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      I placed a small bronze vase of light green and burgundy lilies in the center of the table before scanning the arrangement one last time. In the center sat dishes of rice, poi, and salmon, garnished with fresh-cut fruit and a variety of red and orange syrupy sauces that I made from scratch.

      After slaving in the kitchen all afternoon trying to perfect recipes I picked up from friends around the island, I stood there gnawing on my thumb as I surveyed the spread, hoping it would be enough. The guests I was preparing to entertain could inhale massive amounts of food in mere minutes. Better to be safe than sorry, I thought, rushing to the kitchen to throw a leftover dish of Kalua pig in the oven as a backup.

      I carefully inched the hot pink napkins to the center of the deep brown bamboo plates and perked up the large palm leaf centerpieces for the twentieth time. I used to be a pro at entertaining on the fly, but even with days of preparation, I was still stressing over every last detail.

      Mostly because when I lived with these guests before, I was rarely the one to cook. And when I did, I still never felt it held a candle to my friend and former roommate, Sara’s delicious cooking. She was a chef after all. Then there were Ella’s baked goods which were to die for. Carrie wouldn’t be picky or judge my skills in the kitchen. And the men joining us this evening would scarf down just about anything you put in front of them. They were quite pleased with human food after years of seaweed and sand… or whatever it was dragon shapeshifters ate in their realm.

      Still, it had been bittersweet to part ways with them all when I decided to move into my small studio in the city. My roommates and I had come together in the house on the beach to focus on surfing; a shared passion of ours. But everything changed when four dragon shapeshifters showed up on our doorstep one day after thousands of years hibernating beneath the sea.

      The most unlikely of house guests, we had no idea even existed before, quickly became more than just visitors. Before we knew it, Sara was pregnant with Daegal’s baby. While it wasn’t an easy road for them, they were eventually married. Which meant all the dragon boys would be staying for quite some time. Not long after Ella settled into her new place in the neighborhood, I knew it was getting too cramped and it was time for me to move on as well. This would be my first time seeing them since I left our shared house just three months before.

      I wanted it to be a relaxed, fun evening for all of us. Mostly I wanted to show them I was doing well. While I spent most of my life on my own traveling from place to place, they hadn’t known that side of me. I knew they were worried about me, and this was the perfect opportunity to show them how well I flourished in my own space.

      I checked the time on my phone with a confident nod. They’d be here any minute and everything was finished and looking great. I glided across my small but well-decorated living room, fluffing the pillows one last time and inching around a few knick-knacks back into their proper spots. I rested my hands on my hips with a satisfied sigh as I looked over my collection of souvenirs from my life so far. There hadn’t been enough space to display all of them in our shared house, and I was excited to finally show all of my precious things to my friends.

      A series of knocks sounded against the front door, sending me leaping over with an excited shriek to let them in. I flung the door open wide with a welcoming smile, delighted to set eyes on my friends. Sara stood front and center with Keanu squirming on her hip, Daegal standing close behind as always. Ella was arm in arm with Gregor, both with their typical shy smiles and blushing cheeks, as they huddled in close cradling their newborn. Carrie and Edvard shuffled behind them as they all pounced forward in a rush of hugs as they entered.

      “Hey, stranger!” Sara beamed as she put Keanu down who hit the floor running. I eyed him and my belongings cautiously, realizing my place wasn’t designed to handle the wrath of a toddler. Especially not one who was part dragon.

      “I wanted to get all settled in before I had you over to see the place,” I replied through more smiles and hugs, shrugging off Keanu’s mischievous disappearance. I was too excited to see them to worry about whatever damage the little guy would cause. It was well worth it to be in their company again.

      “Have a seat! Please!” My arm swept proudly toward the dining table, glowing with almond blossom scented candles, reflecting against the colorful floral arrangements and place settings. I took my seat at the head of the table and began passing around a basket of bread and serving utensils. “Wait,” I frowned, noting the empty chair. “Where’s Sebastian?”

      A series of snickers and rolling eyes darted around the table.

      “That’s a great question,” Sara sighed in annoyance.

      “What my beloved wife means,” Daegal interjected, recoiling slightly from the heated glare she shot over to him. “Is that we are unaware of Sebastian’s whereabouts this evening.”

      “Or most evenings,” Sara huffed.

      “Rest assured that whatever prevented our dear brother from joining us tonight must have been quite urgent and regrettable,” Gregor insisted, his eyes widening with each new dish placed in front of him as he piled up his plate. “I am certain he would have much rather accompanied us to this feast.”

      Carrie burst out in mocking laughter as more strange glances fired back and forth.

      “I don’t get it,” I side-eyed them suspiciously, picking up on something uncomfortable and unspoken. “What’s going on?”

      “We haven’t seen much of Sebastian lately,” Sara finally blurted, quickly prompting what looked like a series of displeased nudges from Daegal under the table. “What!?” she protested. “I don’t see why we shouldn’t tell her. Jillian was close to Sebastian. She deserves to know.”

      “Whoa…” I griped, hating how mysterious they were all being. “I wouldn’t say we were close… not by a long shot. Unless by close you mean we couldn’t stand each other. But… know what? What’s going on?”

      The ladies cast a look of skepticism over me, never missing an opportunity to suggest that Sebastian and I’s bickering was some form of flirtation.

      “Will someone just come out with it already!” I snapped, dropping the serving spoon down into the rice bowl with a startling clang.

      “Sebastian seems to be enjoying a human life a little too thoroughly these days,” Daegal explained. “He stays out all hours of the night, not returning to his chamber at all some evenings. He has taken quite a liking to human nightlife.”

      “Especially since you left,” Carrie murmured tauntingly.

      “Ugh, enough with that already!” I growled. “Whatever idiotic things Sebastian decides to get himself into has nothing to do with me.”

      “He has scarred his body with permanent markings!” Gregor declared in disgust. “Some sort of sick human masochistic tradition. Ink shapes on his arms. He paid men money to do this to him! His body is ruined.”

      The girls erupted into a fit of giggles. “They’re called tattoos,” Carrie snickered, rolling her eyes.

      “I don’t care what you call them!” He cried. “They’re disgraceful.”

      “I must agree with you, Gregor,” Daegal sighed heavily, looking around in disappointment. “Those markings are nothing like the beautiful body art we knew in the dragon realm. And in the human world we knew many ages ago, only primal tribes would bear those kinds of skin drawings. Now it seems to have become quite a popular trend, though I can’t say I understand it.”

      “I think you’d look sexy with a tattoo. You certainly don’t seem to mind mine,” Sara teased, referring to the small three wavy blue lines on her ankle as a tribute to her love for surfing.

      “Woman!” he scoffed in embarrassment, touched with a flattered grin he couldn’t contain. “I have asked you repeatedly not to refer to our naked bodies or use words like ‘sexy’ in front of our friends. I have learned it is inappropriate and makes others uncomfortable.”

      She cackled and shrugged off his newfound sense of propriety as she dug back into her dinner. “This is delicious, Jillian!” she moaned through her full mouth.

      I tried to hide my proud smirk as I humbly changed the subject. “Wow… so Sebastian’s all tatted up now.”

      “Did you see his new motorcycle?” Ella asked sheepishly as she bounced her baby between bites of food.

      “’ Tis a death trap,” Greggor murmured in shame. “Not a bike, as you’ve called it. He’s going to kill himself.”

      “When did you all become such prudes!?” I shouted, sparking another eruption of giggles around the table. “I’m sure Sebastian is just adapting to human life the best way he knows how.” I took a coy sip of beer. “I mean, all man-whores ride motorcycles and have tattoos. Now he just needs to pierce his ears and to join a band.”

      “Pierce his ears?” Edvard gasped in horror, his mouth gaping open.

      “She means like this,” Carrie groaned, tugging on her earring.

      “I did not think such mutilation was common among men,” he sneered. “Though I have seen most women wearing these strange embellishments.”

      I noticed a little look from Carrie toward Edvard, one of many I’d already noticed that evening. Even before I moved out, I noticed the two of them spending more and more time together. Sara told me they were inseparable now, but still swore they were just friends.

      We all laughed and carried on for hours, occasionally being interrupted by a screaming baby or a crash from Keanu’s antics. Thankfully nothing too valuable or irreplaceable was broken, but Sara was still embarrassed and endlessly apologetic. I was just glad the whole place didn’t get flooded, which had now apparently become a common occurrence in their household. Dragon toddlers weren’t skilled enough to control their powers yet. And what little control they did have was often disregarded for the sake of causing trouble.

      The conversation soon drifted from Sebastian’s most recent behavior and reports of the trouble he got himself into at the bars every night. Ella and Gregor were always eager to empathize with Sara and Daegal over the pangs of parenthood. Everyone gushed over new projects, jobs, and hobbies. And as always, the odd musings of our dragon men never failed to provide interesting dinner conversation.

      I looked across the table, beaming from the warmth of my dear friends’ company once again. But I couldn’t shake this incessant nagging feeling in the pit of my stomach each time my eyes crossed Sebastian’s empty seat. Typical, I thought. He had always been a rude asshole, in my opinion. Figures he wouldn’t even bother showing up to this dinner I had worked so hard to put together for everyone.

      A gnawing ache plagued me nonetheless and lasted well after my friends reluctantly departed. My eyes were wide open as I laid in bed clutching my pillow and telling myself I’d clean the kitchen tomorrow. It was true that Sebastian and I bickered and carried on to no end, never missing an opportunity to insult or humiliate one another. But wasn’t that just the nature of our friendship? Or whatever we had.

      Not much of a friendship or anything else, I huffed to myself as I clenched my eyes tight, trying to push him from my brain and fall asleep. What kind of friend would just be a no-show without so much as a warning or apology? Good riddance.
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      I prowled down the city street through the neon glow of bar signs, scouring the selection for a place I hadn’t been kicked out of in the past couple of weeks. For as much as I loved the humans’ pubs, they did not seem to take the same liking to me. Once I had been banned from everywhere in one area, I’d move on to another town. Not to worry. There was an endless supply of drinking establishments on the island of Kahului.

      Things were never this exciting in the dragon realm. My demeanor wasn’t as offensive to my dragon brethren and the bar wenches back home. This new world held so much potential for a good brawl almost every night, though the humans didn’t seem to enjoy getting rowdy as much as I did. They were eager to attack but quick to withdrawal and toss me out on the street instead.

      I spotted a flickering neon silhouette of a woman, which I had learned was a beacon signaling to roaming men that women danced entirely nude behind those doors. I eagerly flung open the alley door and made my way to the bar, grumbling to myself as I hunched down in my seat over a bright-colored cocktail adorned with a little pink umbrella. There were all sorts of these sweet and fruity concoctions available in these establishments, but for some reason it caused the human men to harass me. Apparently, it was not socially acceptable for men to drink these sorts of mixtures, but I delighted in them unapologetically. I would not be put off the nectar of the gods.

      My head bobbed around half-heartedly as I took in the sight of the naked dancing women. This was a great source of joy for me when I first discovered this strange custom, but I quickly learned that the thrill faded fast. I also learned the hard way that you could not touch these dancers, no matter how much they enticed you. Perhaps that was why the appeal diminished so swiftly.

      On nights like this, I would often look on either side of me and wish that my dragon brothers were by my side. So much more fun could be had with their company, but it was nearly impossible to drag them away from the human women they had latched onto.

      I noticed another man nearby who looked just as lonely, bored, and restless as I was. So, I nudged my stool over to his, desperate for conversation.

      “Having a good night, fellow?” I proclaimed, startling him as he furrowed his brow at my brightly colored drink. He grumbled something indistinct in response. “I do wonder what my dragon clan is doing right now,” I considered out loud to the stranger. “Ahh… not that it matters,” I rasped with a dismissive wave of my hand. “They’re probably changing diapers and conversing with their mates. Doing common chores like servants.”

      The man nodded with a sympathetic but confused smile. “Women. Pfft. What’s that about dragons you say?” He answered himself with an amused laugh. “Yeah… dragons. The lot of ‘em.”

      “You see, both Daegal, our dragon prince, and Gregor found their mates in the house of women we came upon after first awakening,” I explained to him. “And while Edvard still swears he has not found a mate in Carrie, you’d never know it by the way he clings to her. Sure, I could join my clan in their new home. They’ll welcome me any time. But their dwellings are filled with the screams of their offspring and the playful bickering of their wives.” I rambled in disgust, the man struggling to keep up with uncertain nods.

      “I have no desire to find a mate!” I proclaimed, swishing my glass in the direction of my new friend. “I want many mates. A new one every night!”

      The man coughed out a raspy laugh, excitedly raising his glass to meet mine. “Mates, you say?” He asked, melting back into hesitation. “I loved me a woman once. She loved me back pretty well. But that’s all over now.” His lips pursed at the rim of his mug as his eyes glossed over with sadness and regret.

      “Ah yes,” I groaned. “After my dear dragon brothers were chained down by these women, there was only one person left to talk to. Or rather, argue with. The dark-skinned wild woman named Jillian. I could not deny her physical appeal. No sane man could. She had dark skin that glowed like the light of the moon, stretched over the muscles she had developed from riding the waves like a goddess of the sea. Her dark hair was untamed like her spirit, spiraling out in every direction in tight bouncy curls. When she wore them in a bundle on top of her head, her long graceful exposed neck would torture me. I had a painful longing to press my lips to her coconut scented skin, but she made her disdain for me quite clear.

