first.

With effort, I rein back the savage impulse, gentling my touch. I kiss my way down the quivering expanse of her stomach, lingering to swirl my tongue around her navel. When I reach the scrap of white lace between her thighs, I catch it in my teeth and slowly drag it off, baring her completely.

"Oh god," Gemma whimpers, fisting the comforter beneath us. Her heady aroma is making my head swim. 

Unable to help myself, I nuzzle the neatly trimmed thatch of dark curls, breathing deeply. "Mmm, you smell divine."

I drape her thighs over my shoulders, opening her fully to my hungry gaze. She's glistening, swollen and enticing. The sight alone has me painfully hard and leaking.

I blow a stream of air over her sensitive flesh, watching in delight as she shivers and arches, glossy and so very ready. Unable to resist, I lean in and run my tongue through her slick flesh in one long, slow lick.

"Sebastian!" Gemma bucks wildly against my face, hands flying down to fist in my hair. 

"That's it, my beautiful wife, let me hear you," I encourage huskily before diving back in, lapping at her sweet essence like a man dying of thirst. I explore every fold and crease, circling her little pearl with the tip of my tongue. She's delicious, musky and sweet, and her breathy cries spur me on. 

When I thrust my tongue deep inside her, Gemma practically sobs. Her thighs clamp around my head. "Oh god, yes! Right there, don't stop!" 

Like I would ever. I fuck her with my tongue, reveling in her responsiveness, the way she's coming apart at the seams. I want to bring her pleasure like she's never known.

I add my fingers, thrusting knuckle-deep as I suckle her swollen clit. The dual sensation has Gemma keening, her back bowing sharply off the bed. 

"That's it, come for me," I coax roughly, increasing the pressure. "Let go, Gemma."

A few skillful flicks of my tongue and she's flying apart with a hoarse cry, her sex rippling and clenching around my fingers as ecstasy crashes through her. I work her through it, lapping up her sweet release until she collapses back against the sheets, limp and sated.

I crawl up her body, my shaft throbbing almost painfully now. The haze of need is a roar in my blood, demanding to stake my claim, but I force myself to take my time. Her pleasure is my priority.

"I need you," I rasp against her lips. "Need to be inside you."

"Yes," Gemma breathes, wrapping her legs around my hips to urge me closer. "Do it. Please, fuck me."

I groan softly as I notch myself at her entrance, the broad head of my cock nudging her wet folds. With infinite care, I press forward, losing myself inch by delicious inch in her silken, scorching heat.

Gemma digs her nails into my shoulders, panting harshly as I fill and stretch her. She doesn't tense or resist. It's like her body was made for mine, welcoming me home.

When I'm seated to the hilt, I pause, savoring the exquisite feel of her snug sheath around me. 

"You feel incredible," I breathe against her neck. My hips flex almost involuntarily, a subtle rock that has us both gasping. "Perfect."

The connection between us is a palpable, living thing.  It’s deeper than mere physical joining. It’s as though our souls have recognized one another and come home. She must feel it too, right? She has to. It’s so strong we’re like two halves of a whole.  

Gemma’s fingers dig into my flesh, her breath coming in hot little pants against my skin. "I've never felt anything like this before..."

Neither have I. No woman has ever affected me so profoundly or fits me so completely—body and soul.

The primitive heat swirls in my veins. I start to move, unable to hold back any longer, thrusting slow and deep.

"Sebastian," Gemma moans brokenly. Her fingers bite into the flexing muscles of my back. "God, you're so deep..."

My spine arches as her body welcomes me with greedy, rippling pulls. The pleasure borders on pain, igniting every nerve ending. I set a steady rhythm, pulling nearly all the way out before sinking back in to the hilt.

"I will never get enough of you," I groan, picking up speed. The headboard starts to rattle, the sound drowned out by our ragged breathing and moans. "Never..."

Gemma whimpers, meeting my thrusts urgently. "Oh, god… Oh, god…”

Mine, the feral voice of my dragon purrs. The thought of her growing round with my young sends a thrill through me. The mental picture splinters my restraint and control. 

My hips slam forward, grinding against her swollen bud with each hard thrust. Gemma cries out sharply, thighs clamping around my pistoning hips as the telltale flutter of her impending climax begins.

"That's it, come for me," I rasp, winding my hand between us to strum her clit. "Let me feel you come."

With a sobbing moan, Gemma shatters in my arms, a rippling tide of sensation that pulls me right over the edge with her in a violent rush. I roar my release, spurting endless streams inside her clenching pussy as ecstasy engulfs me.

Panting harshly, I press my forehead to hers as we ride out the aftershocks together. I'm light-headed and shaky—a feeling that’s completely new to me. Never in all my life have I experienced anything so profound.

"That was amazing," Gemma whispers. Her hazel eyes are soft as I gently brush damp tendrils of hair from her flushed face and gaze down at her in wonder. 

There's a tiny voice in the back of my head asking how I got so lucky, how I stumbled into this impossible blessing. At the same time, a deeper part of me knows what this is. 

This is fate. Destiny. 

We were meant for each other—a perfect fit in every possible way. And even if I don't quite understand the hows or whys, I'm smart enough to know to grab on with both hands and never let go.


Chapter 5


Gemma
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So, I just had sex. With my HUSBAND!

Hot, mind-blowing, universe-rearranging sex. With my HUSBAND. My real-life, holy-smokes-this-isn't-a-dream husband, who just so happens to be the finest specimen of manhood I've ever laid eyes on.

Lying in a tangle of silk sheets, my body is still humming from the aftershocks while I try to wrap my head around the fact that this is my new reality. Me, Gemma Carter, chronic underachiever and queen of bad luck, somehow managed to land a billionaire stud. What even is my life right now?

Sebastian's fingers trail lazily up and down my bare arm, sending delicious shivers racing across my skin. I tilt my head to look at him, and damn, he's even more gorgeous in the afterglow, all tousled hair and smoldering eyes. 

"I want to know everything about you," he murmurs, his voice a low rumble that I feel in my bones, "tell me about yourself, Gemma. What do you do for a living?"

I freeze, my post-coital bliss evaporating faster than a drop of water in the Sahara. Oh, crap. The dreaded question. I mean, it's not like I can blurt out, "Well, I'm a single mom. Yes, surprise, I have a daughter.  And she’s sick. And I’m drowning in medical debt, so I spend my days hustling my ass off just to keep us afloat." 

No, that would be a one-way ticket to Divorceville, population: me.

I clear my throat, scrambling for a sanitized version of the truth. "Oh, you know, a little bit of everything," I say with a forced laugh. "I've got my fingers in a lot of pies.” I recite the long list, everything from MLM essential oils sales to affiliate income. 

Sebastian's eyebrows shoot up, disappearing beneath his artfully tousled hair. "That's...a lot."

“Just trying to make ends meet, you know how it is." I want to smack myself when I realize what I just said because clearly he doesn’t know how it is. With a wince, I add, “A girl's gotta eat," avoiding his gaze.

He's quiet for a moment, and I can practically hear the gears turning in his head. Please don't ask, please don't ask, please don't⁠—

"So, why the arranged marriage?" he asks, because of course he does. "I mean, if you don't mind me asking."

I mind. I mind very much, thank you. But I can hardly say that, not when he's looking at me with those piercing violet eyes that seem to see straight into my soul.

I take a deep breath and opt for a half-truth. "To be honest, I've been having some financial troubles lately," I admit, idly running the sheet through my fingers. It’s nice. I wonder what the thread count is, a gazillion? "I thought maybe marriage, having a partner, would help me get back on my feet. Does that make me sound like a gold-digger?"

To my surprise, Sebastian cups my face in his hands, tilting my chin up until I'm forced to meet his gaze. "Gemma," he says, his voice unbearably gentle. "You're my wife now. If you need money, all you have to do is ask."

I blink at him, certain I must have misheard. "I'm sorry, what?"

He chuckles, brushing a stray curl out of my face. "Nevermind. You shouldn’t have to ask. I'll set up an account for you and have a regular monthly deposit initiated. If it’s not enough, or if you ever need more for any reason, just say the word. I want to take care of you."

I’m speechless. Literally speechless.

Tears spring to my eyes, and I hastily blink them back. Is this really happening? Can I accept? I can always treat it as a loan and pay him back any money I use.

Sebastian pulls me into his arms, and I go willingly, burying my face in his chest as he strokes my hair. "Thank you," I whisper, my voice muffled by his skin. "You have no idea how much this means to me."

We stay like that for a long moment, just holding each other while I trace idle patterns on his chest with my fingertip. 

I can’t help but wonder how my husband made his money. How has he managed to amass the kind of wealth that affords a fairytale palace?

He’s devastatingly handsome, but he’s not a famous celebrity. Not a movie star—not one that I’ve ever heard of anyway. 

Maybe he’s one of those Silicon Valley trust-fund baby dudebros? 

Naw, I get zero frat-boy vibes from my new husband. His refined natural confidence and magnetic intensity don't exactly scream dot-com millennial on a coke bender.

So what's his deal, then? Old money aristocrat? Criminal mastermind? Wildly successful vampire romance author?

Finally, curiosity gets the better of me. "Okay, your turn. What do you do for a living?" 

He places a kiss on the top of my head before he answers. "I'm in the biotech and pharmaceutical industry."

I suddenly go rigid in his arms. The temperature in the room drops by ten degrees and my blood turns to ice in my veins. 

"Pharmaceuticals?" I repeat, my voice sounding distant and tinny, even to my own ears.

"Yes. I'm the founder and CEO of Dabertzholder Pharmaceuticals," he replies with a tinge of pride. 

I actually do a comical double-take, nearly choking on my own saliva. 

Oh, god. Oh, no. This can't be happening. No.