      The only thing more enticing than Jillian’s body, which she frequently put on display as a means of tormenting me when she would go to the beach clothed in almost nothing, was her face. Honey tanned cheeks speckled in the most adorable little dots, kissed by the sun itself. Glaring dark eyes that could burn straight through me and a steely tongue that could cut a man in half. She was clever. That much I will admit. I suppose…”

      My rant was disrupted by a strange gurgling sound. I looked over to find my drinking partner’s head had slinked down to the glossy bar and a series of obnoxious snores escaped him. I selfishly smacked my hand to his shoulder, not ready to lose his listening ear. “Women like that only come around once in a dragon age, my friend.”

      He startled with a frightened moan, jerking up and immediately taking another deep swig of his drink.

      “But I didn’t care for her in the way my friends suggested,” I insisted, loathing the way my voice always dripped with doubt every time I explained my feelings for Jillian. “No, no. I just really enjoyed our little spats. It kept things interesting. But of course, she found herself just as bored as I was with our friends’ new lives. She ran off to a new place in the city.”

      “You should go and find her,” the man groused, quickly fading back to sleep.

      I grew quiet at his speculation, staring blankly at the sad little umbrella in my empty glass. I felt a pang of guilt, remembering how recently I missed the dinner she prepared for my friends. I always longed to taste her cooking. While I was fond of what the other women could prepare, I suspected Jillian’s flavors would be different, more interesting. After missing her feast, I harassed Daegal and the others to no end, demanding that they tell me the details of each dish served over and over. They sounded every bit as intriguing as I imagined.

      “He refused to tell me again,” I mumbled listlessly to no one, having officially lost my companion to what appeared to be an alcohol-induced coma. “He told me I should have been there if I cared so much. I don’t know why I didn’t go.”

      “Sounds like you love her,” a soft and sweet voice chimed in from behind the bar.

      My eyes took in the sight of the bar wench. Her skin was tinted orange, nothing like Jillian’s natural brown glow. She had lips painted with pink goo that stuck to her teeth, shining purple fluorescent in the lights. Her breasts were of notable size, but they were too plump and hard with no natural bounce when she moved. A strange sort of sickness that plagued the women in these establishments.

      “I believe I could love you, fair lady,” I crooned anyway with a phony smile, having long ago resigned myself to settling for these women night after night.

      She leaned over the bar with breath that smelled like sardines. “Five hundred dollars,” she hissed seductively. “And you can love me all night.”

      I wordlessly dug into my satchel for a slither of gold, fully prepared to pay this woman for her company. But this terribly annoying and all too familiar disinterest washed over me before my fingers could find their way.

      “I’m afraid I must decline,” I confessed begrudgingly, hanging my head in failure. “Something appears to be wrong with me these days.”

      The woman huffed off, leaving me to wallow in my unrelenting dissatisfaction. Everything was losing its appeal. I refused to believe even a siren like Jillian could reduce me to this, but I was beginning to wonder what else it could be. It seemed with every day that passed without the sight of her face, I was worse off than the one before.

      “Hey, buddy,” a not so soft and sweet voice barked from where the woman stood moments ago. “If you’re not going to drink or give the girls any money, you need to get out.”

      I eyed my empty glass and rolled my tongue across my parched lips, knowing full well that I was all too happy to buy another round or five. But resisting would be more fun.

      “I refuse to cave in to your barbaric laws!” I protested, standing in preparation. His large fist quickly bolted over the counter, pulling me by my shirt.

      “That’s it, buddy! You’re out of here!” He dropped me, barreling around the bar like an angry bull.

      By the time he reached me I had rolled up my sleeves. “I do love a good brawl!” I called out to him, anchoring my feet and bending my knees, ready to take on this man who was easily twice my size.

      Within a half-hour I was being tossed out onto the concrete, but not until after I had my fun roping a few of the brothel’s employees into a tussle. Now I would be off to find some woman who could take my verbal sparring partner off my mind, though it usually proved to be useless. Once the woman had rolled over, asleep, my mind would wander to the memory of Jillian’s smiling face in the sunlight, her hair speckled with saltwater, the mighty waves of the ocean crashing behind her.

      I never would have thought another woman could enrapture me so. Yet every memory I had of her was tainted by my foolish need to quarrel with her, like a grade school boy picking on the girl he likes the most. Or at least that is how Daegal’s wife Sara described the phenomenon to me.

      The women Jillian lived with warned me that if I didn’t soften my edges for her, she would eventually leave me behind. Growing bored with our little spats. But I insisted they had no idea what they were talking about. And they didn’t. I didn’t desire Jillian for anything more than one good romp in bed, and I suspected she didn’t even want that much from me in return. I could never be tied to one woman. Especially not a human woman. Not even one as glorious as her.

      Yet every night I laid awake with the same haunting images of her. Wondering if perhaps she ever thought of me and missed the nuisance I was to her. How could someone I loathed so much devour so much of my mental energy? And given the space she insisted on taking up in my mind… why could I not bring myself to show up on her doorstep with my comrades for the party she hosted?
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      With one final plump of my curls and a quick dab of lip gloss, I was out the door and into the warm evening air. My feet bounced along the sidewalks in my sandal pumps and summer dress flowed around me as I hurried down to Tiare Apetahi, the gallery that was hosting artwork from several artist friends of mine. A bonus was that I would be showing my work there in one month and this was the perfect opportunity to scope the place out again and hopefully gain an extra boost of inspiration.

      Little of my work was inspired by life in the city. I got the itch to pick up my paintbrushes from the sights of nature: the crash of waves against the sand, the taste of salt on my tongue, flowering cactuses in the desert, and the winding roots of trees in the forest. But after I spent some time hiding away somewhere remote and close to the pulse of the wild, I would always return to the city and translate what I had soaked up onto a canvas. It was almost as if I needed to miss the sights and sounds of nature before I could create something out of them.

      Of course, the city held its own delights. I took in the sights of the street vendors and the smells of fried and roasted foods and sizzling sauces on my evening walk, anticipating what the night would hold. There was always an adventure to be found.

      During my life of travel, I had become an expert at finding friends wherever I went. Tonight, I’d be rubbing shoulders with some of Kahului’s most talented creatives. One of them, Todd, was the first to greet me as I swung open the gallery door.

      “Jillian! Dahhhliiiing!” he sang out to me with a peck of my cheek. “Soooo glaaaad you could make it!”

      He always drew out his words with dramatic flair, like a vintage Hollywood movie star who was hobnobbing with the rich and famous.

      “How are you, love?” I pecked back. My eyes fell on the new work on display behind him. “Are those yours?” I motioned to the wall of large abstract neon paintings.

      “Of course,” he replied with a swish of his hand. “You can always spot my work from a mile away.”

      “That’s for sure,” I laughed, stepping closer to take in his new pieces. His colors were always impossibly bright, creating an almost nauseating vibration as they overlapped. And on such a large scale, they were statement pieces, to say the least.

      “Quick, tell me what you think before Andrea comes and steals all your attention,” he bellowed into my ear, clinging to my arm hoping for compliments while side-eyeing the other artist showing with him tonight.

      “Brilliant,” I said honestly. “You always manage to capture a plastic superficial vibe while still hinting at something purer… like the colors of flowers,” I mused, closing my eyes for a moment and picturing the tropical plumes that grew outside of my old beach house.

      “You flatter me…” he trailed off as Andrea bounced over, quickly taking my other arm and pulling me away just as Todd predicted.

      She leaned in close and started talking a mile a minute through her flawless red lipstick and perfectly bobbed red hair. “So first you have to know that Gina and Tommy broke up. And hi, by the way. Yes, I definitely need to hear your every last insight over my new series and every bad word you have to say over Todd’s neon nightmares…”

      “Aaaandreeeaaa,” I moaned with a scolding tone. “Why be so competitive? You’re both talented artists who are showing here together. You should be building each other up. Not…”

      “Yes, but did you hear the most important part of what I said?” she cut me off with a swift and demanding bark.

      I blinked in cluelessness. “Hi?”

      “Gina and Tommy broke up!” she exclaimed, inferring more meaning than what I could interpret as I continued staring back blankly. “Meaning Tommy’s brother Gino is in town to help him move!”

      My heart fluttered with excitement. “Oh, I see… Gino… Is he here?” I scanned the room like a tiger on the prowl. Gino was an Italian sculptor who frequently guest-curated at one of the local museums. He was charming, intelligent, rich, and drop-dead gorgeous.

      Andrea firmly gripped my shoulders and spun me around, guiding my line of sight to the tall dark man sipping wine in the corner. “Tonight’s the night!” she squeaked before shoving a glass of wine into my hands and smacking me on the butt to send me on my way.

      This was what I loved about my life in the city. You never knew what would happen. The night could take a million unexpected turns at any point. And tonight was shaping up to be the perfect example of that as I casually meandered closer to Gino.

      We met at a museum opening months ago. And I would have gone home with him that night if I hadn’t nervously drunk too much and gotten sick in the bathroom. By the time I stumbled out feeling completely defeated and humiliated with black eyeliner still pooling around my eyes, he was gone. And thankfully, because by that point I was in no shape to be kissed or even seen. Not by someone as devastatingly attractive as him.

      But not this time. I was determined to keep my wits about me and get this man into bed by the end of the night. Of course, it wouldn’t go any further than that. Even if he did fall in love with me, as my lovers sometimes did, I couldn’t imagine anything beyond a series of fascinating late-night conversations followed by passionate love-making. Perhaps he would whisk me around the world on a few vacations. To his home in Italy. Maybe Paris. Inevitably, my interest would wane. As it always did.

      I never imagined settling down and having kids like Sara and Ella. Even Carrie confessed secret dreams of marriage to me, though you’d never know it from her tough exterior. I was much too in love with the freedom of being single. I could go anywhere I wanted at any time with whoever I wanted. And that was how I stumbled upon the most beautiful things, like smart and savvy Italians who wore black turtlenecks and eternally smelled like espresso.

      I only made the mistake of giving my heart away to a man once. After that disastrous heartbreak, I vowed never to fall for anyone again, not fully. That was what I liked about Sebastian. We seemed to have the same cynicism about love. And while I never missed a chance to mock him for his womanizing ways, I couldn’t say that I was any better. Though I never would have admitted that to him.

      Just a few feet away from Gino, I turned to take in the closest painting, standing close enough that he would have to see me but seeming completely disinterested.

      “Jillian?” His deep silky voice called out to me.

      I casually flickered my eyes over, pretending to only barely hear and notice him. “Yes? Do I know you?” I asked with innocent naivety with a bat of my eyelashes.

      “It’s me, Gino,” he replied, eagerly searching my eyes for any hint of recognition. “We met at the Schaefer a few months ago.”

      “Oh yes!” I inhaled, flinging my fingers to my forehead. “Oh goodness me. I’m so sorry. You’ll have to forgive me. That was such a whirlwind of a night.”

      He looked back at me in humility, obviously feeling bothered that I had not been as smitten with him as I seemed that night. At least as far as he knew now.

      “I see. It must have been,” he nodded disappointingly. “I had been enjoying the evening with you very much. But when I went to get you a drink, I came back, and you were gone.”

      The sad tone dripping from his delicious Italian accent was enough to melt any girl’s heart. Especially mine because it meant I had him exactly where I wanted him.

      “So sorry, Gino. I remember now… When you stepped away, I ran into an old friend who insisted on jet setting off to Ibiza right away so we could catch up.” I lied, having never stepped foot in a jet or in Ibiza. His shoulders slumped with a pout as I inched closer. “But perhaps… I could make it up to you tonight?”

      “No plans for Spain later this evening?” He quipped with a sly grin.

      “No, not that I am aware of. But you never know.” I clinked my glass to his and then we were off.

      After an evening of art talk and wine at the gallery, I lured him to one of my favorite local bars. A swanky Polynesian jazz club that I was certain would be up to his high standards and expensive tastes. But it was hardly his money that turned me on. His chest was perfectly chiseled like one of his sculpted marble figures. His dark chocolate eyes twinkled with mystery, always paired with a cool, mischievous grin. I hung on his every word until finally, he requested to see where I live in his honey-drenched Italian draw.

      We burst back out into the night air and laughed as we stumbled arm in arm back to my place. Our amusement was interrupted at some point along the way by shouts from a nearby alley. Gino chivalrously scooted me to the other side of him, putting himself between me and the ruckus. We almost glided right by, but I came to a screeching halt at the familiar sound of a voice speaking in a tone, not of this world.

      “Sebastian?” I shouted, frozen at the sight of him falling over on top of a man he had just been fighting with. Both too drunk to finish their ridiculous sparring match.

      Just as his head shot in my direction, another voice called out to him from the other end of the alley.

      “Hey! I told you not to come around here anymore!” a police officer huffed as he stormed up, looking fully prepared to scoop Sebastian up into custody. And probably well within his rights from what I could figure.

      Sebastian gurgled a dismissive groan and swished his hand, shooing the officer away. He was belligerent and on the edge of passing out. Gino tugged my arm, but my feet wouldn’t move.

      “You know this man?” he scoffed.

      “Move it along, folks!” The officer warned us. “Nothing to see here but another drunk getting taken in for the night. Next, it will be for more than a night if you can’t remember to stay out of here!” He yelled at Sebastian, propping him up and pulling out his handcuffs.

      “Wait!” I shrieked instinctively, rushing to Sebastian’s side. “He’s with me!”