I've spent the last six years of my life battling against the evils of the pharmaceutical industry, watching helplessly as they jack up prices on life-saving medications and prioritize profits over patients. And now, in a twist of fate so cruel it borders on Shakespearean, I've gone and hitched my wagon to their king.

Sebastian must feel me tense up, because he pulls back to look at me, concern on his unfairly handsome face. "Gemma? What's wrong?"

My stomach churns and I feel like I'm going to be sick. 

I shake my head, unable to speak. How can I possibly explain to him the depths of my revulsion? The sheer magnitude of my horror at learning that I've sold my soul to the very devil I've been fighting against for so long?

Of all the rich guys in all the world, I just had to go and marry the literal embodiment of Big Pharma.


Chapter 6


Sebastian
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"She says she needs to conduct business," I grumble to myself as I pace the length of my study like a caged animal. "I transferred tens of thousands of dollars into her account yet she claims she can't leave her customers high and dry." I make air quotes around the word customers, rolling my eyes. 

As if I’m a complete idiot. 

I knew better than to trust a human! I knew, yet I foolishly let my guard down.

I'm normally no fool. I've been around the block a time or twenty when it comes to dealing with humans. I know how duplicitous and conniving they can be, but I really wanted to give Gemma the benefit of the doubt.

Now I feel like a Grade A chump. I let myself get bamboozled by a pretty face and a magical pussy. Even as I think the thought, my heart clenches. I don’t want it to be true. 

I want eyes on her at all times. 




I fired off a text to Jamal, my security chief, a few hours ago my jaw clenched so tightly my teeth still ache. 

Find out where she's going and report back to me.




I always intended to have security assigned to my wife. A wise man protects what’s his. But when Gemma insisted she leave the house alone, then said she’d be busy from morning till nightfall, my planned protection detail went from overt to covert.

Consider it done, sir.




I'm so furious right now, I’m about to start breathing fire—literally—when my phone finally buzzes with another text from Jamal.

California General. She went in over an hour ago. Still hasn't come out. Room 203.




California General? The hospital? What the hell?

A multitude of scenarios run through my head. Does Gemma have a boyfriend? A lover? Is her side piece ill? I picture a puny weakling who’s suffering from a migraine or a stomach ache or a sore throat or any of the other ailments that afflict fragile, whiny human males. 

Yeah, well, I’m about to storm in there and tear some shit up. Break up whatever little rendezvous Gemma's got going on. 

Cursing under my breath, I race to my twelve car garage, slide behind the wheel of my Masserati, and take off to the hospital at warp speed in a squeel of burning rubber.

When I stalk toward the building, I throw up a mysst as I go. It's a neat little trick we dragons have, the ability to produce a magical fog cloud to surround us and afford us the ability to move around undetected when we need to. In other words, an invisibility cloak. It comes in real handy for situations like this.

If I do let my temper loose and smash up a few things, I’d hate to have it recorded on a security camera. 

I make my way to Room 203, bracing myself for the possibility of finding my wife cuddling up to and fawning over some weak, pathetic human loser—nursing him through a head cold or some such nonsense.

But when I ease open the door and slip inside, I'm hit with something that stops me dead in my tracks. 

What. The. Hell

I expected the cloying stench of cheap cologne or the musky odor of arousal. But no, it's much, much worse.

What I see isn’t Gemma or a man, but a tiny wisp of a girl, all curly black hair and big brown eyes, propped up against a mountain of pillows.

But what hits me like a gut punch is the unmistakable odor. 

This little girl is sick. Really sick. The kind of sick that's got the stench of the Reaper all over it. 

"Who are you?" she asks, her little head tilted curiously to the side.

I gape at her, trying to process this. "Uh...I'm Sebastian," I manage after an awkward beat. "Sebastian Dabertzholder." Another uncomfortable pause. "I'm looking for Gemma?"

The little girl's face brightens instantly and I see the resemblance to my wife in her impish grin.

"Gemma's my mommy," she informs me matter-of-factly, like I’m supposed to know this already. My heart stutters as my whole world suddenly tilts on its axis.


Chapter 7


Gemma
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You know that feeling when you can’t believe your eyes but, no matter how hard you blink, the scene before you doesn’t change? 

That’s where I am right now.

I figured while Jewel was napping I would run to the post office to mail my latest Etsy shop order. 

I was not prepared for the sight that greeted me when I walked back into Jewel's hospital room.

I’m gaping—mouth open and eyes bugged out—at my husband, Sebastian Dabertzholder, perched next to my daughter's bed like he freakin' owns the place. (Wait, he doesn’t own this hospital, does he?).

His dress shirt sleeves are rolled up around his muscular forearms and he’s grinning in rapt fascination as my little girl chatters a mile a minute, gesturing animatedly. She’s peppering him with facts about her favorite subject: rollercoasters. She’s obsessed with them. 

"Did you know the first loop-the-loop coaster was built in 1895 at Coney Island?" Jewel chirps, her little brown eyes shining with excitement. "It was called the Flip Flap Railway."

I shake my head, suppressing a grin. That's my Jewel, all right—a consummate charmer and social butterfly. It looks as though she's already got the man wrapped around her little finger.

Sebastian leans forward, looking genuinely captivated. "Is that so? Tell me more."

And she does. 

“Did you know the Kingda Ka coaster at Six Flags goes from zero to 128 miles per hour in 3.5 seconds?"

"Wow, that's pretty fast." The corner of Sebastian’s mouth twitches like he's fighting a smile.

"And The Formula Rossa in Abu Dhabi is even faster! It goes up to 150 miles per hour, which makes it the fastest coaster in the whole world."

What the hell is he doing here? How did he even find out about Jewel? 

A strangled noise escapes my throat and they both turn to look at me. Jewel's face lights up like a Christmas tree.

"Mommy!" she cries. Then she gestures to Sebastian like he's her new best friend, "Sebby's been keeping me company while you were gone."

Sebby? I mouth silently, raising an eyebrow at my husband. He just shrugs, looking a little sheepish. 

"Looks like you two have been having quite the conversation," I manage, finding my voice. 

"Sebby doesn’t know very much about rollercoasters, Mommy," Jewel informs me shaking her head. “So I’m teaching him. He needs to know these things.” She states the last part very seriously as though rollercoaster trivia is a must-have if one expects to successfully navigate life. 

Sebastian shoots me a look that clearly says we need to talk. He’s right. We do. 

I give a subtle nod, message received, just as a jaw-cracking yawn escapes Jewel's tiny frame. My baby girl gives me a little pout, one that always signals her fatigue even before those eyes start getting heavy-lidded. 

"You look sleepy, sweetie pie," I croon softly, padding over to her bedside and brushing back a few errant curls from her forehead. “It seems someone interrupted your nap.” Jewel leans into my touch, her downcast lashes fluttering as she struggles to stay awake, eager to keep chatting up her new friend "Sebby" as long as possible. A pang of warmth sparks to life in my chest at how quickly the two of them bonded. 

"Nuh-uh," she sighs, even as her eyelids slip closed anyway. "M' not sleepy, mommy."

I shake my head, chuckling to myself. Sure you're not, kiddo.

"Close those baby browns for a little bit, 'kay?" I whisper, leaning over to drop a kiss on her forehead. "I'll be right back. Gotta go chat up Sebby myself for a few."

Sebastian rises from his chair, towering over me in a way that sends a little zing down my spine. Damn my traitorous libido.

As we step out into the corridor leaving Jewel to saw logs in relative peace, I'm still struggling to process the fact that he's here, meshing so seamlessly into our little world like it’s totally normal. 

As soon as the door clicks shut behind us, I round on my spouse with figurative guns blazing.

"Okay, start talking." I hiss, trying to keep my voice down. "What the hell are you doing here?"

Sebastian’s penetrating violet eyes bore into me in that unsettlingly intense way of his. "I could ask you the same question, Gemma. Why didn't you tell me you have a daughter?"

My cheeks heat. "I was going to! Eventually. Maybe." 

As a young nurse passes, she slows her gait considerably. Her gaze rakes over Sebastian before flashing him a flirty smile that annoys me to no end, even though he ignores her entirely.  

"Can we take this somewhere else?" I plead, taking his hand without thinking and tugging him toward the elevator. "I'm starving and I need caffeine if we're gonna do this whole dramatic confrontation thing."

Sebastian huffs a laugh but lets me lead him to the cafeteria, where I proceed to mainline coffee and stress-eat my way through a stale muffin while he watches with a mixture of amusement and concern.

"All right," I say finally, brushing crumbs off my shirt and preparing myself for either his accusations or his anger, probably both. "You must have questions. Go ahead, hit me with them."

Sebastian's brow furrows. “The financial difficulties you mentioned⁠—”

I know where he’s going with this. "Medical bills. Stacks and stacks of them.” 

He nods. “That explains all the different hustles you have going on.”

“They're just to keep the lights on and make Jewel's medical payments. I can’t exactly work a regular job to bring in income and be here at the hospital for my daughter. But as a single mom, I need to do both.” I blow out a harsh breath, shoving my hair back from my face. "I figured maybe having a spouse would take some of the pressure off and make things a little easier, you know? But I didn't really expect anything to come from the arranged marriage application. But then, next thing I know, I'm walking down the aisle with Prince Charming and being whisked away to his palace! It was all so sudden and unexpected and...and..."

"And you weren't prepared for the reality of actually liking your new husband?" Sebastian supplies wryly. 

Is he fishing? Trying to get me to admit how I feel about him?

Damn, he's perceptive. And I am way too frazzled to be discussing my feelings for my husband in the middle of a hospital cafeteria.

He eyes me sternly. "I want to know about her condition. Tell me everything."