      “What?” The men all collectively belted in shock.

      “I’m with her!” Sebastian bellowed with hilarity, shooting a mocking smile to the cop, not seeming to even recognize who I was.

      “What are you doing, Jillian?” Gino huffed impatiently.

      “If he’s with you, you better get him off the streets. Now! I would have booked him for public intoxication a number of times now if we could locate his damn identity in the system,” the officer ranted furiously.

      “Don’t count on that happening any time soon,” I said under my breath as I slid my arm under Sebastian’s half limp body. I imagined immortal sea dragon men wouldn’t have social security numbers, making me wonder how he even obtained a license for the motorcycle my friends said he recently purchased. But of course, he probably didn’t have a legal license.

      “I’m sorry Gino,” I looked to him apologetically. “This is an old friend of mine. I can’t just leave him here like this.”

      “Ah, another old friend,” he remarked bitterly. “You seem to have a lot of those.”

      “Maybe another night?” I suggested hopefully, but knowing this was surely blowing my chances at ever seeing his glorious body on full display.

      “Buona notte,” he sneered resentfully as he disappeared down the street, mumbling a string of other indistinct not so nice sounding Italian words, leaving me alone to fumble awkwardly with Sebastian’s sweaty, barely conscious body.

      I let him flop to the ground again as I took to the corner to hail a cab, making the driver begrudgingly walk Sebastian over to the backseat. Thankfully he came to enough to walk mostly independently up to my studio, but not without a few stumbles. I pitied him every time he winced.

      “Serves you right,” I barked disdainfully, storming in and throwing my things to the ground. “You sleep there.” I pointed sternly to the tiny couch in the middle of my living room, covered in books and hardly big enough to pass as a place to sleep. Especially for someone as large as Sebastian who towered over six feet tall.

      Without saying a word, at least not anything I could understand, he crashed over to the sofa. His body only halfway fitting on the cushions leaving the rest of him draped across the floor.
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      My head throbbed with the searing pain of a thousand fire corals as the harsh light of day seeped into my barely open eyes. I reluctantly sat up, wanting immediately to crash back down to wherever I was. But my stiff and aching joints reminded me that place wasn’t much better, so I might as well force myself up.

      I looked around, noting the blush pink and mustard yellow velvet pillows against an emerald sofa. The beaded pink silk curtains swayed in the breeze of an open window and there were ornate little candles on the table before me indicating I was clearly in a woman’s home. I smiled with pride, thinking I must have been successful during the night before.

      I felt more alert the longer I kept my eyes pried open, but nothing about this place looked familiar. But the smell was heavenly and enough to wake any man from the dead. Sizzling pork mixed with a twinge of pineapple. Finally, I noticed the back of a beautiful woman humming and swaying over the stove.

      My heart sank when the woman turned just enough for me to make out her face. Jillian. But how? Had the heavens taken pity on me and scooped me up the night before, placing me in her caring arms?

      She turned to fish some cooking utensils in her cabinets, banging piles of pots and pans around as loudly as possible.

      No, I realized as the clatter shot through my aching head. The gods would never do this to a dragon. She was obviously torturing me.

      “Care to keep it down?” I groaned, cradling my temples in my palms.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” she answered coldly, burning into me with a furious stare. “Did I disturb you?” She sent another pan crashing to the counter at full speed. “Did I inconvenience you!?” Another one flew down violently, each one thrown harder than the one before.

      “It is good to see you, Jillian,” I mocked scornfully, glancing down to see what I was wearing. “Did we…?”

      “Oh please,” she rolled her eyes, thrusting a stick of butter in the direction of my fully clothed body. “As if I would ever dream of letting you touch me, even if you had been conscious.”

      I nodded and started plotting my next move, trying to ignore the racing feeling in my heart from being in her presence once more. Perhaps I should thank her for this strange, angry hospitality, but that would make it too easy for her. She didn’t need to be on any more of a high-horse than she already was.

      “You would hardly be who I would dream of going to bed with,” I huffed, delighting in the way she lit up with anger. This was much more fun than being gracious. “But my standards do tend to lower dramatically when I am inebriated. So, I thought perhaps last night might have been your lucky night.”

      She scoffed with seething anger before plopping a plate of food before me so viciously that little bits of fluffy scrambled egg bounced onto the table. A splatter of sauce flew into my face, sparking a defiant chuckle. It was good to see this angry woman again.

      “Eat,” she barked coldly. “Then get out.”

      “So, this is what you’ve chosen to call your new home?” I continued, taking in the sight of her dwelling. I did enjoy the rich colors and textured fabrics. It reminded me of the way sea sirens decorated their homes. It was fitting for her. “I do apologize for missing your dinner party. I was… indisposed.”

      She stomped over behind the bar leading to her kitchen, propping herself on her elbows as she began eating from her plate. I could see the anger in her every bite. She chewed with rage, glaring at me condescendingly.

      “I’m more upset about what you caused me to miss last night,” she mumbled under her breath.

      “I’m sure any man who would lay with you wasn’t much to miss out on,” I teased, trying not to show how divine I found her food to be.

      “At least I can handle my liquor enough to get someone into my bed,” she quipped back.

      I could tell from her sly little grin that she was secretly enjoying this as much as I was. I missed our spats. And focusing on the fun we were having was helping to distract me from the jealous pangs I felt at the thought of her almost bringing home another man last night.

      I watched her as she stood perched above her breakfast. Her wild curls were pulled up to the top of her crown with little tendrils hanging down around that torturously seductive neck and her face was just as I had remembered it, but even better. Now she was glowing with a new sort of freedom and independence. Just as I suspected, she was a loner like me. Needing to have her space and solitude to fully flourish.

      We carried on through breakfast, throwing daggers back and forth the entire time. As much as she insisted that I annoyed her, she didn’t kick me out once I had finished my meal. I decided to have some fun with it and see how long I could milk this stay. Besides, I was too hungover to even think of venturing back out into the harsh light of day.

      I leaned back onto the couch with a boastful sigh, resting my arms behind my head and propping up my feet. “I believe I should rest some more before leaving,” I sang out, baiting her into further irritation with me. “This is a very cozy little space you have put together.”

      “Are you going soft on me?” she hissed. “I could almost mistake that for a compliment.” She continued storming around the apartment, being as loud as possible as she cleaned and went about her day’s business. I pretended to sleep as I peeked at her when she wasn’t looking, admiring her every movement as every so often she sarcastically mumbled, “By all means, make yourself comfortable.”
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      Sebastian’s presence hung thick like a dark cloud over my whole day. Every time I got myself calmed down and distracted, he would snore or grumble, jerking me back to the sight of him sleeping on my tiny sofa. Nothing snored louder than a dragon. It didn’t seem to bother him one bit that his giant legs, big as trunks, buckled over the armrest and hung to the floor. He was sleeping like a baby.

      A strange motherly sort of instinct kicked in, feeling almost relieved to know he was here resting soundly in a safe place. My friends’ descriptions of his antics were hilarious but seeing it in person was less funny. He had become a reckless drunk. It wouldn’t be long until the police found some way to keep him detained despite his lack of identification or social security number. I was glad that, at least for a moment, I could keep an eye on him and be certain he was okay.

      Then there was the side of me that wanted to throw him down my building’s stairs, jolting him awake before sending him back out there to fend for himself and suffer the consequences of whatever stupidity he got himself into.

      And then, of course, there was the relentless nagging that tugged at me every time I stopped to note his shaggy brown hair lit by the sunlight beaming in through the window. His tan skin and scruffy five o'clock shadow facial hair coming in. A rugged sort of handsome that I didn’t want to notice. The way he knew so little of our modern human world made him so naive and innocent. It only made me even angrier that he was here at all, interrupting my glorious little world. Something about him was just… inescapable, even when he was sound asleep and out of my way.

      My conflicting feelings ran circles around my head, suspending me in a state of not being able to focus or getting anything done. I finally stormed out to find an escape, slamming the door behind me. But not before leaving a quickly scribbled note that informed him he should leave when he woke up.

      My feet pounded across the pavement in quick strides, urgently trying to escape the sight of him sleeping in my home. I forced a contented sigh, smiling at the sight of the setting sun, telling myself that I felt better already. And I would continue telling myself that until it came true. Perhaps I’d go see if Gino was still hanging around, I thought as I surveyed the rows of bars before me. I could beg his forgiveness a third time and maybe finally unwrap what waited beneath his expensive black clothes.

      I settled on one of my favorite little bars, rushing in and ordering a drink as if my life depended on it.

      “Look who it is!” a woman’s nasally voice cried out as I took my seat at the bar.

      My head turned to catch the sight of Andrea and Todd whooshing toward me, their eyes lit up like little kids on Christmas morning.

      “Tell us everything!” Todd beamed, resting his cheek to his palm, eagerly listening. They both took a seat on either side of me, trapping me in.

      “About what?” I huffed resentfully. “There’s nothing to tell.”

      “Please tell me Gino is actually gay,” he whined, sipping his cocktail.

      “I don’t think so,” I grumbled.

      “Well, then what happened?” Andrea blubbered. “I saw the way he was looking at you. I thought you had it in the bag.”

      “I did! Until…”

      Their eyes lit up with even more anticipation as I trailed off. Their creative imaginations probably came up with a ton of explanations that were much more exciting than the reality. That is, if you left out the part about Sebastian being a sea dragon. I doubted they would have thought of that one.

      “I had Gino eating out of the palm of my hand,” I continued explaining as they nodded eagerly, hanging on my every word like desperate little buzzards, gobbling up any gossip they could find. “But then I spotted an old friend of mine. A man who used to stay with me and my roommates in our beach house. He was in trouble, so I was stuck helping him out rather than finally getting Gino into bed.”

      “Who is this mystery man?” Andrea inquired with a spark of curiosity twinkling in her eyes.

      “Sebastian,” I hissed bitterly, thinking back to the sight of him passed out in my home.

      “I take it you don’t like him?” Todd blurted. “Or… you like him too much? He doesn’t like you back? We need details, Jillian!”

      “You two are insatiable!” I gulped down a string of drinks as I tried to explain the meat of it, slurring my words after an hour of ranting and raving.

      “And he’ssss jussst sssooo… annoying!” I garbled, sloshing my drink around in the air.

      “So you’ve said,” Todd groaned, barely lifting his disinterested head from the bar where he had been resting against his crossed arms for quite some time now.

      “Maybe you do like him,” Andrea suggested boldly. “Maybe that’s why he annoys you so much.”

      I erupted into a loud defensive laugh, spraying my drink across everything within three feet of me. “That’ssss ridiculoussss!” I cried. “There isss nothing about Sebassstian that I like. Nothing!”

      I wagged my finger through the air, stumbling from my bar stool. As I went to steady myself, I caught sight of my dark Italian angel hiding off in a corner with some floozy of a woman.

      “Gino!” I gasped, instantly straightening with what I wanted to be sobriety. “I have to go talk to him!”

      “Not so fast drunko!” Todd yelled as he swooped around me, each grabbing one of my shoulders and whipping me back around to the door so fast I almost felt sick.

      I pleaded and argued with them the whole way as they forced me in a shared cab back to my apartment. They assured me I was much too drunk, and perhaps too preoccupied with Sebastian, to even think about speaking to Gino without making a complete fool of myself.

      “Are you sure you’re gonna be okay?” They asked as I tripped out onto the curb in front of my building. “You won’t make a run for it to find Gino, right? Straight up to bed for you, missy.”

      I nodded, swallowing hard before wobbly spinning toward my door. “Maybe that no good dragon-man will finally be gone!” I declared as I spun back around, but the cab had already sped off with my friends back down the street.

      I climbed the stairs and found my way to my door, dropping the keys several times before finally successfully getting it open. I half expected Sebastian to still be sleeping away, but my heart leaped with both excitement and disappointment at the sight of the empty sofa. Assuming he was long gone, thanks to my curt note, I immediately pulled off my bag and started trying to wiggle my way out of my dress, stumbling around the living room as I went, sending several random objects thudding to the floor as I thrashed around.

      “Whoa!” a man’s voice called out, causing me to scream horror movie style as I twirled around and dropped to the floor.

      “Keep your clothes on, woman!” Sebastian commanded, shielding his eyes from me.

      “I thought you were gone!” I defended, covering myself.

      He stood in the kitchen in yellow rubber gloves with my apron tied around his giant body. It looked child’s size stretched across his muscles. Behind him, a clean pile of dishes sat in the rack by the sink. A few bottles of cleaning sprays were scattered across the counter.

      “What are you doing?” I squinted at him, still sitting on the floor with my legs spread apart wide and my hands perched behind me, holding me up and steadying my wobbly body.

      “I wanted to thank you for taking me in last night,” he explained in a low hushed tone, staring at the floor, obviously hating this display of humility. “And for letting me rest on your tiny couch.”

      His eyes finally looked back up, taking in the sight of me spread across the floor. “You look like you’ve consumed too much alcohol,” he offered in what almost sounded like concern as he struggled to unknot the apron from around his waist. “Where have you been?”

      “None of your business!” I slurred back sternly, climbing to my feet. I swallowed hard once more, realizing I was in desperate need of water. He didn’t move an inch as I stepped around him in the kitchen to grab a glass, our bodies coming too close together for comfort.

      “Well, you look beautiful…,” he muttered as I gulped down the entire glass of cold water. “Wherever you were tonight… I hope they appreciated the honor of laying their eyes on you.”