So I do. I give him the whole sordid rundown, from the day she was diagnosed as an infant to the endless parade of specialists and treatments that never quite seemed to stick. 

"It's called Revolutum Meyeri Syndrome," I say heavily. "It’s a rare genetic disorder. Very rare. There are only a handful of documented cases in the world."

Through it all, he listens intently, never once interrupting or looking bored. If anything, he seems to grow more focused with every word, his eyes sharp and assessing.

"...and now the doctors are saying there's nothing more they can do," I finish, feeling hollowed out and wrung dry. "They're just trying to keep her comfortable at this point."

Sebastian is quiet for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Then he leans forward, his gaze locking with mine. "I want Jewel's medical records. All of them."

I blink at him, uncomprehending. "Why? I just told you, there's nothing⁠—"

"There might be experimental treatments," he cuts in, his tone brooking no argument. "Cutting-edge therapies that mainstream medical doctors don't have access to yet."

I shake my head, a bitter laugh bubbling up my throat. "Sebastian, come on. We both know that's not how it works. Drug companies don't give a crap about rare diseases or conditions. There's no money in it for them."

His jaw clenches, a muscle ticking in his cheek. "Maybe not,” he says tightly. "But I have resources, Gemma. Let me use them."

I gnaw on my lower lip, indecision warring with desperation. I want to believe him, I do, but hope is a double-edged sword that can cut deep. "Look, if there were some magic bullet out there that could save Jewel, I would've moved heaven and earth to find it." I hate the way my voice cracks.

Sebastian cups my cheek. "Gemma, sweetheart, of that I have no doubt."

Oh, damn him. Damn him for being so understanding and so perfect. I lean into his touch, my eyes fluttering shut to trap the tears that want to leak out.

"Okay." I nod, taking a deep breath as I swallow down my emotions. "You can have her records."

“Now,” Sebastian murmurs, his voice so achingly gentle it makes the knot in my throat swell to twice its previous size. "Why didn't you tell me about the challenges you've been facing?"

My lower lip trembles despite my best efforts to school my features into a hardened mask. 

I drop my gaze to my half-empty cup, fiddling with the cardboard sleeve. "Because… Well, because…." A tremulous sigh rakes through me, my shoulders sagging in exhaustion. "I'm sorry," I finally whisper. "I was going to tell you. Maybe. I don't know." I squeeze my eyes shut, shaking my head. "Look, how does it even look to apply for an arranged marriage when you've got a mountain of debt and an incredibly sick child? How messed up is that? No one wants that baggage. What guy would want to take on the hot mess that is my life, saddling himself with a ready-made family he didn't ask for and a situation with zero happy endings in the foreseeable future..."

My voice quivers, forcing me to cut myself off before I crumble into sniveling sobs altogether. 

“Who would want to take that on? This guy.” Sebastian's hand covers mine on the table, his skin warm and his touch tender. "Gemma, listen to me. You're an amazing mom doing everything you can to give your daughter the best life possible despite the odds being stacked against you. That's not something to be ashamed of. This guy right here is very proud of his wife."

Aw, crap. I don’t know if I can continue to hold the waterworks back. I sniffle and blink hard. "You're being way too nice about this," I rasp, my throat tight. "I lied to you. By omission, sure, but still."

"Yeah, you did," he agrees, but there's no heat in his voice. "But I understand. You were scared and you didn't know if you could trust me yet. I don’t hold that against you at all."

I peek up at him, hardly daring to breathe. "Really?"

He nods, his thumb stroking absently across my knuckles. "Really. But from now on, no more secrets, okay? We’re a team."

A team? This time there’s no holding back the waterworks.


Chapter 8


Sebastian
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"Sebby, did you know the Takabisha in Japan has a 121-degree drop?" Jewel’s eyes sparkle with excitement as she regales me with yet another rollercoaster fact. "That's like, almost straight down."

"Whoa, no way!" I gasp, my eyes comically wide. "You'd have to be pretty brave to ride that one, huh?"

She nods sagely. "Yep. But I would totally do it. I'm not scared of anything."

My heart clenches at her words. If only she didn't have to be so damn brave.

The three of us, me, Gemma and Jewel are playing a game of Candyland while we watch a movie called Frozen. Again. For the third time. Today.

I can practically recite the entire movie script verbatim.

And let's not forget the dazzling accessories Jewel so generously bestowed upon me during our tea party earlier. I'm decked out in neon pink bows, glittery barrettes, the whole shebang. 

I look fabulous, darling, simply fabulous. 

Truth be told, I'd let Rare Jewel,  as I've taken to calling her, bedazzle me from head to toe if it made her smile. She has turned me into a total marshmallow. And you know what? I don’t care.

I sneak a glance at Gemma, who's watching our exchange with a soft smile playing at the corners of her lips. God, she's stunning, even in ratty old sweatpants and a poofy bun. How did I get so lucky to be matched with this amazing woman and her incredible child?

The other dragons have raved about that mate-matching algorithm of Councilman Greyson’s. They call it magic, but I’ve always scoffed at their assessment. Until now. 

There's a reason Gemma and I were paired, a reason that goes beyond her smokin' hot bod and killer sense of humor. It's like the universe knew we needed each other, knew that together we could face anything.

Even the gut-wrenching reality of Jewel's condition.

I swallow hard, my mind drifting to the stack of medical records currently sitting on my desk at Dabertzholder Pharmaceuticals. I had them rushed over the second Gemma gave me the go-ahead, and now my top research team is working around the clock to find a cure.

Because the truth is, Jewel doesn't have much time left. I can see it in the pallor of her skin, smell it in the scent that clings to her like a shroud. The grim reaper is lurking just around the corner, ready to snatch this precious little girl away from us.

But like hell am I gonna let that happen. Not on my watch.

These ladies are mine now—my family, my whole world. And I protect what's mine with every fiber of my being.

I'll call in every favor, spend every last dime, do whatever it takes. Because that's what you do for the ones you love.

Yes, love. Big, messy, all-consuming love snuck up on me when I least expected it and knocked me right on my ass.

I glance over at my girls again, my heart doing that funny little flip-flop thing in my chest. I'm a goner. Totally and completely whipped.

"Sebby, it's your turn," Jewel prompts, poking me in the ribs and jolting me out of my reverie. 

"Whoops, sorry." I flash her a sheepish grin before I pick a card and advance my token. "Guess I got a little distracted by all this rollercoaster talk. You sure know your stuff, huh?"

She beams at me, puffing up with pride. "I'm gonna ride one someday."

"I don't doubt it for a second, Rare Jewel." I ruffle her hair affectionately. "In fact, what do you say we make it a family trip? You, me, your mom...we'll hit up all the best amusement parks and ride till we puke."

Gemma shoots me a look that's half-amused, half-exasperated. "Uh, let's maybe aim for a puke-free experience, yeah?"

"Where's the fun in that?" I retort, waggling my eyebrows at her. She rolls her eyes, but I catch the way she's fighting back a smile.

God, I love this. The easy banter, the cozy domesticity, the feeling of belonging. It's everything I never knew I needed.

But beneath the laughter and the playful ribbing, there's an undercurrent of fear, a nagging voice in the back of my head that whispers "what if?"

What if all the money and power in the world isn't enough? What if I have to watch Gemma's heart shatter into a million pieces and mine right along with hers?

No. I refuse to let my mind go there. We will find a way. We have to.

But for now, I'm gonna cherish every precious moment with my girls as I rock the shit out of these pink bows and glittery barrettes.


Chapter 9


Gemma
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"Good night, Rare Jewel." Sebastian's velvety voice carries from the doorway, his silhouette outlined by the harsh fluorescent lights of the hospital corridor. He waits patiently, still wearing glittery hair accessories, as I tuck our little girl in for the night.

I lean over, pressing kisses to both cheeks then to her forehead. "Sweet dreams, baby girl. I'll be back bright and early tomorrow, okay?"

Jewel nods, her eyelids already drooping with exhaustion. But before I can straighten up, she catches my hand, her small fingers curling around mine. "Mommy?" she whispers, her voice heavy with sleep. "I really like Sebby."

My heart warms at her admission. "Yeah?" I whisper back, smiling wide. "I'm glad, sweetie. I like him too."

"Is he your boyfriend?"

Oh boy, here we go. How do I explain the whole "surprise arranged marriage" thing to a six-year-old?

"Uh, well, actually..." I trail off, my mind spinning as I try to come up with an age-appropriate response. Screw it. "He's my husband, Jewel. We got married."

Her eyes go wide, a smile splitting her face. "Really? So that means he's my dad now?"

"Stepdad," I correct gently, my heart squeezing at the hopeful gleam in her eyes.

From the doorway, Sebastian clears his throat. "Dad!" he growls, his voice rough with emotion.

Jewel giggles, snuggling deeper into her pillow. "Good night, Dad."

"Good night, Rare Jewel," Sebastian replies, winking at her before flicking his gaze to me. "Ready?"

I nod, pressing one more kiss to Jewel's forehead before standing up and making my way to the door. As soon as we're out in the hallway, I turn to face him.

"Thank you," I whisper, my voice thick. "For everything. For being so amazing with Jewel, for paying her medical bills, for just...being you."

Sebastian reaches out, cupping my face in his big, warm hands. "You never have to thank me, Gemma. You, me, and Jewel...we’re family now. I'd do anything for you two."

Oh, this man. How is he even real? 

It's been so long since I've had someone in my corner—someone to lean on, someone to share the load with. And now, out of nowhere, I have Sebastian. This incredible, generous, sexy-as-sin man who's stepped in and turned everything upside down in the best way.

"Come on," he murmurs, dropping his hands from my face to twine his fingers with mine. "Let's get out of here."

I expect him to lead me toward the parking garage, but instead, he tugs me down a different hallway. I frown, glancing up at him in confusion. "Where are we going?"