      My throat spasmed, causing me to choke at his words. “Are you complimenting me!?” I croaked, blotting a dish towel to the water oozing down my chin.

      I noted his red cheeks as he stood completely still and silent before letting out a deep sigh. His dark eyes locked on mine, one side of his suddenly enticing lips curled upward in a sexy crooked grin. It had to be the alcohol but standing there in my kitchen he suddenly looked irresistible. Maybe it took just a few moments of kind tenderness from him for me to finally give in to a potential attraction. Whatever it was, there was an undeniable magnetic pull between our bodies. One that I was unable to escape, even in my inebriated state.

      My feet shuffled forward, landing me just a few inches from his hard chest that rose and fell with heavy breaths. “You look beautiful too,” I confessed, feeling hot from his closeness. I drank him in with my eyes, lingering on the sight of those plump lips, wishing they would kiss me.

      “Jillian,” his deep voice whispered softly. “What is happening?”

      “I don’t know,” I answered breathlessly, raising to my tiptoes with closed eyes and parted lips.

      He pressed against me with a firm gentleness as I melted into him with a hitched breath, the warmth of his kiss making me dizzy. Quickly overcome with drunken excitement, I opened my mouth wider, inviting his tongue to explore mine more deeply. My finger gripped into his shaggy short hair, pulling him down even closer with a deep groan.

      “Oh Sebastian,” I gasped into his mouth as his strong arms wrapped around me, scooping me up and placing me on the countertop as his hands tightly gripped behind me. My legs wrapped around him, pulling him against me as our lips collided once more. Tingling sensations shot across my skin as his firm, gentle hands ran up and down my legs.

      Just as my fingers trailed to the buckle of his pants, I was left in cold confusion. His body jerked back and hurried backward several feet.

      “What are you doing?” I scoffed, studying his stunned face tinged with regret and worry.

      “I can not do this tonight, Jillian,” he answered in a quiet sternness. “Let me help you to bed.”

      My mouth curled into a coy grin. “Well, yeah… that’s the idea,” I snickered.

      “No. I mean for you to sleep… Alone.”

      My mouth hung open in shock. In all the time we had known each other, relentlessly teasing and shooting insults back and forth, the stars finally aligned to bring us together for a brief moment. I latched onto the fleeting idea of taking him to bed, and I knew damn well he wasn’t picky about his lovers. Practically jumping at anyone who wasn’t a complete fright. Who the hell did he think he was turning me down?

      “Just forget it,” I barked, quickly jumping down from the counter and storming towards my room. “I can put myself to bed just fine, thank you very much!” The door slammed behind me with a loud angry bang before the lock clicked into place.
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      Once again, my morning started with the sounds of Jillian angrily banging around her apartment. Only this time she was angry because I stopped us from mating the night before while she was inebriated. And while I noticed her furrowed brow and pursed lips as she shot me angry looks, I now knew exactly how delicious they tasted and felt.

      I tried to push the images and sensations from my mind. The way her glittering eyes burned into me with drunken desire. The honeysuckle smell of her hair and sweet syrupy taste of alcohol across her perfectly plump pink lips. The silky softness of her almond skin. An intense heat burned through me as my hands traveled across the regions of her body while my tongue explored her hungry mouth, my hips pushed against the wetness between her legs.

      It was maddening. It tortured me as I replayed it over and over again, kicking myself for pulling away. I don’t know why I did it. I had never been one to turn a woman away no matter what state she was in. Now I was left to stew in my own regret and confusion alongside her renewed resentment of me.

      “Should we discuss what happened last night?” I asked finally as little pill bottles rained out around her from the kitchen cabinet. She frantically dug around for a specific one, struggling with the lid while she ignored me.

      “I hope I didn’t offend you,” I offered once more, stepping in to take the bottle from her hands and try my hand at the lid. The strange plastic contraption wouldn’t budge. “What kind of sorcery is this?”

      “Idiot proof cap,” she hissed, snatching the bottle back and squeezing it just so, finally releasing the cotton ball and medicinal pills inside. “And no, I don’t want to talk about last night.”

      “You’re a very attractive woman, Jillian,” I started again despite her closed-off disposition.

      Her hand flew into the air to stop me as she gulped back a pill with a swift drink of water. “Stop,” she gulped. “I said I don’t want to talk about it. I was drunk and obviously out of my mind to think anything could happen between us. Even for one night. I’m glad you stopped us.”

      Her words were tinged with strange defiance as if she were lying. But surely she was glad I stopped us. She hated me.

      “So then why are you so angry with me?” I puzzled out loud, shaking my head in confusion.

      “You don’t understand women,” she huffed, turning to leave again.

      “Take that back you wench!” I blurted accidentally, too irritated to stop myself. “Plenty of women in both land and sea would beg to differ. I assure you.”

      “Then go stay on their couch!” Her bedroom door slammed yet again just as soon as she spoke, leaving me to swallow any rebuttal I might have thrown back.

      I sank into the sofa, burying my head in my hands in frustration. Having only ever known love with a woman once before, which admittedly, was not as true as I had hoped and believed, I had to admit that Jillian was right. I understood women’s bodies, but not their hearts. Whatever strange emotional warfare was playing out between Jillian and me was foreign territory. Nothing like the open affection I witnessed Sara and Ella willingly give to Daegal and Gregor, and they in return. They were mates. Jillian was obviously not mine, but that did not seem to change my desire for her.

      I stood pacing Jillian’s living room, taking in the ornately woven wicker chairs in the corner, the rustic patterned rug, and the assortment of plants and beaded jars hanging throughout. Her things made me homesick for the dragon realm, where many of us kept collections of treasures from the sea. My longing to share my homeland with her sent a ripple of scales rising across my skin. The pang of affection for her frustrated me to no end.

      Of course, I had made my fair share of passes at her back at the beach house she shared with her female friends, especially when we first came upon a group of women and asked for shelter and food. We had just awoken from a slumber that spanned thousands of years. We failed to protect the humans from our nemesis Ludovic who waged war with us over his desire to dominate and control the dragon and human worlds. After being banished from our home in ancient Scandinavia, we drifted into a depressed hibernation deep within the ocean off the coast of an uninhabited island.

      Ludovic’s presence stirred us awake again. Daegal and Gregor found mates in the women dwelling in the nearby beach house.  Carrie might even become Edvard’s mate. I did not see a mate in Jillian, but I wanted to go to bed with her. I wanted to go to bed with any beautiful woman and usually had no trouble seducing them with my charm and good looks. Once they were in my loving arms, I never failed to impress with the things I could do to their bodies.

      But Jillian wanted nothing to do with me. Until last night. And I turned her away like an imbecile. Her sudden change of heart threw me off. I worried that it was only the alcohol that made her desire me and that taking her to bed under those conditions might inspire regret and make her hate me even more… ruining our chances at any future encounters that might be more sincere. But why was I so concerned with future encounters? That was usually my last thought for a woman. The future was never a concern before.

      My head spun in bewildered circles, making me feel nauseous. I went to Jillian’s door and tapped lightly. “I’m going for a walk… if that’s alright.”

      No response. I grabbed her keys from the counter, ensuring she couldn’t lock me out and refuse to let me back in. Whatever was going on with me, I couldn’t let things end like this. If for nothing else than to protect us from social awkwardness at future gatherings with my clan and her friends.

      After walking many circles around the building, I still had zero ideas about what all of this meant. But I knew I wanted to take the time to figure it out. I couldn’t just rush back out of Jillian’s life and walk away from whatever it was about her that caused me to pause like this.

      By the time I returned, she was sitting on the couch wrapped in a blanket, huddled over a plate of something that smelled delicious. Still looking just as displeased with me as ever.

      “Are you feeling any better now that you have taken your mystery pills and rested some more?” I asked sheepishly, offering the keys back to her on the coffee table. “I often find that rest helps me…”

      “I’d feel better if you’d stop being so weird… and nice,” she growled. “You never treat me this way. It’s annoying me. And it’s probably the only reason I got tricked into… last night.”

      “Tricked!?” I scoffed. “I assure you there were no tricks. You offered yourself to me willingly—”

      “I don’t want to talk about it!” she winced. “There’s more food on the counter if you want it. Whatever. I don’t care. Just stop bringing it up.”

      “But you were the one who brought it…” I was cut off once again, but this time by an icy stare that froze my blood. She was like an angry viper waiting to strike if I didn’t keep my mouth shut.

      I accepted her plate of delicious food from the kitchen, sitting on the opposite end of the sofa from her as we ate in silence.

      “I took a walk around the city earlier,” I said finally as I blotted my mouth with a napkin, after what felt like an eternity of speechlessness on both our parts. “I never paid much attention to the city in the sober light of day. It is very different from the beach, but I am fond of it. I can see why you live here.”

      Her eyes cut into me from the side as she considered my words, still not offering any kind of response.

      “I was thinking maybe I am ready for a change,” I continued. “I am growing bored and tired of getting into trouble with these strange policemen and fighting with the mortals in the bars. I don’t know how I intend to spend the rest of my time among the humans, but my dragon brothers do seem quite intent on staying now that they have found their mates. So I suppose I should figure something out.”

      “What are you getting at?” she snapped coldly.

      “What made you move to the city?”

      She shook her head and looked away as if she was refusing to allow herself to answer. “I needed my own space,” she explained after a long pause, fiddling with the blanket in her hands and declining to look at me. “I like living alone. And there is always a lot to do in the city. I needed somewhere to go to work on my painting. There are plenty of galleries around here for me to show at.”

      I nodded in careful consideration with pursed lips. “Maybe I need something like this… painting to keep me occupied. To give myself something to do. Could you show me?”

      Her shoulders quickly rose and fell in a silent shrug, but I took her silence as a good sign. It was better than her yelling at me or refusing to let me speak.

      “What I am alluding to… is that I wonder if I am just as suited for this life in the city as you are,” I looked her over carefully, treading lightly before I continued with what I wanted to say next. “Perhaps, if it would be alright with you, I could stay a while longer… to figure some of these matters out for myself. Do you think that would be alright?”

      “Why would you want to stay with me?” she asked, less resentfully than I expected.

      “You are one of the only humans I know…,” my palm grazed the back of my head as I tried to explain. “Ella and Sara are busy with the offspring of my brothers. Carrie is often in Edvard’s company. But you and I… we’re loners.”

      “Exactly. Loners. Meaning we like to be alone,” she sneered. “Which we wouldn’t be if we stuck together.”

      “Only for a little while,” I tried again timidly, loathing how weak I sounded under this woman’s wrath.

      Her silence was reassuring as her mouth scrunched to the side of her face, her legs fidgeting beneath her. “Two weeks. Max,” she finally blurted sending my heart down in sinking relief.

      Before I could thank her, she had stormed off yet again. Something I was growing quite used to. But I didn’t care. I was filled with a renewed sense of hope. I had no clue what I would do with my life or how Jillian fit into any of it, but at least now I had some time to figure it out. And for some strange reason, the promise of being able to stay near to Jillian brought me peace.
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      I sat straight up in bed and stretched, leaning my face towards the sunbeams shining through my window with a refreshed and optimistic grin. I had slept unbelievably well and was ready to greet the day. Part of living a life on the road is that you learn to adapt quickly to whatever comes your way. So, I was determined to make the best of Sebastian’s extended stay. Also, something about having him near was oddly comforting. A feeling I had not yet fully determined the meaning of.

      “Good morning, sunshine!” I sang out jovially as I glided into the room, finding Sebastian on the sofa with his arms behind his head and his feet propped up on the coffee table.

      He seemed on edge as I bopped around the kitchen, humming to myself while putting on a pot of coffee.

      “You’re in an awfully good mood.” He rubbed his shoulders and arms, which were probably sore and aching from the sofa. “Did you spit in my juice? Put sea spiders in my mouth while I slept?”

      “What the hell?” I gawked at him, drumming my fingers across the countertop.

      “Never mind.”

      “I was thinking I might show you around town tonight…” I carried on, snapping back to my happy place. “If you’re free, that is.”

      “Oh… oh… okay…,” he answered in shock and bewilderment, rubbing his fingers across his stubbly chin. Sounding completely thrown off by my proposal. “Seriously, what has gotten into you, woman? You’re never this nice to me. Especially not after everything that has transpired the past few days.”

      “Are you complaining?” I grinned, pouring a stream of fragrant coffee into my mug.

      “No, I’m just not so sure I recognize you when you’re not angry with me,” he grumbled back.

      “Very funny. I figure… the sooner you decide if this city is for you and figure out what you want to do with your life, the sooner you’ll be off my couch. So I might as well help you along and have some fun while we’re at it.”

      “Very well then.” He threw his hands in the air, shouting, “Why not!?”

      I clapped my hands as he agreed, shrieking while jumping up and down like a little child. Regardless of how I felt about Sebastian, he loved nightlife just as much as I did. And I knew we’d make excellent drinking buddies.

      I zipped through the day, cheerfully doing some housework and running a few errands. Sebastian looking more and more perplexed each time I looked at him.

      That evening, we set out onto the bustling city streets. I slipped my arms into a light leather jacket, shielding my arms from the slight chill of the late summer air. I had to admit, he looked quite appealing dressed in his strange combination of modern grunge-rocker and medieval-dragon style.

      I took him to a string of dark and dingy bars, beginning with my favorites. After a while we settled into a pool hall, ordering several rounds while we shot at our table. My cheeks were bright and blushing with laughter as we pounded back one drink after another. Everyone around starred as we carried on with raucous laughter and conversation.