"You'll see." There's a mischievous glint in his eye that makes my hackles rise. Uh-oh.

We round a corner and come to a stop in front of a set of gleaming elevator doors. But these aren't the regular elevators I've been using for years. These are fancy, all chrome and glass and sleek lines. The kind of elevators you see in five-star hotels and swanky office buildings.

Sebastian punches a button and the doors slide open with a soft ding. He ushers me inside, and as soon as they close behind us, he pulls me into his arms, his lips finding mine in a searing kiss that steals my breath and scrambles my brain.

This man can kiss, I’ll just say that.

When we finally come up for air, I'm panting and flushed, my knees wobbly beneath me. "Wh-what was that for?" I stammer, blinking up at him dazedly.

He grins, his eyes dance. "Do I need a reason to kiss my gorgeous wife?"

Wife. Oh, that word really should not make me absolutely incoherent. But it does. Every damn time. 

Until he asks a question and kills the mood. 

“Where is Jewel’s biological father?”

Oh, we’re doing this, are we? Well, I can’t deny the man deserves to know. So, pinching the bridge of my nose, I tell him. 

“Jewel was unplanned. Her dad, Bryce, and I had a very casual relationship.” Casual is an understatement. It was more like the occasional bootycall. “When he found out I was pregnant, he took off.”

I’m not sure Sebastian is even aware there’s a low growly sound coming from his chest. 

I sigh. “A couple weeks after Jewel was born, he came back around figuring maybe he'd try out fatherhood. That was just around the time we learned about Jewel's condition. He was there when the doctors sat us down and revealed her prognosis, and what we could expect—emergency rooms, hospital stays, etc.” I scoff bitterly. “Bryce disappeared the next day and I haven't heard from him since. I guess reality was too much for him.”

I clear my throat, trying to regain some semblance of composure. "So, uh, where exactly are you whisking me off to, Mr. Dabertzholder?"

"Patience, Mrs. Dabertzholder. All will be revealed soon enough."

The elevator glides to a smooth stop and the doors open to a hushed, dimly-lit hallway lined with thick, plush carpet. Sebastian takes my hand again, leading me down the corridor until we reach a set of double doors flanked by two beefy security guards who look like they could each bench-press a Buick.

Sebastian nods at them and one of the guards steps forward, swiping a key card through the lock. The doors swing open and Sebastian ushers me inside, and I swear my jaw actually hits the floor.

We're standing in the most opulent hotel suite I've ever seen. I'm talking floor-to-ceiling windows, thick carpeting, plush furniture, the works. 

"Welcome to our home away from home," Sebastian says, grinning at my gobsmacked expression.

"Our...what?" I stammer, my brain still trying to process the sheer luxury of our surroundings.

"I thought it would be best for us to have a place to stay close to Jewel," he explains, shrugging out of his jacket and tossing it over the back of a nearby armchair. "This way, we can be with her as much as possible without having to deal with the hassle of commuting back and forth. What do you think?"

What do I think? I think I'm dreaming. Things like this don’t happen to regular schmoes like me.

I wander further into the room, running my hand along the buttery-soft leather of the couch. "Sebastian, this is...I don't even know what to say. It's too much."

He comes up behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist and pulling me back against his chest. "Nothing is too much when it comes to you and Jewel, Gemma. Nothing."

I turn in his embrace, looping my arms around his neck. "How did you even pull this off? I mean, this is a hospital, not the Four Seasons. How many strings did you have to pull to make this happen?"

Sebastian chuckles, his hands smoothing up and down my back in a way that makes me want to purr like a contented cat. "Only a few. Hospitals often keep luxury suites like this available for their VIP patients. You know, celebrities, politicians, that sort of thing."

I lean back, arching an eyebrow at him. "And, of course, you're a VIP."

"Nah." He smirks, dropping a quick kiss on the tip of my nose. "You're the VIP, Mrs. Dabertzholder. Don't you forget it. You should be worshipped like a freakin' queen."

I swat at his chest, rolling my eyes even as a goofy grin splits my face. "You big cheeseball." My eyes narrow playfully.  "Wait a sec, you don’t own this hospital do you?” 

He rolls his head back and barks a laugh. “No. I don’t own the hospital. But I am on the board of directors. Now stop interrogating me and just enjoy your new digs." Sebastian grins.

"Thank you," I murmur, rising up on my toes to brush a soft kiss across his lips. "For all of this. For taking care of us. I don't...I'm not used to having someone do that. It means more to me than you could possibly know."

Sebastian's eyes soften as he rests his forehead against mine. "Get used to it, Gemma. Because I'm not going anywhere. You've got me for life now. No take-backs."

I let out a carefree laugh, my heart so full it feels like it might just burst right out of my chest. And it strikes me that it’s been a long time since I’ve felt carefree. Years, maybe.

We stay like that for a long moment, just holding each other, savoring the peace and the rightness of it all. But of course, because I am who I am, my stomach chooses that exact moment to let out a loud grumble.

Sebastian grins slowly at me as I feel my cheeks heat. Oh what fresh mortification is this? 

"Sounds to me like you've skipped a few too many meals there, gorgeous." He gives my side a playful pinch. "As your husband, it's my job to fatten you up. What do you say we have some dinner and then christen that big bed in the other room?"

My breathing hitches when he lowers his lips to a sensitive spot just below my ear. His feather-soft kiss is a promise of decadent things to come. "Sebastian..." I exhale shakily as my nerve-endings zing to electrified life.

"Later." His eyes are hooded and swirling with banked fire as he pulls back. "Right now, we're going to fill that hungry belly of yours. A man's gotta prioritize after all."

I blink, my brain muddled and sluggish as it struggles to switch gears, before I glance questioningly toward the dining table across the room. "Um, there's food here?"

He winks. "There is now."

And sure enough, when he leads me to the dining nook, spread out across the gleaming mahogany table, is a gourmet feast fit for royalty.

"How...when...what?" I sputter eloquently.

"I had dinner delivered," he explains. "Sit. Eat."

The next hour is a blur of laughter and flirtation as we dine on a gourmet meal. By the time we're finished, I'm stuffed, but I'm also riding a giddy high, my cheeks sore from smiling so hard.

"Sweet baby Jesus, that was delicious. I think I had a foodgasm."

Sebastian chuckles. "I'll take that as a compliment to the chef."

"Compliment? I may just have to leave you for him." I grin saucily.

"Hey now, let's not be too hasty." He waggles his eyebrows. "At least let me attempt to win you back first."

Sebastian stands, holding out his hand to me with a look that sets my insides aflutter. "Come here, you."

I go willingly, slipping my hand into his as he tugs me up and flush against his tall, muscular frame. My breath catches as his hands skim down my sides to settle on my hips, his eyes darkening with intent.

"I believe I promised you a proper christening, wife," he murmurs, his voice a low, gravelly rumble that sends goosebumps over my flesh.

"Mmmm, so you did, husband," I hum, looping my arms around his neck and angling my face up for a kiss. "Far be it from me to stand in the way of a man and his promises."

He grins against my lips, walking us backward toward the bedroom. "Brace yourself, gorgeous. I'm about to rock your world."

And oh boy, does he ever.


Chapter 10


Sebastian
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"You said Jewel has never been on a real rollercoaster.” Gemma and I are riding the private elevator on our way to Jewel's room for breakfast. “What if we take her on one?" 

I picture Rare Jewel's face lighting up with glee but Gemma shakes her head sadly.

“The doctors won’t allow it.” She sighs wistfully. “The Wish Foundation offered to fulfill Jewel’s dream and foot the bill for a visit to Funland Park so she could ride the Dragonback Coaster. But Jewel’s doctors think the trip will exacerbate her condition too much.” 

Dragonback rollercoaster? 

I perk up at that, the wheels in my head spinning. We can’t take Rare Jewel to a rollercoaster, but we can bring a rollercoaster to her. Oh, yeah, it’s on. 

"Why do I get the feeling you have something up your sleeve?" Gemma side-eyes me as we enter Jewel's room. 

“Who me?”  I give her my best faux-innocent look and press a hand to my chest in mock affront. "You wound me, truly." Gemma just rolls her eyes.

After a lively breakfast filled with more rollercoaster trivia than I can absorb before coffee—seriously, this kid is a pint-sized theme park encyclopedia—I catch Gemma’s gaze.

"Do you trust me?" I ask, my eyes searching hers intently.

She hesitates a moment, chewing on her lower lip. "I want to," she says slowly. "But you have to admit, you're kind of a wild card, Sebastian, always springing surprises on me."

Oh, boy, she ain’t seen nothin’ yet.

I grin, unrepentant. "I promise, I would never do anything to put you or Jewel in danger. You have my solemn word on that."

Gemma studies me a long moment before finally nodding. "Okay. I trust you."

"Excellent!" I clap my hands together and scoop my little Rare Jewel up from her bed. "We’re going on an adventure, ladies."

Fifteen minutes later, the three of us are standing on the hospital roof, a pair of XXL scrubs at my feet. I "borrowed" them from a supply closet. For reasons.

"Seriously, Sebastian, what is going on?" Gemma demands, hands on her hips. Jewel just looks on with avid curiosity, her eyes bright and eager.

"Alright, before we get this party started, I need you both to understand that what you're about to witness is one hundred percent safe, okay? I would never let any harm come to my best girls. That's a Seb guarantee." I thump my chest for emphasis, ignoring the skeptical eyebrow Gemma aims my way. 

"Sebastian, I swear to all that is holy, if you don't tell me what's going on in that scheming head of yours..." Gemma fixes me with a look that could melt steel beams. 

Meanwhile, Jewel bounces on the balls of her feet. At least someone appreciates my flair for the dramatic.

I hold up my hands. "Remember, no matter what you see, you're totally secure with me." They both nod, a current of electric anticipation zinging between the three of us. Gemma still looks dubious. That's okay. Trust will come with time.

Without further ado, I close my eyes and take a deep breath, reaching for that ancient, primal magic that thrums through my veins. With a shuddering exhale, I release it, feeling the change ripple through me like a tidal wave.

My skin prickles and shifts, hardening into glistening scales the color of obsidian. Bones pop and realign as my body lengthens and expands, growing to enormous proportions. Leathery wings unfurl from my back with a mighty whoosh, spanning an impressive fifty feet from tip to tip.

The tattered remains of my clothes flutter to the ground. Usually, I remove my clothes before I shift, but with Jewel here… well, letting the kiddo see my dragon burst my seams and shred my clothes to ribbons just adds to the effect.

When the shift is complete, I rear back on my hind legs and let loose a blast of flames that shoots to the heavens. Behold, the magnificent beast in all his glory! 

Realizing I might have overplayed, I lower my great horned head to peek at Gemma and Jewel, hoping I haven't scared the living daylights out of them. To my immense relief and delight, Jewel is practically vibrating with glee, her eyes wide as saucers.

"A dragon, mommy!" she squeals, clapping her hands. "Daddy Sebby is a dragon!"

I preen a little at that. Damn straight, kid. Your new dad is a badass motherf⁠—

Uh-oh. Gemma looks like she might pass out. Or run for dear life.


Chapter 11


Gemma
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When my husband says "trust me," I kind of do. I mean, can you blame me? So far, the guy has paid off my mountain of medical debt, landed us a swanky hospital suite, and charmed the hand-crocheted slippers right off my kid’s feet. To say he's exceeded expectations is the understatement of the century.

And somewhere along the way, yours truly has fallen head over heels for her Prince Charming. Oops. 

Is it too soon for the L-word? Probably. But it is what it is, so I might as well admit it, at least to myself. I'm in love with the man, hook, line, and sinker. What can I say? He’s amazing. The total package. I couldn't have dreamed up a better guy if I tried.  

But...

"What in the everlovin' hell?!" The undignified squawk leaves my lips as I stand there on the hospital rooftop, clinging to Jewel's little hand for dear life. Because right before my eyes, my gorgeous husband is doing a major Jekyll and Hyde act. 

Sebastian's entire body stretches, morphs, and grows to the size of a freakin' monster truck as his clothes shred right off him like tissue paper. Black scales ripple across massive muscles, wings sprout from his back, and a damn tail whips behind him. I'm talking a full-on, no holds barred transformation into... Into...

"A dragon, mommy!" Jewel squeals in absolute delight, bouncing on her toes as she takes in the larger-than-life creature that's apparently replaced my spouse. "Daddy Sebby is a dragon!"

"Uh... Huh..." I mutter weakly, wondering if this is what an aneurysm feels like. I rub my eyes and blink hard, but nope. Still a dragon. There's no way this can be real. It defies all logic and reason. And yet...

"Come on!" Jewel tugs at my hand insistently, her eyes alight with excitement. "Dad said it's safe, remember? We're not in danger."

I must have rocks for brains, because my feet actually start moving, propelling me closer to the enormous winged beast that may or may not be my husband. My knees wobble and my head spins, but I keep putting one foot in front of the other, praying I don't face-plant on the tar paper.

The dragon—er, Sebastian?—exhales twin puffs of smoke from his nostrils and makes a sort of chuffing sound. Is he...laughing at me? Before I can work up a proper glare, he crouches down, lowering his great horned head and extending one gleaming obsidian wing like some twisted version of a theme park ride platform. 

"We get to fly now, right? Can we, can we?" Jewel is practically vibrating with anticipation, her smile so big I worry her cheeks might cramp. And damn it all, there's no way I can refuse her this. Not when she's more alive and animated than I've seen in ages.

Swallowing back a whimper, I help her scramble up onto Sebastian's back, using his spikes as footholds. Then, with a mental pep talk to my screaming survival instincts, I hoist myself up behind her, trying not to think too hard about the fact that I'm straddling my dragon husband. 

Is this really happening? Or am I just having the most lucid dream ever?

One second I'm white-knuckling it as we adjust ourselves on his smooth, warm scales, and the next, Sebastian is launching us into the air with a mighty flap of his wings. The wind whips at my hair and steals my breath. The ground drops away. The hospital shrinks to a miniature model below us. 

My stomach relocates to my toes as we rise higher, and I make the mistake of looking down. Oh, lordy. 

But then Jewel lets out a full-bellied, utterly joyful laugh. When's the last time I heard her laugh like that? Untainted by pain or worry? Too damn long.

“This is way better than a rollercoaster!” she squeals.

My heart clenches when it dawns on me that Sebastian just gave my baby girl a priceless gift.

As we wheel and glide through the cotton-candy clouds, Jewel throws her arms out and whoops like the world's most adorable daredevil. And the tight knot that’s been in my chest for years unclenches. 

Warmth spreads through my veins like liquid sunshine. I recognize the feeling. It's the same one I got this morning in bed when Sebastian wrapped me in his arms and nuzzled my neck sleepily.

Tears sting my eyes, the wind blurring my vision. We really are zooming over LA on the back of a dragon. 

You know what? Even if I am losing my mind... It's worth it for this perfect moment.  

By the time Sebastian touches down on the roof again and Jewel and I give him privacy to turn back into a man and throw on the scrubs that are a size too small for his massive frame, my legs are jelly. 

"That was SO COOL! You're the best dragon dad ever!" 

He chuckles, patting her head affectionately. "Glad you enjoyed it, Rare Jewel. Maybe we can take another spin soon."

My knees are still wobbly and Sebastian steadies me with a hand on my elbow, his eyes searching mine. 

"You okay there, hot mama? You look a little shell-shocked."

"Oh, I'm great. Totally fine, Puff. Just having a low-key existential crisis over here," I quip breathlessly. He barks a laugh and I elbow him. "Thanks for the heads up on the whole 'watch me turn into a mythical creature' thing, by the way." 

He has the good grace to look a little contrite. A very little.

Jewel tugs at his hand, her little face scrunched in confusion. "Who's Puff?"

"Never mind, sweetie. Mommy’s making a silly joke." I shoot Sebastian a wry look over her head and he grins back, shrugging those broad shoulders. 

Sebastian scoops Jewel up, tickling her until she shrieks with giggles. "You can’t tell anyone about the dragon thing, okay?”

“Duh.” Jewel flashes him a look that says she’s not stupid. 

As we make our way back down to the hospital room, my mind spins with approximately a bajillion questions. But one look at my baby’s beaming smile and cheeks flushed with exhilaration...and I decide the interrogation can wait.


Chapter 12


Gemma
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Welp, it's official. I've lost my marbles. That's it, game over, thanks for playing. Please exit through the gift shop and don't forget to tip your dragon on the way out.

As Sebastian and I make our way back to our swanky hospital suite, I keep expecting to snap out of this dream. Any second now, I'll wake up in my crummy shoebox apartment covered in a cold sweat. 

But nope. The strong, warm hand wrapped around mine is unmistakably real. This is my new reality.

"So, uh, thanks for that," I say as we step into the elevator, aiming for nonchalance and missing by a mile. "The whole magical dragon ride thing. That was...well, let's just say you get major brownie points for Dad of the Year."

"Hey, anything for my girls." Sebastian chuckles, tugging me closer and slinging an arm around my shoulders and I burrow into his side, relishing his solid warmth.

My heart does a little fluttery thing at that. His girls. I like the sound of that. 

"Seriously though, that was incredible," I murmur, tipping my head back to meet his gaze. "Seeing Jewel so happy, so carefree... I can't remember the last time I heard her laugh like that."

He smiles down at me, his eyes crinkling at the corners, and dips his head to brush a kiss to my forehead.

As we enter our lush digs, I’m still super keyed-up and have a bajillion questions zinging around my brain.

"So..." I perch on the edge of the bed and pat the spot beside me. "I think it's time for a little Q&A. I've got questions. Many, many questions."

Sebastian joins me, the mattress dipping under his weight. He takes a deep breath, as if steeling himself. "I figured as much."

"First off, wow, a dragon? I mean, you'd think that would maybe have been something to discuss before we tied the knot."

He winces, rubbing the back of his neck. "Yeah, that's the thing. Humans aren't supposed to know about us. There are these ancient laws... But with the population issue, we’ve been forced to bend the rules a bit."

I tilt my head. "Population issue?"

He nods grimly. "There are no more female dragons. We're a dying breed. Literally."

"Oh," I breathe. "That's heavy." And then my eyes go wide as a thought occurs to me. "Wait, so is that why you entered into an arranged marriage? To make dragon babies?"

He just nods, but at least he has the grace to look a little ashamed. "The council was getting desperate, so they cooked up this marriage scheme."

I chew my lip, processing this. It's a lot to take in. Dragons are real. My husband is one. There's some kind of council playing dragon Tinder. And apparently I’m the golden ticket to their species' survival?

No pressure or anything.

I flop back on the bed, throwing an arm over my eyes. "That’s messed up. You realize that, right? I mean, is my womb supposed to be the savior of the dragon race or something?"

The bed shifts as Sebastian stretches out beside me, propping himself up on one elbow. He gently tugs my arm away from my face, his fingers lacing through mine.

"Hey, look at me." His voice is soft but firm. 

I reluctantly meet his gaze. "That is why you married me, right? To... procreate?" 

Sebastian's eyes find mine, his gaze so intense it steals my breath. "Yes, Gemma, that’s why I married you. But as long as we're laying our cards on the table, the truth is I fell for you the instant I saw you."