      As I watched him take his turn, I marveled at how much fun we were having. For all the time we had spent bickering, we should have just gone out like this before. The adventure of the night’s possibilities was just the distraction we needed to stop being at each other’s throats. But I also couldn’t help but feel that something bigger was happening. Some sort of strange fate brought us together at the perfect time.

      “Stop staring. I know you want me,” he winked as he leaned to take his shot, his eyes glistening over with a milky screen. He was using his dragon sight to shoot better.

      “Only when I’m drunk,” I snorted, hoping to lighten up the leftover tension from the other night. “And also, you’re cheating.”

      “I’d only want you when you’re drunk,” he quipped back. “You’re much prettier when you’re inebriated. And I’m not cheating. I’m simply using the tools available to me to be the best player I can be. It’s not my fault humans are garbage at pool in comparison to dragons.”

      “Oh, is that so?” I raised my brow coyly, sidestepping him with the pool stick in hand, ready to strike and finish him off. “That wasn’t the case the other night when you rejected me. And I assure you, I can hold my own against any dragon.”

      Before he could answer, I ricocheted my final ball off the side of the table, sending it crashing into the eight ball as they both fell into the hole. “I won!” I shrieked, taking another huge chug from my mug.

      “Nonsense,” he huffed. “I’ve learned quite a bit about this silly game over the past few months,” he explained proudly. “The eight ball went in before the other one. Meaning you forfeited the game to me!”

      “Bull shit!” I shouted just after spraying my swig of beer across his face and hair. “Oops,” I chuckled as he wiped his eyes.

      Next thing I knew, a splash of ice-cold water from a nearby plastic cup was hitting me in the face, beading on my curls. I glared at him as I wiped away the water and shook my hands and arms dry. He used his powers to move the water without touching it. Once again, an unfair move. But I had to admit… having only seen these sea dragon men show their other sides when confronted with danger, it was a lot of fun to see this more playful display of their abilities. I tried not to let my mind drift to the possibilities of what fun life could be with a mischievous dragon shapeshifter by your side.

      “You look pretty when you’re drunk, but even more so when you’re drunk and soaked!” he teased as I slurped up the water dripping from my nose and chin.

      “Oh, I’m going to get you for that!” Just as I was about to pounce for my revenge, a paper ball flew across the room, hitting Sebastian right in the head. I roared with laughter.

      Though slightly stunned, he took it in good spirits, smiling as he waved his hands across the bar with one finger pointed. “Who threw that?” he boomed, surveying the crowd.

      “Me,” replied a husky voice from the corner.

      The nearby people parted amidst the thick, stale, smoky bar air, revealing a stout and bulky bald-headed man and his two cronies emerging from the darkness in the back. Their shoulders were wide and bursting on either side of giant chests. They looked like bodybuilders, but what Sebastian lacked in their muscle he more than made up for in height. None of them looked to be above five feet and a few inches. Their tense and threatening postures sent me to Sebastian’s side, ducking slightly behind his arm.

      “What can I help you gentlemen with!?” Sebastian sang out to them in a mocking tone. “Or should I ask, what can you help me with? Since you have so rudely smacked me in the head with your little paper contraption.”

      “I don’t like your kind,” he answered in low guttural grumbles. “I won’t be helping you with anything… unless it’s making you shut the hell up and get out of my bar.”

      Sebastian squinted as they drew closer, his face quickly washing over with some sort of realization.

      “Shark shifters,” he whispered to me under his breath.

      “What?” I shrieked.

      But Sebastian was already stepping forward, challenging the shark boys to a back-alley brawl. The crowd erupted in a series of hoots and howls as they made their way outside. I hung back at first, but Sebastian quickly came back for me.

      “Watch from here,” he said with a wink, nestling me into a safe spot by a window. “Trust me. You won’t want to miss this.”

      The men shouted a few words back and forth before all lowering their heads beneath the streetlights. They were still and silent for a moment before strange things quickly started happening to their bodies.

      Sebastian’s skin rippled with the growth of beautiful shining scales. His hair grew down and back, slicked into an aerodynamic shape and a sheen of brilliant shades of gray, red, and black that matched his scales. His hands and feet expanded and webbed together, bursting through his clothing as his chest muscles tripled in size. Two glorious wings whipped out behind him, causing a rumbling wind as they shook free.

      My awe over his beauty in dragon form was quickly overshadowed by what was happening across the alley. The other three men on the opposing side grew even shorter and wider, their heads growing massively larger than their bodies with big giant snouts and terrifying teeth. They were fat and ugly little gray muscular blobs, snapping their jaws together in the air and snarling through their big flared nostrils.

      Sebastian wasn’t kidding about them being shark shifters, but for some reason, I expected their other forms to be magnificent and striking the way the dragons were. No, they were disgusting, vile little things, right down to the strings of spit dangling between their wide-open mouths.

      With one swift and powerful flap of his wings, the three shark men barreled backward like bowling pins. But they were quick to spring back to their feet and charge towards Sebastian, now even more fired up than they were before. The scene erupted into a flurry of punches and scratches, the sharks chomping across Sebastian every chance they got. On a regular day, I had no doubt that Sebastian could have taken them. But he was obviously weakened by alcohol, missing half of the strikes he tried to land on them.

      The novelty and wonder of the sea shapeshifter bar fight quickly faded as I began to worry that Sebastian would get hurt. It was three to one, after all. I fumbled through my purse for a small whistle that Daegal had given me as a going-away present. He said I could use it to call on him any time and that it would emit a sound only he and the other dragons could hear, beckoning them to come to the rescue within minutes.

      I pursed my lips to its edge and blew gently, just as Sebastian’s mighty dragon body flew back into the dumpster. The shark men following closely behind, charging him like rabid dogs. I squirmed at the sight of it, convinced they were chomping him to shreds.

      Thankfully, three dragon forms swooshed down from the night sky just in time to pull off the sharks one by one, flinging each one with a harsh thud to the adjacent brick wall.

      They bellowed out in wincing pain before plopping back down to the pavement below, quickly snapping back into human form and scampering off in the opposite direction, disappearing around the corner in defeat.

      The back door flung open as I rushed out to check on Sebastian. He was stumbling his way out of the dumpster, laughing violently as he fell out onto the ground back in human form. My glittering eyes met his, my chest heaving with adrenaline.

      “Are you hurt!?” I shouted, my voice shaking as I was still reeling from the sight of it all.

      “Hurt? Ha!” Sebastian mocked. “Those pathetic ocean tyrants could never hurt me!”

      “Easy to say that now that we swooped in to save your ass,” Daegal huffed. “How did you get yourself into this mess, anyway?”

      “They attacked me out of nowhere!” Sebastian protested, drunkenly flailing his arms through the air.

      “I would hardly say that,” I grumbled dismissively. “They just hit you with a piece of paper.”

      “They said they didn’t like our kind,” Sebastian continued.

      “Shark shifters are not so fond of dragons,” Daegal responded with a thoughtful nod. “But more importantly, they are terrible rats… gossiping and spreading the word around the ocean like the plague. We had better be careful. Ludovic was already skilled enough to track us through our shifting powers and the vibrations we send off with our mates. The shark shifters confirming our presence here will only encourage him more if he is still alive. Or encourage his remaining followers if he is not. They will come seeking vengeance.”

      “You worry too much!” Sebastian shouted, almost falling over as he thrashed his arms around dramatically.

      “And you drink too much,” Edvard quipped. “I would like to go home now. I am very tired, and Carrie still wants to play some board games when I return. This was quite the inconvenient interruption.”

      “Tell Carrie I said hi,” I chimed in with a teasing tone, wondering when those two would just accept that they were meant to be like Ella and Gregor or Sara and Daegal.

      “I’ve got to go as well,” Daegal puffed. “Sara is waiting for me. It seems little Keanu has flooded the house yet again.” With a gracious nod, his wings quickly spread, propelling him back up into the sky. Gregor and Edvard followed, grumbling with equally bitter excuses, all making the inconvenience as obvious as possible.

      “Thank you!” I belted after them into the starry night, turning back to Sebastian who was still roaring with arrogant, drunken laughter.

      “Are you crazy!” I yelled, shoving him back down to the ground. “What were you thinking taking them on like that? There were three of them and only one of you! And you’re completely sloshed at that! You could have been killed!”

      He stilled at my anger for a moment, perched against his arms on the concrete.

      “Why don’t you come over here and put all of that anger to good use?” He quipped, flashing me a mischievous and suggestive wink.

      We both buckled over laughing, stumbling around as we clutched our stomachs. I helped him up, slapping my hand to his chest. “Let’s get you home, troublemaker.”

      We stumbled down the street with our arms around each other’s shoulders, exhausted from all the excitement and clammy from the muggy bars. I looked up to him with a big smile stretched ear to ear as he sang out old dragon drinking songs, sloshing a stolen beer mug around in the air as he toasted to everyone we passed. He was bruised across his face and hands and must have felt sore, but the alcohol appeared to be acting as some sort of pain reliever. Though I imagined he’d feel it all too well in the morning.

      Sebastian had adjusted to human life well, but he was still a sea dragon in a strange new world. He just couldn’t stay out of trouble to save his life. While it annoyed me to no end, I had to admit I was enjoying the excitement he brought into my life. It was certainly never a dull moment with him around.

      “It was nice of Daegal and the others to rush to your side tonight,” I mused worriedly, wondering what would have happened if they had not been able to assist. “It’s a shame they had to leave so quickly.”

      “They’re no fun,” Sebastian groaned facetiously.

      “Maybe they’ve just found a bigger purpose to their lives than late-night romps in allies behind bars,” I defended playfully, realizing too late how heavy and accusatory my words sounded.

      “And you?” He turned serious, his head still wavering with drunkenness. “What is your bigger purpose?”

      My mind froze at the question. I felt my life had plenty of purpose. Until Sebastian asked. Combined with how different everything felt since he and the rest of the clan came into our lives, especially since he started staying on my couch. My life once felt driven with direction, and now it seemed everything had come to a screeching halt. Truthfully, my only purpose lately seemed to be making Sebastian comfortable. Helping him find his way in the world. It was a strange thing I felt compelled to do, even though it was a role I never imagined myself in.

      “You first,” I darted back, feeling uneasy with his implications. I wouldn’t give any of my feelings away first. He would have to give me some sign that he was feeling the same way before I ever dreamed of speaking some of the thoughts I had been having recently out loud. “What’s your bigger purpose?”

      He stopped abruptly, turning to me in the middle of the street. His eyes studied me carefully as if a thousand words were racing through his mind, him not daring to say a single one. Much like myself.

      “My purpose… seems to have changed recently,” he tested. “I suppose I have been rather aimless for many years now, but… something seems to be shifting.”

      I quickly took back to the sidewalk, racing home to avoid whatever was coming over us. “Yeah, I guess things have been pretty weird lately,” I answered curtly, walking several feet ahead.

      “Jillian!” he cried out too loud, sparking dogs to bark and window lights to flicker on. He ran to catch up to me, adding, “Do you think…”

      “Do I think what?” I thundered back defensively, taking off again, running from where this seemed to be heading.

      “That we could be…” he trailed off in the darkness. Which I was grateful for.

      I knew what he was going to suggest. Our friends were pairing off. Two of my friends with two of the men in his clan. It seemed to be only a matter of time for Edvard and Carrier. And now Sebastian was staying in my home, which was what started both Sara and Ella’s mating bonds.

      It would make sense for us to be fated to be together as well, but we were both too afraid of settling down to give in to the strange powers that held us together. We would remain temporary roommates and drinking buddies. And that was it.
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      I decided to get up early and take a walk through the city, contemplating if it could truly be my home. The cracks the concrete gave way to little pebbles under my feet as I strolled along, and I kept considering the nagging question of what I was doing with Jillian. There were no signs that she should be my mate. Not the way my dragon brothers had described theirs. And yet, my heart still answered hers; I was drawn in.

      I bit my lip with a furrowed brow as I looked at the wares of the street vendors. Each sight reminded me of her. She’d love the smell of this spice or the feel of that silk scarf. Pieces of jewelry taunted me with fantasies of how she’d look in them if I bought them for her as a gift. But all of those things seemed too intimate of a gift for someone who was merely a friend and hostess.

      The streets were as noisy as my head that morning, only frustrating me more. I did miss the quiet calm of the beach where the only ruckus was caused by the ocean or my clan. Before I knew it I had walked beyond the tall buildings clustered in rows around Jillian’s apartment. The roads and sidewalks twisted and wound around, leading to a little park. I sat on a bench for some time as I fed little crumbs of bread to the birds.

      My night out on the town with Jillian had been my best one yet since I first awakened to this strange new human world. She made a formidable drinking and pool partner. She was fun and exciting, and absolutely stunning, lighting up at every new twist and turn the night threw at us. Every time I replayed the image of her in my mind, smiling up at me or throwing her head back in laughter, a smile crept onto my face against my will.

      I never intended to find a mate and Jillian carried none of the traditional signs of being one. But that didn’t change my growing attraction. Her dark bouncing curls and perfect pearlescent teeth shining out from her soft pink lips… lips I could still remember tasting from the last time she stumbled in drunk and attempted to give herself over to me.