"Oh." I exhale shakily. "That's...good."

His eyes soften. "Listen, I know we kind of went about this whole thing backwards. Got hitched first, fell in love later." He reaches for my hand, enveloping it in his much larger one. "But I need you to know, it's real for me. You're it for me. Dragon mating is for life."

I'll be darned if I don't feel a touch light-headed at his passionate declaration. Still...

"This thing about dragon males needing human females to reproduce..." I trail off, worrying my bottom lip between my teeth. "Am I, like, contractually obligated to be your broodmare or something?" 

I picture myself waddling around with a big old dragon belly while Sebastian sits on his pile of gold, fire-roasting knights of old or whatever dragons do in their spare time.

He blinks at me for a beat before shaking his head adamantly. "No, sweetheart, you're not contractually obligated to do anything you don't want to do." Sebastian gives my hand a reassuring squeeze. "Especially not popping out dragon babies. We’ll wait until you're good and ready."

I can't help sagging a bit in relief even as I quirk a brow at him. "You seem awfully sure I'll be 'good and ready' someday," I say, aiming for a touch of levity. "I don't know if I even want more kids."

It pains me to admit it out loud. Once upon a time, a house packed to the rafters with children was my ultimate dream. After everything with Jewel, I just... I don't know if I have it in me.

He flashes me a knowing grin. "If you don’t want to, we won’t. Simple as that."

My voice breaks and I swallow hard. Sebastian makes a soothing noise, his thumb stroking over my knuckles.

And then, because I'm an absolute glutton for punishment, I decide to come clean about my little act of espionage.

"I overheard your phone call this morning," I confess in a rush. "The one with your research team."

Sebastian stiffens, his eyes searching mine. "You did?"

I nod miserably. "I didn't mean to eavesdrop. I swear I wasn't snooping. But I heard some of it and..." I blow out a shaky breath. "It didn't sound like good news."

He sighs, his free hand coming up to stroke his forehead. "No, it wasn't. I've got the best minds in the business working around the clock and it's not enough. All our cutting edge tech, all that money and manpower... None of it matters. Jewel's condition is just..."

"Too rare. Too complex," I finish for him, my own voice sounding hollow to my ears. "Believe me, I know. I've heard it all before."

"But that doesn't mean we give up," Sebastian says fiercely. His hand finds my cheek, his gaze boring into mine with an intensity that steals my breath. 

"There's one stone left unturned. A Hail Mary of sorts. I'm still working out the details, but...it's something. A fighting chance. And I'll be damned if I won't move heaven and earth to make it happen. For you. For our Rare Jewel."

There's so much love shining in his eyes, so much devotion and determination,  I'm powerless against its pull. I surge up, capturing his mouth in a bruising kiss that I feel all the way to my toes.

Maybe I'm a fool for hoping. Maybe I'm setting myself up for another soul-crushing disappointment. But as Sebastian rolls me beneath him, his body blanketing mine, I choose to believe. In him. In us.


Chapter 13


Sebastian
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"It’s a long shot." Aldous swirls his scotch around in its crystal tumbler as he eyes me over the rim. "You know how they feel about humans."

"Understatement of the century," Maxwell chimes in from his overstuffed leather armchair. "They've managed to avoid the human race for eons. And you want to, what? Stroll right up to their compound and ask for a handout?" 

I lean back. The soft cushion molds to my shoulders as I stare out the floor-to-ceiling windows on the top floor of the high-rise building that houses Elite Enclave, the private club that caters to the filthy rich. The city lights of LA twinkle in the night. I swallow a sip of my own drink, the amber liquid burning a smooth path down my throat. 

"It's worth a shot," Ritter pipes up with a shrug. I raise my glass to him in a silent toast. Glad someone's on Team Seb.

"More than a shot," I mutter into my tumbler before taking another healthy swig. I'll do anything for my girls. Anything. I'd lay down my life for Gemma and Jewel in a heartbeat. 

I set my tumbler down on the gleaming side table with a decisive clink. "The fact is, gentlemen, I've already made contact."

Utter silence descends. My fellow dragons stare at me with slack jaws and bugged eyes waiting for the punchline.

“In fact, I’ve just returned.” And just like that I tell them all about my quick visit to Kentucky, to the little dive bar called The Wateringhole thick with the stench of stale beer and desperation...

"They might be willin' to give you what ya need," the grizzled old-timer rasps around the half-chomped toothpick dangling from his cracked, thin lips. For a price, 'course."

I quirk a dubious brow. The man’s face is so lined and weathered it looks like a jigsaw puzzle and his beard is more nicotine yellow than snowy white. 

A flash of annoyance crackles through me, but I shove it down, well aware I'm in beggars and choosers territory. 

"Anything." I meet his gaze dead on, injecting every ounce of sincerity I can muster into the singular word. And I can muster a lot. "Tell them I'm prepared to give them anything they want."

Hillbilly Gandalf bobs his head sagely. "Was hopin’ you’d say that. Seems they done heard tell of some fancy gizmo y'all use to find yourselves mates or some such."

My eyebrows shoot toward my hairline. "The algorithm?"

At his nod, I squint, trying to wrap my head around this little turn of events. "It matches shifters with human women."

“Yep. That there’s the one.”

“HUMAN women,” I repeat slowly, as if talking to a particularly dense toddler.

He flaps a gnarled hand. "They know that, son. S'what they want.”  

“Wait. Hold up. They want...HUMAN mates?” That’s heard to believe. No, it’s nearly impossible to believe. 

But the old man nods. “As it stands, them fellers only got one female for every twenty-two males. Each of em wants his own mate, or leastwise not to have to share all the time."

I feel my right eye start to twitch. Oh, hell no.

Now, I realize I'm probably the last dragon who should throw stones about human-monster relations, given my previous feelings about humans. I used to outright sneer at the very idea of ever falling for a human woman. But that was before a sassy spitfire and a pint-sized Wonder Woman crashed into my life and flipped the script on me. Now, I’ll be damned if I'll offer up innocent women as some kind of inter-species mail order bride scheme.

Old Rip Van Winkle must see the horror on my face because he rushes to assure me. 

"Now don’t you go worryin’ bout nothin’. Them gals won't come to no harm, Mister Fancy Britches. The big apes treat their womenfolk like queens. Worship the dang ground they walk on."

Big apes? That kinda sounds like a species slur to me, but what do I know about monster political correctness? 

I mull it over, drumming my fingers on the pitted tabletop, the thunk of my wedding band oddly comforting. I think of Gemma, of the way her eyes fill with quiet wonder every time I do something halfway decent, like she's still not used to men treating her right. It breaks my heart even as it fills me with the overwhelming urge to slay anyone who's ever made her feel less than the goddess she is.

I pinch the bridge of my nose and sigh. While my protective instincts rail against putting any woman in a potentially unsavory position, I have to look at this pragmatically. It's not like the women will be forced. And if these 'apes' are on the up and up, treating their ladies like the treasures they are... Well, who am I to deny consenting adults their shot at happily ever after?

Add in the fact that they hold the key to saving Jewel's life and I simply can't afford to decline. Drastic times. Drastic measures. Simple as that.

"Fine," I bite out. "I’ll pull whatever strings I can and get back to you ASAP."

"Ah-ha," Greyson drawls, cutting through the charged silence blanketing the room and bringing me back to the present. “So that's why I was invited to this hoity-toity establishment to have a very expensive, and I must say quite exquisite, glass of scotch with you fine gentlemen. Here I thought it was to thank me for playing Cupid and finding you each such a perfect match.” Bemused, he takes a dainty sip of his scotch, pinky up and everything. 

That sets off a round of earnest praise and gratitude, my fellow dragons tripping over themselves to extol the virtues of their precious mates and Councilman Greyson's masterful matchmaking.

I open my mouth to start the negotiation process with the man—okay, the down-on-my-knees begging if need be. Let’s be honest, I’m ready to promise him the world on a string. 

Before I can get a word out, Greyson flicks his hand like he's shooing a fly. "Sebastian, you needn't bother with the bribery." A twinkle enters his eye. "I know what this means to you. It’s a small price to pay for the miracle serum. I'll contact the monster council and they can upload the program to their servers immediately."

I blink at him. "Just like that?" I can scarcely believe it.

“Of course. You just go get that private jet of yours ready for another redeye roundtrip to the Appalachian backwoods.”

He grins and, as we clink our glasses together, I wonder how I could ever repay the man.

Seven hours and one round trip later, I’m back in LA, my plane touching down on the runway and a car standing by to whisk me to California General.

I pulled it off. 

The vial clutched in my hand contains the rarest medicinal compound on Earth, and the most effective. It is essentially a cure-all to the human race—sasquatch blood.


Chapter 14


Gemma
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"Barbie's bes... best friend is named M...Midge," Jewel reads aloud haltingly from her book, her little finger tracing the words. "Barbie and Midge like to play dress-up to...geth...er."

I smile and nod encouragingly from the chair beside her hospital bed. "That's right, baby. You're doing great!"

Internally, I'm a mess. Sebastian isn’t here and I miss him. 

I keep flashing back to our dragonback rides. He’s taken us on several over the past couple days and Jewel is in heaven. Sebastian has been by our sides non-stop, but today for the first time since we married, he had to go to some business meeting and I can’t help the anxiety surging through me. 

He’s coming back, Gemma. He’s an important man. He just had business to attend to, that’s all, I keep telling myself.

Hell, on the Forbes 400 list, he’s number three—yes, I googled him. Of course he needs to conduct business sometimes. 

It's just... everything about that man is amazing. The way he's stepped up, no questions asked. The way he treats Jewel like his own. I keep waiting for the other shoe to drop, you know? For him to realize what a mess he's gotten himself into and hightail it out of here.  