      I tried to shake the memories from my mind as I slowly made the long trek back to her apartment, deciding along the way that a bouquet of flowers would be an appropriate gesture to thank her for letting me stay and showing me around town. I could imagine the way her lips would curl slightly as she smelled them, a dark ringlet of hair falling to her cheek as she bent towards the blooms.

      “This is madness,” I mumbled to myself, trying to shake off the relentless thoughts of her. How could one mortal woman plague me so deeply? Especially when previously the only interactions we shared were bickering spats.

      Feeling somewhat refreshed from my walk, I bounded up the stairs to her door with flowers in hand, surprised to find a note on the door.

      Artist at work –  please do not disturb.

      Below the written request, my name was scribbled with an arrow pointing to the other side of the paper taped to the door. I lifted it to reveal another note addressed to me.

      Unless it’s you, Sebastian. Then I have no choice but to be disturbed. The door is unlocked.

      A tiny winking face was underneath the words, a playful touch that I’m positive she wouldn’t have added just a week or two ago. I turned the knob, taking care to do so as quietly as possible. The living room had been transformed into a painting studio with a sea of canvases stretched across it, tucked into every possible space. Many were already finished, but a few were blank.

      Jillian was perched on a stool in front of an easel. She hadn’t shown any sign of hearing me enter as she straightened her back and stretched her hands above her head. they curved above the bun she had piled her curls into, forming a perfect silhouette across the sunny window. I could see she was barely clothed in something sheer and scant, leaving the shape of her supple breasts perfectly defined around the edges. Perfect dark lines formed from the harsh sunlight behind her. Lines that I yearned to reach out and trace against with the tips of my fingers. I could make out the indents of her spine leading straight down and out to the perfect curves of her hips.

      Before I could speak to get her attention, the paintings quickly distracted me, drawing me in. I stepped closer, taking in each one with my mouth agape, having never seen such beautiful art before. Swirling patterns of vibrant aquas, blues, and purples all melting and bleeding into each other to create even more glorious shades. The scenes were splattered with beads of white, mimicking the foam of the ocean’s waves as they crash against the rocks. Tiny bubbles and beams of light parted the painted waters, the side of the sea you only saw if you were deep beneath its surface, looking up at the sky from below. Each one captured my feelings for the ocean in a way I never thought any human could.

      Other canvases were painted with rich earth tones of terracotta, ashy gray, and the brown of rich soil. They twisted with roots and glowing green vines spiraling out into violet, orange, and pink petals. The same colors I saw int the décor of her home.

      Jillian seemed more beautiful than ever now that I had seen into these windows to her soul; knowing what her eyes took in when they glinted across the sea or the vast desert. Buried beneath her hard exterior was a deeply passionate, sensitive, and creative woman bursting to get out. She poured herself into these canvases, and I never even knew until now.

      “Oh, there you are,” she turned with a smile, resting her hands on top of her head in mid-stretch before brushing her palms together and reaching for a paintbrush in a gold-painted jar of water. “Where have you been?”

      The instant she turned towards me I could make out the details of her dress… if you could call it that. A sheer silk drape around her body, almost completely see-through.

      “Uh… oh… sorry… I didn’t mean to… uh… barge in,” I stammered, shielding my eyes from the torturous sight that hinted all too strongly at the perfection of her naked body underneath.

      “You okay?” she smirked as she swept up a swirl of oily paint on to her brush and began thumping it against the stretched canvas. Her voice was soft and calm as if she were truly Zen and in her element in a way I had never seen before.

      “Your… um… clothing…,” I stuttered on. “I didn’t mean to…,” I cleared my throat, peeling my eyes away from the glorious image of her half-clothed and bathing in sunlight.

      She turned again with a tilt of her head. “This?” she motioned across the sheer fabric. “Oh, sorry. I’m more comfortable painting like this. I can go change if it bothers you.”

      “No!” I shouted, followed by a pleading, “Yes!”

      Her eyes widened, cutting into me with a smirk.

      “I brought you something,” I offered finally, my head hung low in embarrassment as I held the bouquet of flowers out towards her.

      Just as I imagined, her face lit up at the sight of them, but I only caught a fleeting glimpse before quickly turning my head away because when she stood, it revealed even more of her body.

      “They’re beautiful,” she whispered as her nose nestled into the petals to inhale deeply before gliding into the kitchen to pull out a glass vase.

      Her slender, graceful fingers carefully grasped each stem as she plucked away the bottom leaves and snipped the stalk down to size. While watching her carefully arrange the flowers in water, surrounded by her beautiful paintings, I inhaled sharply at the realization that I had never seen such a beautiful woman in my entire life. I suspected it to be true before, but now I knew without a doubt.

      “What inspires these?” I asked finally, motioning to the canvases.

      “Nature,” she explained as she placed the full vase in the windowsill. “My travels. Love. Life. A bit of everything. I have an exhibit coming up soon. Just a few more left to complete before I’m ready.

      “I didn’t know that you could paint so beautifully,” I remarked as I looked over one particularly bold piece that looked like dragon scales and wings gliding through the water.

      “There’s probably a lot you don’t know about me,” she shrugged.

      “If fighting brings out a person’s true nature, I am certain I know you better than anyone,” I quipped, gently touching the surface of dried paint. “Though I guess now, I’m not so sure. You’re full of surprises.”

      As she returned to her easel and brushes, my eyes twitched at the sudden and slight golden glare that formed around her. It was not enough to make me certain that she was my mate, but it was more of a hint than anything I had received before. And for the first time, I found myself wishing the signal was stronger. That I could claim her as my own with the blessing of the universe to support me.

      I suddenly missed my dragon brothers, wishing more than ever that they were by my side during these strange times to help me decipher the right moves and navigate these new and scary waters. Their advice was exactly what I needed right now… if they could ever believe a mortal woman had won me over.

      “I was thinking,” I spoke finally, a long, awkward pause. “Perhaps we should invite our friends and the dragon clan over for another dinner. I have felt terrible about missing the first occasion. And I do miss all of them. I’d love to help you welcome them back again.”

      “Really?” she shrieked, immediately dropping the brush back into the water with a small splash. “That’s a wonderful idea, Sebastian!”

      My heart soared at the sound of my name across her lips in a tone other than contempt.

      She squirmed in her seat and stomped her feet excitedly with tiny squeals. “I love throwing dinner parties… especially for my favorite guests. You dragons are such fun to feed with your insatiable appetites and the way you delight in all the different flavors.” Her long pointed finger poked at my chest playfully as she spoke, killing me with the smallest touch.

      “It’s settled then,” I cleared my throat again, certain that I sounded like an imbecile with all this uncomfortable hacking. “I will call Daegal to extend the invitation. And help you with whatever else you need to prepare.”

      She returned to her painting as I watched from a nearby chair for many hours, asking her a million questions about her techniques and materials. She delighted in telling me every last detail while she worked, making me quite happy to see her so pleased and to know that I was in at least some small way responsible for that happiness.

      I had been trying to stay strong and deny my feelings for her, but my defenses were wearing down quickly. And this afternoon her gushing about her passion for art only deepened my fondness for her.
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      I was busy preparing for yet another evening with our dear friends, anxiously perfecting every last detail the way I always did for my dinner parties. Sebastian begged me to give him tasks so he could feel helpful, which I did. But every time I gave him a job, I’d quickly have to race behind him to fix it. Like when I told him to set the table. He threw each place setting together in a jumbled mess.

      “What does it matter how it is arranged?” he asked, scratching his head as he watched me scramble to put everything in its proper place. “They’ll only move it all around, anyway.”

      “Because it looks nice,” I explained. “And it helps people to have some expectation of where to find things. So your guests are more comfortable.”

      “Comfortable?” he huffed, unable to wrap his head around the idea of etiquette and entertaining.

      “Yes,” I continued, placing my palms flat against the table as I eyed the settings. “Comfortable. Attended to. It’s just another way to show your guests that you care about them. That you’re excited to be in their company.”

      He mumbled to himself indistinctly as he picked a few pieces of lint from his shirt and straightened his sleeves. I left him bumbling around as he pretended to know how to tidy up the living room. Everything was almost done, just barely in time, when my phone started buzzing across the countertop.

      “That might be Sara,” I called out as I reached for it.

      My heart sank with a frown when I saw the name flash across the screen. It was not Sara. I felt some relief when the buzzing rings stopped, but another pang hit almost instantly after with a text notification.

      William: Hey gorgeous, I’m in Kahului. When can I see you? Call me. Xoxo

      I quickly threw the phone into my purse, hoping I’d soon forget all about it once our company arrived. I glanced up, freezing in Sebastian’s direct line of sight. His eyes were locked onto me expectantly, but I ignored his questioning stare and hurried back into the finishing touches. Grateful for the sound of knocking that came soon after, I opened the front door to usher in our friends.

      Sara charged in first as always with her arms flung wide, wrapping around me tightly. “Look at you!” she cried, placing her hand on her hip as she stood back to look me over. “You look fabulous! Even better than the last time I saw you! You’re practically glowing.”

      “Thank you,” I beamed. “So do you… but something’s missing…”

      “That’s right! The little sea monster of ours isn’t clinging onto me for once!” she laughed.

      “We employed what Sara calls a babysitter,” Daegal explained. “But she assures me the young woman will not actually sit on the baby.”

      “We’re both kid-free tonight!” Ella chimed in, pulling me into another tight embrace as she came in behind the others.

      “Well look who it is,” Gregor scoffed toward Sebastian. “Glad to see you weren’t too busy getting beaten up by shark shifters in an alley to make it tonight’s dinner.”

      “Despite what you saw… I was holding my own with those grimy little meatheads,” he defended, straightening his arms out confidently.

      “What about what I saw?” I cried out in laughter. “You were cornered in a pile of garbage while they pummeled you! I hate to think what would have happened had these three not shown up to help.”

      Sara jutted out her hip with a mirthless laugh. “I certainly wasn’t happy about being left alone with Keanu in the middle of the night while Daegal rushed off to save your ass.”

      “I’ll second that,” Ella grunted, cutting her eyes toward Gregor.

      “I was surprised to hear that you two were out partying together,” she continued, her voice dripping with accusation. “But even more surprised to hear you’re… living together?”

      “No, no,” Sebastian defended, tugging at his shirt collar. “Not living together. Jillian was just nice enough to let me stay here for a while.”

      “Ah-ha,” she replied, unconvinced.

      “Well! Let's eat, shall we?” I clapped my hands with a tense smile. “I’m serving white wine chicken tonight.”

      Everyone shuffled to their seats with a series of pleased and hungry grunts. I couldn’t help but smile to see Sebastian seated across from me, remembering how much it bothered me to see that empty chair before. He offered a bashful grin in return, but we quickly focused on passing the food around when we felt our friends’ stares.

      Conversation flowed as everyone caught up and I tried to ignore the commotion from my bag as more calls and texts flooded in.

      “Does anyone else hear that?” Carrie blurted out through a mouth full of food.

      Ella pushed her glasses up on her scrunched nose as her head darted back and forth, looking for the source of the vibrations. Between my phone blowing up and the occasional fleeting glance between Sebastian and me, it seemed as though nothing would get by this group tonight.

      Things only got worse when Sebastian began telling everyone about my latest paintings. He carried on for what seemed like an eternity, regaling them with every last detail, gushing about how talented he thought I was. I was touched by his enthusiasm for my work, but the suspicious looks floating between everyone and making squirm in my chair under the scrutiny. I didn’t want to hurt his feelings or be rude by asking him to stop, so I simply stared down at my plate, shoving food around with my fork while praying he would stop.

      And even worse, I made the mistake of brushing my hand across his shoulder as I took his plate once we were finished eating. I was only trying to comfort him because I could tell he was just as nervous as I was, but Sara practically punched Daegal to draw his attention to the gesture.

      “I’ll help you with the dishes!” Sebastian declared gallantly as I collected the last set of plates and silverware.

      “No!” I shouted back with a breathlessly flustered chuckle.

      “But I always help with the dishes,” he pouted in confusion.

      I pressed my hands to my hot flushed cheeks, wishing he would stop adding more fuel to the fire. I had no idea what was happening between Sebastian and me lately, but whatever it was felt suffocating under the prying eyes of our friends.

      “I have a better idea!” Sara piped up, tightly grabbing me by the shoulders from behind. “Why don’t us ladies have some time to catch up while you three do the dishes together!”

      Before anyone could protest, she was shoving me toward my bedroom with Ella and Carrie rushing in behind us. I barely had time to grab my still buzzing bag on the way.

      “Yes, I do believe some segregated conversation is in need right now,” Daegal pronounced grimly as his eyes burned into Sebastian squeezing his way into my apron. I hadn’t had the heart to tell him how silly he looked in the thing, but I had a feeling his dragon buddies were about to. And probably not as politely as I would have.

      The ladies practically shoved me down onto my bed, clustering around me with expectant looks. They sprawled beside me, their chins perched on their hands, listening.

      “What?” I blushed, giving myself away with a giddy grin as I buried my face in my arms. A series of loud giggles erupted around me.

      “You tell us what!” Sara screeched. “What is going on with you and Sebastian!?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I grumbled into my arms, my face still buried.

      “I call bullshit,” Carrie blurted, stuffing a cookie she snatched into her mouth. “I’ve seen you when you’re losing it for a guy. And that’s exactly what it looks like here.”

      “Oh, whatever,” I rolled my eyes at her, hating how certain she sounded. How could she be when I wasn’t even certain about any of it? “When have you ever seen me ‘lose it’ for a guy?” I threw my fingers up in mocking air quotes.