He’s shown up day after day, being ridiculously perfect. It's enough to make a sleep-deprived, coffee-guzzling cynic like me start to believe in fairy tales. Or at least in really, really good men.

The problem is, Jewel... she's getting worse. Even getting out of bed is becoming too much for her. She's just so tired all the time. 

A light knock on the door interrupts my musings and I glance up to see Sebastian poking his ridiculously handsome face in. 

"Knock, knock," he says with a crooked grin. "How are my two favorite ladies doing?"

"Daddy Sebby!" Jewel's whole face lights up and she makes grabby hands at him until he swoops in to plant a big kiss on her cheek.

"Hey there, Rare Jewel. Whatcha reading?" He settles his big frame on the bed next to her.

As Jewel regales him with the latest adventures of Barbie and Midge, I take a moment to just...look at him. At them. My little family. 

And then Sebastian stands up, something clutched in his hands. Wait, is that...a syringe?

"Sebastian," I say slowly, eyeing the thing warily. "What is that?"

He flashes me a reassuring smile as he fiddles with Jewel's IV. "This is the rarest medicine on earth for our Rarest Jewel."

I stare at him, my mouth opening and closing like a trout. "But...what...how?"

Sebastian just shakes his head, almost imperceptibly, the implication clear. He'll explain later. I watch as he injects the contents of the syringe into Jewel’s IV line. 

"All done," he announces, giving Jewel's nose a playful boop. 

Jewel suddenly bursts into a bout of giggles. "It tickles!" Her little nose scrunches up. "Like bubbles in my tummy." 

Sebastian chuckles. "Bubbles in your tummy, huh? Must be a side effect."

Jewel's giggles dissolve into a yawn and as her eyelids start to droop, Sebastian tucks the blanket around her and hums softly until she drifts off.

I'm still staring at him as he straightens, trying to wrap my brain around...well, everything.

"Sebastian," I whisper, glancing between him and our now-snoozing kid. "What did you do? How did you⁠—"

He presses a finger to my lips, stopping my inquisition. "Shhh. Not here. Let's go for a walk, yeah? She’ll be out for a while and you look like you could use some fresh air."

He's not wrong. I've been cooped up in here for so long, I forgot what the outdoors looks like. So I let him lead me out of the room and down the hall, my mind whirring with questions.

As we step out into the sunny California afternoon, I spin to face him. "Okay, spill. What was in that syringe? Where did you get it? Is it safe? Is it legal? Because I swear, Sebastian, if you just shot her up with some black market snake oil⁠—"

"Whoa, whoa, hey." He grasps my shoulders, his thumbs rubbing soothing circles. "Give me a little credit here, hot mama. You really think I'd do anything to put Jewel at risk?"

I deflate, my cheeks heating. "No, of course not. I'm sorry. I just..." I blow out a breath, my shoulders sagging. "I'm just scared. I'm so scared all the time."

His expression softens and he draws me into a hug, his strong arms enveloping me. I tuck my face into his chest and breathe him in, letting his warmth and solidity ground me. "I know, baby. I know. But I swear on my life, that medicine is the real deal. Remember how I told you I would stop at nothing to find her a cure?" I nod against his chest. "Well, I meant it. I called in every favor, pulled every string, and managed to get my hands on the one thing that will give our girl a fighting chance.”

At this point, I have no choice but to trust him. We’re out of any other options. 

Sebastian makes idle chitchat as we stroll at an easy pace across the manicured hospital grounds, sun on our faces and a gentle breeze stirring my loose curls. It's nice. Peaceful even, if I can get my brain to stop playing twenty questions with Jewel's miracle cure. 

After about thirty minutes, we make our way back inside. Sebastian guides me to the elevator bank and I lean into him, my adrenaline-fueled nerves giving way to bone-deep fatigue. 

The elevator dings our arrival on the pediatric floor and the doors are barely open before a nurse comes barreling toward us. Her eyes are wide, cheeks flushed, and she's got a pointer finger jabbing in our direction.

Oh God. The oxygen rushes from my lungs in a dizzying whoosh. This is it. The moment I've been dreading for six long years. They're going to tell me that Jewel⁠—

"There you are!” she says. I’ve been looking for you."

I grasp Sebastian's hand in a white-knuckled grip, the fluorescent lights suddenly too bright, the squeak of the nurse's rubber soles too loud. I sway on my feet, a clammy sweat breaking out across my brow as my vision goes spotty around the edges. I'm vaguely aware of Sebastian barking questions at the nurse, but it's like my ears are stuffed with cotton. All I hear is the roar of my pulse, the thready mantra of "no, please no" looping in my head.

And then a single sentence gets through, shattering my spiraling panic. 

"Gemma, it's a miracle!"

A miracle? What does that⁠—?

My legs are moving before I even register the impulse, Sebastian's steadying grip on my arm the only thing keeping me from face-planting as I tear down the winding corridor, dodging nurses and bewildered orderlies. 

"Please," I rasp to no one in particular as I skid to a halt outside Jewel's room, my trembling hand on the knob. "Please, let her be⁠—"

I crash through the door, nearly stumbling into the head of my daughter's pediatric specialist team, Dr. Rajiv.

His normally dour face is split by a blinding grin, the fluorescent lights bouncing merrily off the top of his shiny bald head. He looks positively giddy, not a state I've ever known the man to adopt before now. It's a little terrifying, to be honest. 

“Mommy! Daddy!” Jewel shouts, then bursts into giggles.

"Ms. Carter, I was just coming to find you."

“Mrs. Dabertzholder,” Sebastian corrects with a growl.

“Uh, right, pardon me, Mr and Mrs. Dabertzholder⁠—” 

“Just tell me what’s going on with my daughter!” I shout, my very last nerve frayed thin.

Dr. Rajiv chuckles—actually chuckles! "See for yourself." He gestures to the bed and I nearly collapse when I take a good, long look at my baby girl sitting up in bed, her cheeks flushed with healthy color, eyes bright and sparkling. 

I rush to her bedside on wobbly legs, hands and eyes roaming every precious inch of her, cataloging each minute change. The hollows of her cheeks filled out, the bruised half-moons beneath her eyes faded to near-nothingness. She's practically glowing. 

How can this be? 

"Wha—?" It's all I can manage, my tongue suddenly leaden and useless. Sebastian appears behind me, palm curled around my shoulder, grounding me with his touch. I barely notice.

Heart lodged somewhere in my esophagus, I inch my way into the room...

I gather her up in my arms, pressing frantic kisses to downy hair, plump cheeks, the tip of that pert little nose. I'm laughing and crying and probably getting snot all over her, but I can't bring myself to care because this is a miracle. A living, breathing, giggling miracle.

"Jewel?" It comes out a broken whisper, tears already making hot tracks down my cheeks. "Oh my God, baby..."

"What...?" I croak, the question implied as I glance between Dr. Rajiv and my beaming husband. "How...?"

The doctor spreads his hands, wonderment plain on his face. "I've never seen anything like it. It's utterly unprecedented. Total remission of all symptoms. Not a trace of her disease to be found. If I wasn't witnessing it with my own eyes, I wouldn't believe it." 

Dr. Rajiv shakes his head. "We must run tests, of course. Full work-up. Document every⁠—"

"Whoa, whoa," Sebastian cuts in smoothly. "I think Rare Jewel has been poked and prodded enough for one lifetime."

I nod emphatically, pressing Jewel a little closer to my chest. The idea of subjecting her to even one more needle makes me want to scream. 

"Here's what we're going to do, doc." Sebastian's using his business shark voice now, crisp and leaving no room for debate. "We're going to take our daughter out of this hospital." A delicious shiver snakes up my spine at his commanding tone. "Right now. Today."

Dr. Rajiv's mouth opens and closes, goldfish-style, his forward momentum stalled by Sebastian's unyielding resolve. I smother a grin in Jewel's hair. That's my man. I should probably care more about protocols and medical anomalies and science-y breakthroughs. But honestly? I don't give a single, solitary damn. 

My gaze meets Sebastian's over Jewel's head and we share a moment. One of those deep, soulful connections that speaks volumes without a single word. 

And then Sebastian says loudly to the doctor, the nurses, to anyone within earshot, “Our family is going home.”


Chapter 15


Gemma
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When I wake up in the morning, it takes me a minute to remember where I am. The silk sheets, the ginormous four-poster bed, the freakin' crystal chandelier hanging from the ceiling... 

Oh, right. I live in a palace now. With my dragon shifter husband and my miracle daughter. 

I stretch languidly, my body still humming with satisfaction from last night's, er, activities. The things my man can do with his tongue alone...

A throaty purr escapes my lips as memories of our passionate lovemaking flood my mind. I'm pretty sure I actually saw stars at one point. Like, literal stars. 

I'm grinning like a loon, my cheeks starting to ache, when the bedroom door creaks open. Speak of the devil.

"Good morning, gorgeous." Sebastian strolls in wearing nothing but a pair of low-slung pajama pants. He's all tousled hair and sleepy eyes, his chest and abs on full display. I want to lick him like a popsicle. 

It should be illegal to look that good this early in the morning. 

"Morning," I manage, my voice still gravelly with sleep. I prop myself up on my elbows, the sheet pooling around my waist. "Sleep well?"

"Like a baby." He waggles his eyebrows suggestively before climbing back into bed and tugging me into his arms. "Someone wore me out last night."

I snort indelicately. "Puh-lease. If anyone did the wearing out, it was you, Mr. Insatiable."

He nuzzles my neck, his stubble rasping deliciously against my skin. "I can't help it. You're just too damn irresistible."

"Flatterer." But I'm preening, my ego well and truly stroked.