      “William,” she replied curtly, sending a chill through me as my face fell.

      “Wait, who’s William?” Ella asked urgently, trying to keep up.

      “Ugh, William!” Sara groaned. She had witnessed part of the ongoing saga too.

      Carrie waited, giving me the chance to explain. But my lips stayed sealed as I stared off in the corner. “Oh… he’s just the older man who broke Jillian’s heart and ruined her for love and all other men. They still see each other sometimes.”

      “Alright, that’s enough!” I protested in embarrassment.

      “In fact, I think that’s why she’s still single,” Carrie continued boldly, disregarding my every attempt to stop her. “She stays unattached so she can be available whenever he decides to show up and mess her up again.”

      “It’s true. It’s a bad decision I never fail to pounce on,” I nodded. “Speak of the devil…” I pulled my phone out to reveal a scrolling screen of missed calls from William.

      “Not again!” Sara shouted, snatching the phone from my hand to scan the messages. I shuddered at the memory of her feeding me chicken soup and nursing me back to sanity after I cried my eyes out on the couch for a week straight in the aftermath of my last tryst William.

      “Well… for once… I think I might tell him no,” I sighed hesitantly.

      “Oh reeeaaallllyyy?” Carried teased. “Please do tell, Jillian. Why would you do a thing like that? What makes this time so different?”

      Her voice taunted me with an arrogant certainty once more. She knew damn well why I didn’t want to see William this time, but no one was going to stop until I said it out loud.

      “Okay, okay, okay!” I threw my hands up in surrender, but quickly lowered my voice to a whisper. “I think I have feelings for Sebastian.”

      I imagined the perplexed horror of the dragons in the other room as the ladies’ shrill cries rang out. They giggled themselves onto the floor and began dancing around, teasing me to no end.

      “I don’t know though!” I whined, trying to pull them all back down a notch… or six. “I thought we hated each other. And now…” I shook my head in exasperation. “I’m not good at these things. Especially with a dragon! What did you two feel when things were first starting with Daegal and Gregor?” I shot Carrie my own knowing look, warning her that I could see what was going on between her and Edvard and soon I’d be sure to pay her back the favor by bringing it up.

      Ella and Sara jumped at the chance to share all of their warm gushy feelings about the beginning of their relationships with their dragons. It was a different world of romance, for sure. A magical one that was fated and sealed by some higher powers of the universe. I wasn’t entirely convinced that’s what was happening between me and Sebastian. But it was nice to finally be able to talk through some of these things with my girlfriends.
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      Only the gods knew what could be happening behind that bedroom door as frightening sounds bellowed out, echoing all the way to us in the kitchen. The pitch was of a dangerous frequency. One that I expected to start shattering the glasses in the cupboard any second.

      “This is a common sound of human females when they are gathered like this,” Daegal assured me with an encouraging hand to my shoulder. “You will come to learn these kinds of things once you are mated with Jillian.”

      “I never said that!” I defended, brushing away his hand and returning to my dish work. “I only said… there does appear to be something between us. Something beyond lust. I can’t say more than that for now. That’s why I’m staying here. To further investigate these strange stirrings she causes within me.”

      “Stay strong, my brother,” my dragon prince comforted with supporting nods and pats from Edvard and Gregor. “If she is your true mate, there is little that can tear you apart. And time will reveal the signs you need to be certain.”

      The wise words of my clan calmed me, giving me a new sense of ease even after they departed. Perhaps if I just stopped over-analyzing every little thing with Jillian and gave it time to see what happened, everything would sort itself out.

      She, however, seemed the opposite of at ease. After I showed our friends out I found her cross-legged on the couch, her foot tapping rapidly as she stared out the window. Her cell phone was clenched tightly in her hand.

      I had seen enough between Daegal and Sara to know you could not always just come right out and ask women what was bothering them. It was a strange game they played. My dragon brothers and I believed in being straightforward and to the point about everything with as little emotion as possible.

      “It’s a beautiful evening,” I noted casually, taking a stance by the balcony window where her attention rested.

      She nodded silently.

      “While I was on my walk the other morning, I noticed an opening to the beach not far from here,” I continued. “Perhaps you’d like to join me for a walk?”

      “I have a better idea!” She snapped to attention; her eyes brightened widely. “How about a night surf!”

      “I’m not so sure that a good idea,” I laughed heartily, amused by her enthusiasm and daring. “Sea dragons are equipped to handle the ferocious night tides. Not so with humans and your delicate frames. Not to mention your inability to breathe underwater.”

      “Wanna bet?” she quipped back, standing to answer what she thought was a dare. “You seem to have forgotten the last time you saw me surf. There’s nothing delicate about this body.” She motioned dramatically across her muscular build, forcing me to take it in no matter how much it killed me not to put my hands all over her. “I have withstood my fair share of night surfs, and that was without a dragon dude watching my back.”

      Before I could say another word, she was bolting into her bedroom to change, emerging a few minutes later in a full wetsuit with her board under her arm, her purse strapped around her shoulders. I knew better than to try to talk her out of it now, cursing myself for bringing up the beach at all. Of course, she would want to take the peaceful, romantic walk I envisioned and turn it into a wild adventure. But I couldn’t say her idea wasn’t just as enticing, if not more so.

      “I am only doing this because I am confident in my ability to protect you from any danger,” I grunted as I followed her out the door.

      We stood in the night breeze, face to face with a dark and angry ocean. I knew to respect and revere its mighty power, but Jillian seemed restless and in need of danger, rushing off toward the daunting waves so fast I almost wasn’t able to catch her.

      “Not so fast, woman!” I shot out my arms, catching her just in time to pull her back from a crashing wave. She bucked against my grip, and it excited me to feel her body writhing against mine as I carried her further back on the shore. “Give me a minute to calm the waters.”

      I plopped her down on the damp sand and turned back to the waves, stilling myself with raised arms and closed eyes. Within minutes, the sea was calm enough for her to paddle out.

      “Right on!” she yelled, her wild eyes glinting at me as she threw down her purse and scooped up her board, rushing into the water as if her life depended on it.

      Once again, I was rushing to keep up, half scaling over my skin and exposing my gills and partially webbed limbs before diving into the water. I didn’t take full dragon form, just enough to make me more efficient in the water. I swam by her side as she paddled out into the black sea, carefully putting a vibrating barrier of protection around us to ward off any sharks or jellyfish that might cause her harm.

      Once we reached quieter waters, she stopped at the point where the waves picked up again, climbing up and straddling her board as she prepared to lunge herself forward and catch her ride. I admired her in the moonlight with her salty hair blowing in every direction, staring back at me with her wild dark eyes that sparkled as deep as the sea itself.

      Suddenly, a faint amber glow danced along the edge of her skin, causing me to seize up. It still wasn’t as strong as the guiding lights I had seen between my brothers and their mates, but this was the second time I had seen something. I couldn’t for the life of me understand why it was so dim and indistinct.

      Before I could think more about it, Jillian was pushing off into the waves. I watched carefully to make sure the first one didn’t swallow her whole, but she was able to hold her own against the tumultuous night sea, effortlessly rising to her feet and sailing across the crest of the rising waters. She rode several more while I admired nearby with a watchful eye, ready to step in at the first sign of danger.

      After gliding to a stop once more, she lowered onto her board, paddling over to my side with satisfied, breathless laughter.

      “Did you see me!?” she beamed, the black water glistening behind her, matching the beaded drops in her hair as she regrouped the wet strands above her head. “I was killin’ it out there! I told you I could handle some night waves.”

      “To be fair, I am aiding in the calming of the tides,” I answered with a tilt of my head. “But yes… you were… ‘killin’ it’ as you say.” Her wet, honey-toned skin glistened in the moonlight, lighting up around her smiling cheeks, causing my breath to catch.

      Her features straightened suddenly just before she paddled closer. I shifted in the water under her intense stare, our bodies bobbing in the waters now just inches apart. I had seen this look before. The night she stumbled into her apartment three sheets to the wind. That same spark in her eyes just before she pulled me in to kiss her.

      “Jillian,” I whispered, feeling the flood of a thousand words behind my tongue, unsure which ones would end up spilling out.

      “Shhh…” she interrupted, placing one slender finger to my lips as the other clenched my neck and pulled me in.

      Seconds before our lips finally found each other, everything went dark. My head ached from the blow of a fierce and violent wave that crashed across me, sending us both down to the bottom of the sea, slamming us against the mushy coarse sand and rocks. My eyes darted across the ocean floor, trying to find Jillian’s body in the darkness of the waters. I grabbed for the stream of bubbles that shot up to my left, relieved to feel her panicked body struggling to swim into my arms.

      With my arms gripped firmly around her, I torpedoed us to the surface, only to find it much less agreeable than it had been only moments before. Ferocious booming waves thundered around us, strong enough to keep me from holding us above water.

      “Put your mouth to mine!” I shouted out to her in between her gasps for air. Her panicked eyes questioned me, but the waters were too perilous for mistrust. She locked her lips to mine, slowing time as everything around grew silent. The sea was just as angry as before, but suddenly I couldn’t hear or feel any of it. I cradled her close in my arms as her eyes closed, melting deep into my kiss just long enough for me to shoot enough oxygen into her lungs to survive the swim back to shore.

      My hands gripped her firmly as I dragged her down beneath the angry waves, quickly pulling us back to the shallow water. She coughed and heaved as she crawled her way out of the wrathful water, digging her fingers into the sand as she went.

      I ran my hand across her back, staring back out at the raging sea, wondering where I had gone wrong. The ocean never overpowered me, unless I was harnessing it with negative intentions that would bring harm to someone or something. It certainly never minded making way for a little play any time before. I couldn’t understand how things got out of control so quickly.

      I looked back down to Jillian, expecting her to be terrified. But instead, she greeted me with audacious laughter, falling onto her back as she clutched her tightened stomach. I couldn’t help but laugh too, finding the whole thing to be somewhat thrilling… even if it had nearly killed us.

      “I think we may be a dangerous combination,” she joked as she tried to brush off the wet sand that clung to her suit. “When most people would tell me no, you cheer me on. Sometimes I don’t know what’s for my own good though.”

      “I could say the same for you,” I exhaled, relieved that she was okay. “This whole thing was your idea. I just wanted to take a nice, quiet walk.”

      We erupted into laughter again as she hugged her arms tightly, shivering in the cold wind from the waves that still thrashed around in fury.

      “We need to get you into some dry clothes,” I conceded reluctantly, hating for the night to end.

      “I know a place nearby,” she said with a rogue smile. “Just over that way. A friend’s beach house. They’re out of town right now. They won’t mind if we stay the night.”

      Keeping with the theme of the night she was off before I could weigh in. Something I was growing used to. I knew Jillian was a lot to handle, but I don’t think I realized just how much so. It seemed I had finally met my match.
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      Sebastian and I hissed and giggles as we crept up to my friend’s luxurious beach house, sneaking to the side door as I fumbled for the spare key under the mat.

      “Are you sure they won’t mind?” He whispered as I jiggled the door handle. “Daegal warned me that entering someone’s home without permission was a pretty serious offense in humans’ eyes. And I have learned I don’t care much for the police when they are angry with me.”

      “It’s fine!” I snickered, finally swinging the door open with a gush of relieving warmth. “I house sit for them sometimes.” I plopped my purse down on the counter with a shiver, fishing out my phone. “I’ll text them now and let them know we’re here.”

      I grimaced at the new stream of messages that had flooded in from William. A predicament I had managed to forget all about amidst our exciting brush with death in the sea.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked in a tone that suggested I couldn’t sidestep him this time. “You’ve seemed to be troubled by something on your communication device all evening.”

      “It’s nothing,” I murmured, scrolling to see the most recent text.

      William: Why won’t you talk to me??? You’re not still pissed about last time, are you? Jillian, I need to see you. Just answer me. I’ve changed. I love you.

      I tossed the phone away with too loud of a pfft, not helping my case of avoiding the topic with Sebastian. He looked at me expectantly as my lips pursed. I knew nothing had changed. It was seven years of nothing changing. William only said what he needed to until I caved into him, only to leave me worse off than I was before.

      “Want to get a fire going?” I asked, motioning toward the living room as I dug out a bottle of wine and corkscrew.

      “Well… first off…,” he smiled, approaching the liquor cabinet next to me. “This is far too fine a bottle of bourbon to leave sitting around while we sip that cheap wine.” He tossed the bottle between his hands, examining the label. “I have sampled this one many times in the bars across this island. It’s the best I’ve ever had.”

      “Bottoms up!” I chirped, spinning to retrieve two glasses from the cabinet.

      “Second,” he continued, scratching his scruffy hair. “I don’t have an ax. And even if I did, I don’t think we’re supposed to chop down the trees around the beach. Again, I am worried about the angry police.”

      I snorted in laughter, marching over to the remote on the mantle. Sebastian’s face lit up with amazement as flames burst up with one press of a button. “Man, those cops have really traumatized you, haven’t they?” I jested, collecting a pile of blankets from the closet before settling down in front of the glowing, crackling warmth.

      Sebastian joined me, popping open the bourbon and pouring us both a stout serving. My damned phone still buzzed incessantly behind us. I don’t know why I hadn’t just turned the damned thing off.