Sebastian's hand skims down my side, his touch igniting little sparks of electricity in its wake. Goosebumps erupt across my skin and I shiver. His lips curl in a wicked grin before he claims my mouth in a kiss. It starts slow and sweet but quickly turns incendiary.  Before I know it, I'm flat on my back with a very aroused dragon shifter looming over me.

"Well good morning to you too," I murmur breathlessly when we finally come up for air.

Sebastian's eyes are molten, swirling with heat and hunger and something else...something deeper that makes my heart skip a beat. 

"Gemma." My name on his lips sounds like a prayer and a plea all wrapped up in one. "I want...I need..."

I frame his face with my hands. "What? Tell me what you need, Sebastian."

He takes a shuddering breath, his forehead resting against mine. "I want to claim you. The draconian way."

"O-kay..." I draw out the word carefully. "And what exactly does that entail?"

Please don’t say ritual sacrifice or blood oath.

He brushes a thumb across my cheekbone. "It's called a claiming mark. Think of it like a supernatural tattoo that binds us together for eternity."

I blink. Huh. That's actually kind of romantic. In an over-the-top, weirdly possessive way.

"Um…so... how do we do this mark thing?" I'm almost afraid to ask.

A tiny smile tugs at his mouth. "Do you trust me?"

"Of course." The answer is automatic. After everything we've been through, how could I not?

Sebastian's eyes soften and he brushes a tender kiss to my forehead. "Lay back and relax, hot mama."

So I do.

He presses a line of soft kisses down the column of my throat before latching onto the sensitive patch of skin where my neck meets shoulder. I gasp, my back arching as he licks and nips and soothes with his tongue. 

I'm so lost in sensation, my eyes fluttering shut and little mewls spilling from my lips, that I almost don't notice the sudden heat. But then it's everywhere, sizzling over my skin like a brand.

My eyes fly open and I crane my neck to see Sebastian literally breathing fire onto my flesh. There’s a brief moment—just a flash—of burning, of pain, then all I feel is pleasure. So much pleasure. It's almost too much, the intensity bordering on exquisite torture.

When I glance down, I see an intricate pattern emerging. Swirls and whorls and strange symbols I don't recognize all weaving together to create an image that is as beautiful as it is otherworldly.

"Mine," he growls against my skin, his voice rough with desire. "Now we belong to one another in every way."

Maybe I should feel outraged by the possessiveness, but I don’t. I feel cherished. Treasured. It's heady and dizzying and I want to burrow inside this feeling and live there forever.

I cup his face in my palms. This incredible male who upended my life in the best possible way. 

"I love you," I tell him, surprising myself with how easily the words come. "You know that, right? Completely. Madly. Illogically. I'm so crazy in love with you it defies all reason and sense."

Twin spots of color appear high on his cheekbones as he blinks rapidly. Oh my god, is he getting misty-eyed? That's just...gah. My heart feels like it might just burst out of my chest, alien-style.

"Gemma." His voice wavers and he clears his throat. Yep, definitely misty-eyed. Who knew dragons could be so adorably sentimental? "I love you too. More than I ever thought possible. You and Jewel...you're everything to me."

Okay, that's it. Stick a fork in me, I'm done. 

I surge up to capture his mouth, pouring every ounce of love and devotion into the kiss. Sebastian responds with equal fervor, our tongues tangling, teeth nipping, breaths mingling.

Soon he's rocking into me, our bodies moving in a rhythm as old as time. He fills me, completes me, branding me with his touch just as surely as he did with his mark.

I cling to his broad shoulders as pleasure builds and builds, cresting over me in wave after glorious wave until I'm boneless and spent.

Sebastian shudders above me, his own release a heated rush that seems to go on forever. 

"I didn't think it was possible to be this happy," I say, smiling. "Honestly, it's a little unnerving. I keep waiting for the other shoe to drop, you know?"

Sebastian shakes his head, a fierce look on his face. "No other shoes. No more dropping. From now on, it's clear skies and smooth sailing, you hear me?"

"Aye aye, Captain." I can't resist ribbing him a little.

Yesterday Sebastian showed my girl to her new bubblegum pink Barbie-style bedroom. Full of vitality, her eyes brighter than I've ever seen them, she oohed and ahhed over everything in this Disney palace. It felt like a dream. It still does.

Jewel is...a living miracle. Even now, I find my gaze drifting to the bedroom door. The urge to go peek in on her, reassure myself it really happened, she’s really cured, is nearly overwhelming.

I must be wearing my worry on my face, because Sebastian gives me a gentle squeeze. "She's okay, you know. Better than okay. Our Rare Jewel is going to have a long, beautiful life ahead of her. You both are."

Sebastian drops a kiss on the top of my head. "Go check on her if you must. I can see you can’t resist." 

I roll my eyes before shimmying into last night's panties. The rest of my clothes are...somewhere. Eh, whatever. Sebastian's T-shirt will do for now. I swim in the soft cotton, but it smells like him and I burrow my nose into the fabric, inhaling deeply.

"You keep that up and we'll never make it out of this bedroom," Sebastian warns playfully, watching my little display with darkening eyes.

"Promises, promises." I wink before sashaying toward the door, an extra sway in my hips.

Behind me, I hear Sebastian groan. "Wicked, wicked woman."


Epilogue: Gemma
[image: ]


“This is gonna be awesome!" Jewel’s face splits in an ear-to-ear grin as she eyes the towering rollercoaster with a mix of trepidation and exhilaration. 

The screams of gleeful riders fill the air as they whoosh by overhead, their hands waving wildly.

"You two go ahead. I’m gonna sit this one out."

Sebastian's brow furrows. "You feeling okay, hot mama?"

"Oh, I'm great. Totally fine.” Except, the whole hurtling through space at breakneck speeds thing is not for me at the moment. "Maybe we can hit up the Ferris wheel later?” I offer instead, thinking a nice, gentle ride where I can keep my lunch down is more my thing. 

Jewel giggles and tugs on Sebastian's hand. "Dad, come on. I wanna sit in the front row."

"We'll be right back." Sebastian drops a quick kiss on my cheek before allowing our daughter to drag him toward the line. 

I settle onto a nearby bench, content to people-watch and enjoy the lively atmosphere as the most important people in my world disappear into the crowd. 

I sigh, soaking up the sun. It's been a whirlwind few years since Jewel's miraculous recovery. We've been globetrotting, hitting up every amusement park on her long list. Who knew there were so many variations of metal death traps?

And speaking of supernatural… I see my little family returning, all smiles and wind-blown hair.

“That was fun.” Sebastian plops down on the bench beside me. “You look lost in thought. What’s going through your mind?” he asks.

"I was just thinking it’s too bad there aren't any more dragons so Jewel could marry one when she grows up."

Sebastian chuckles, slinging an arm around my shoulders. "There are plenty of other creatures like me who dote on their mates, you know."

I quirk an eyebrow. "Dragon shifters?"

"Not dragons." He shakes his head. "But shifters, yeah. And other sentient, compatible beings."

"Wait, what?" I gape at him. "Like what? Vampires? Werewolves? Freakin' leprechauns?"

"Leprechauns are real?!" Jewel gasps, her eyes wide.

"No, honey, your mom’s just being silly." Sebastian shoots me a look that clearly says "ix-nay on the eprechaun-lay."

Oops. Note to self: save mythical creature speculation for when we have privacy.

"What’s next?" Sebastian asks. "The tilt-a-whirl?"

"YES!" Jewel pumps her fist in the air. "Let's do it."

I blanch at the thought of subjecting my queasy stomach to more high-speed shenanigans. Time to break out the big guns.

"You two go ahead," I say breezily. "I'm gonna sit this one out too."

Sebastian frowns. "You sure you're feeling alright, Gem? You're looking a little green around the gills."

"Must be the funnel cakes and fried ice cream."

"What funnel cakes and fried ice cream?" he asks, puzzled.

I sigh. I tried. Welp, here goes nothing.

I take Sebastian's hand, feeling suddenly shy despite the big news I'm about to drop. Or maybe because of it. 

"The thing is..." I nibble my lower lip, my heart doing a weird little flutter behind my ribs. "The baby's not really crazy about plummeting down steep hills at breakneck velocity or being stuck to the side of a giant tin can by centrifugal force."

For a moment, Sebastian just blinks at me, his expression utterly blank. I can practically hear the gears grinding away in his head.

Then, all at once, understanding dawns. His eyes go wide, mouth dropping open in shock.

"Baby... You mean... Are you saying...?"

I nod, a wobbly smile spreading across my face. "Surprise, daddy. Again."

"Holy hell." Sebastian rakes a hand through his hair, still looking totally poleaxed. "I'm gonna be a father. Again!"

He kisses me, hard and fierce, right there in the middle of the crowded fairway. I melt into him, not giving a single damn about the whistles and catcalls from passersby.

When we finally surface for air, Jewel is watching us with a scrunched nose and glimmer of preteen disgust. "Gross. We're in public."

I laugh, feeling lighter than I have in...well, ever. 

"Get used to it, kiddo. Your mom and I are stupid in love." Sebastian winks at her then waggles his eyebrows at me. 

The sound of Jewel's theatrical retching breaks us out of our love bubble. 

Sebastian and I share a look, trying and failing to suppress our smiles. 

"Better watch it or we'll start making out again," I warn teasingly.

“That’s it.” Jewel throws her hands up, marching off toward the cotton candy stand in a huff. "I'm running away to join the circus!"

Jewel’s completely cured of her genetic condition. The doctors are stumped, but it’s as though she was never sick.

The three of us never talk about the miracle medicine that saved my baby girl's life. I have to admit, though, her glow-in-the-dark eyes and night vision are a pretty wild side effect. I'm not complaining, mind you. I'll take a little supernatural weirdness over the alternative any day.
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