      “It would appear as though someone is urgently trying to reach you,” he said, sipping from his glass as he stared into the fire. Sebastian didn’t know much about modern romance, but I could tell by his tone that he knew something was going on with me and these mysterious calls. “But it appears you’re not in a hurry you answer them,” he added.

      I wrapped the blanket more tightly around me, gently rocking back and forth as my body absorbed the heat of the nearby flames. “It’s someone from a long time ago,” I confessed quietly, feeling too exposed the moment I said it.

      He grunted and took another sip, silently begging me to go on, but I kept my lips tight. I wasn’t so sure I was ready to open up to a new person. Whatever happened with Sebastian physically or emotionally did not automatically make me trust him with the secrets of my heartache. Only Carrie knew those things. Sara and Ella knew some of it, but not as much.

      Without looking up, his hand firmly grasped mine. I inhaled sharply, but he kept his eyes glued to the fire. It was a gesture of comfort, knowing his stare would only push me away. He silently waited for me to say what I needed to say.

      “My father abandoned my mother and me when I was little,” I started finally, struggling to keep my voice even despite the instant lump in my throat as I spoke about all the painful things that brought me to where I was. “I grew up vowing to go find him someday. Thinking that maybe if he saw me… he’d regret ever leaving. And that would somehow right all the hurt he had caused.”

      “Did you find him?” Sebastian asked curiously, now watching me carefully as I stared at the crackling fire, avoiding the vulnerability of eye contact.

      “I tried,” I miffed, taking a swig of my drink, rasping with the burn of it as it trickled down my throat. “I traveled everywhere. I once found a stack of blank postcards from all over the world in our attic and convinced myself they were his. Collected from his travels. So I went to every place I had a postcard for. All but a few of the states. India. England. Canada. Italy.” I huffed a pathetic laugh at how stupid it sounded now that I was explaining it to him, shaking my head before drinking down more bourbon, each sip going down smoother than the one before. “I traveled the world until I had one postcard left in my pile. The photograph was the most recently dated one.”

      “Where was it?”

      “Kahului,” I smirked. “But I still never found him. I did, however, find a smooth-talking man who was seven years older than me at a bar I went to drown my sorrows in when I finally resigned myself to giving up the search.”

      “Ah,” he grumbled, looking uncomfortable at the mention of another man.

      “I fell head over heels for him,” I confessed shamefully. “But he cheated on me constantly. Always left me waiting for him the way I had waited for my father my whole life. He broke my heart. But I could never seem to let go of how I felt for him, even though I knew I deserved better. We’d still see each other from time to time whenever he returned to the island. Coming back just long enough to convince me to fall for him all over again, only to leave me feeling stupid and heartbroken. It’s been a vicious cycle.”

      “Do you still see this… William?” he asked with a gulp, wincing in wait for my answer.

      “I haven’t in a few years,” I answered truthfully, trying to read his face and decide how much I should say. “He’s back,” I blurted finally. “That’s who has been blowing my phone up.”

      He looked into his glass, swishing it around as I watched the words roll around in his mind. “That William is a moron,” he stated confidently. “Any man who had your love and treated it so carelessly doesn’t deserve your heart.”

      I laughed breathlessly, catching a tear from the corner of my eye. “You must think I’m so dumb now. I try to act like this strong, independent woman… but really I’m just… a doormat I guess.”

      “A doormat?” he asked with a befuddled expression.

      “It’s a saying,” I chuckled. “It means… a woman who will do whatever it takes to try to make her man happy, no matter how badly he treats her.”

      “It’s sad to think of you tolerating such treatment, Jillian,” he replied with shattering sincerity. “But I also know a thing or two about loving someone who wrongs you.”

      “Oh yeah? Do tell,” I tipped my glass to his, relieved to have a break from the spotlight.

      “Back in our dragon realm in ancient Scandinavia, I had fallen in love with a dragon princess,” he explained, stretching his lips to the side every so often in lingering hurt. “She was a dark dragon princess… in Ludovic’s clan.”

      “Ludovic!” I gasped, shuddering at the thought of everything Ludovic had put me and my friends through before. “You mean evil Ludovic? Who kidnapped Keanu and Ella?”

      “Yes, but Kalika… that was her name… swore to me that she didn’t truly side with Ludovic. She told me she desperately wanted to join with Daegal and I, claiming my love had purified her heart,” His eyes glazed over with memories and the flames reflected in their depths. “But it was a lie. Our relationship was a farce… a facade for her to spy on Daegal and I, helping to secure Ludovic’s victory when we went to war.”

      “But Ludovic didn’t win, right?” My brow furrowed as I tried to recall their long history with their nemesis.

      “Aye,” he nodded. “Daegal and my clan were successful in forcing him to surrender, but not until many dragon and human lives were claimed. Deaths caused by the information Kalika was able to gather from us.”

      I recoiled under the weight of his words, shriveling up beneath the security of my blankets. I suddenly felt silly whining about my human love affairs, while Sebastian’s heartbreak included the death of so many people.

      “She had been Ludovic’s lover the entire time,” he added in a low rasp. “She was never really mine.”

      It dawned on me then that the root of Sebastian’s pain was Kalika’s betrayal. The same kind of betrayal I had experienced with William. Even though our worlds were very different… his spanning thousands of years across different realms with evil dragon princesses breaking his heart, mine short and mortal with simple heartaches that didn’t involve wars or death, the universal need to love and be loved was deep enough to bridge our experiences. It was the link that had broken us in the past but brought us together now.

      I scooted closer to him until our sides were touching, leaning my head against his shoulder as I sniffed back tears. Both happy and sad. Sad for the pain we had both felt, but happy we could be here in this moment and connect through it. I felt his head turn toward me and pause, lingering above me as the tension between us resurfaced.

      In all the adrenaline of the night, I had almost forgotten about our kiss in the water. Surely it had only been to give me the oxygen I needed to survive, but as I recalled the way his lips pressed to mine, it felt like much more than that. My suspicions were confirmed as his lips pressed to my forehead with a gentle kiss. I shot up, looking to him nervously, but he didn’t pull away.

      We were wrapped tightly together, our faces inches apart with our eyes locked, glinting with fear and anticipation. Was this finally… really happening?
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      A thousand things went through my mind as I once again found myself face to face with Jillian, too close for comfort. We were both emotionally vulnerable. A state neither of us took to well. The only thing to do to avoid it… would be to finally give in to our physical desires.

      It took everything in me not to jump at taking her into my arms, but the reality of dragon mating brought me pause. The faint glowing I had seen light up around her twice now… it could mean she was my mate. And if she was, making love to her would only seal our bond, which terrified me to no end. It was the one thing I had been proud of avoiding, feeling relieved that no woman had ever been signaled as my mate before.

      But knowing how much hurt and disappointment she had survived in her life left me with a new sensation. One of being more concerned about her than myself. Something I had never quite felt towards another before, outside of my dragon prince and clan brothers.

      I couldn’t run from this anymore. She was right there, staring at me with those big dewy eyes, waiting for me to make a move. My blood surged with a new sense of purpose, speeding my heart as my face drifted closer to hers. Maybe I could be a different man for her… show her a new side to love. The one that she deserved.

      “That kiss… did you really mean it?” She asked suddenly, snapping me out of my mental whirlwind.

      “Which kiss?” I puffed. “There have been a couple now.”

      “Any of them,” she grinned nervously. “Every time I was angry with you, I fantasized about you.”

      “That makes two of us,” I said softly, my breath freezing with the tension between us.

      I drew in a long breath, finally pushing forward to press my lips to hers. I took the plunge with a kiss that was meant to be gentle but quickly turned to earnest passion. Our mouths widened, she shot her velvet tongue across mine and moaned, which drove me crazy. I pulled back from the intensity, searching her eyes once more for some sort of reassurance that we should really be doing this.

      With a cooing breath, she traced her finger along the edge of my scruffy jaw, hooking it beneath my chin to draw me in again. I crashed back to her earnestly, needing to drink her in, her need matching my own as we groaned into each other’s mouths, unable to get enough.

      Gripping her, I pulled back to trail a string of kisses across the edge of her earlobe before finally venturing down to her long, lovely neck that I had been dying to caress from the moment we first met.

      She inhaled sharply as I moved across her skin, finally finding my way back to her perfect petal-soft lips as she lightly ran her tongue around the edge of my lips in darting touches, each slick sensation shooting straight to my core. All at once she moved over me with urgency, pulling herself up to wrap her legs around my lap, pushing against the throbbing strain in my pants.

      I lifted my hands under her shirt, trailing across her bare breasts and nipples as I lifted the garment around her head and gently lowered her down to the floor in front of the fireplace. She inhaled sharply as my tongue darted across her hardened nipple, her breast filling the palm of my hand. I spread my hands across her torso, my hungry eyes burning into hers as I kissed along her skin, wanting to taste every inch of her.

      I pulled back to take in the sight of her gorgeous, half nude body spread out before me, my hands slinking her panties around her legs that were willingly spread, her toes pointed as I snapped the lacey fabric away and tossed it aside. Her chest rose and fell with rapid breaths as she looked up at me in anticipation, her mouth twisting into a crooked grin.

      My fingers traveled across the goosebumped skin of her legs, inching towards her wetness, meeting her need with firm but gentle motions. Her breathing quickened as I circled my thumb around her warmth. She panted, writhing beneath my touch, pushing herself closer to the edge.

      My heart seized at the sight of her bucking up in ecstasy. Breathless cries of pleasure seeped out of her mouth, her dark curls spread around her flushed face. Her hands clawed into my back, sending a shiver of scales rising across it, as she yanked me down to her.

      “I need to feel you inside of me, Sebastian,” she quaked, her hips rocking up towards mine in anticipation. I answered with a hand gripped tightly under her, pulling her toward me as I slid my length deep into her wetness, still pulsating from her climax.

      “Yessss,” she whimpered, breathing hard against my neck, tightly clenching my hair in her fingers, pulling me even closer. My lips found hers again as she moaned into my mouth as I moved inside her, rocking back and forth, pushing deeper into her core with each thrust.

      Our eyes met and our fingers twined together as my pace quickened, our breathing in sync as the pleasure swelled in our bodies, emanating from the link that made us one. Each push forward sending us spiraling out into space as our bodies melted together, growing with intense and electrifying pulses of desire. Her soft whimpers coursed through me, erupting in a burst of relief inside her as she cried out once more… feeling the same forceful climax as me.

      My head collapsed breathlessly to her shoulder as disbelief washed over me. Not only had I just made love with Jillian, the woman with whom I had a love/hate friendship with for so long, but it had been one of the most intense experiences of my life. I realized all the random sexual romps I had been wasting my time with couldn’t hold a candle to the true intimacy I felt with her.

      She draped her naked body across mine in front of the fire and drifted to sleep, moaning every so often as she stirred. I could barely sleep with the sight of her perfection before me, fighting off the rippling sensation of my dragon form wanting to take over, as it sometimes did when I was especially content and happy.

      By the early hours of the morning, I was still awake and watching Jillian sleep. A peaceful grin eased across her resting face. One that filled me with responsibility. I had no clue what I was doing when it came to treating a woman right, having vowed to keep them at a safe distance the moment Kalika broke my heart. But all at once I realized, I loved Jillian. Mate or not. And whatever didn’t come naturally to me… I would figure it out for her sake.

      The sun was rising over the ocean, turning everything to grays and blues outside the large window just behind where we rested. Suddenly, a strange light jerked my attention away from Jillian’s resting body. Something about it stirred my gut, causing me to feel instantly uneasy. I watched the hypnotic dancing beam over the water. It felt oddly familiar, drawing me to the window for a closer look.
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      I was teeming with nerves the morning after Sebastian and I made love, my muscles clenching with anxiety as I stretched across our nest on the floor in front of the fire, looking over and noticing that he was no longer laying next to me.

      My eyes darted around the beach house, wondering where he could be, while my mind raced with questions and doubts about where things stood between us. Never being one to shy away from a challenge, I was ready to find out. Even if it meant risking my heart in a way I hadn’t done since I first fell for my ex, William.

      I pulled the blankets around my bare skin as I searched for my clothes, memories of the night before replaying in my mind and renewing my arousal. If Sebastian was still next to me, I don’t think I could have resisted the temptation to make love to him again.

      Something felt different as I slipped back into my clothes. I felt completely rejuvenated, like a whole new woman. I admired myself in the bathroom mirror as I splashed some water on my face, noting the refreshed glow of my skin and the healthy bounce of my curls. You’d think I had just spent the day at the spa. Is this what making love with a dragon shapeshifter does to a woman? No wonder Sara and Ella always looked so good, even though they were run ragged by their little ones.

      I walked through the beach house, finally catching sight of Sebastian on the balcony with his back turned to me as he looked out over the water. As I slid the door open, I could have sworn I saw the strangest spiraling light over the distant waves, but it quickly vanished as I stepped out, leaving me to believe it must have just been a strange reflection or a trick of the sun.

      My hand gently grazed down his back, but he jumped suddenly, startling us both. My heart froze with fear as I placed my palm to my chest. “Are you okay?” I chuckled.

      “Huh?” he turned to me, looking pale with sunken eyes. “Oh. Yes… I’m fine. Fine. Just… well, truthfully I don’t know what I’m doing out here.”

      “How long have you been awake?” I attempted to nestle next to him against the railing, disheartened by the way his muscles tensed to me.

      “I’m not sure,” he mumbled quietly, his gaze still distant with a furrowed brow.

      A troubling silence set in. Sebastian’s strange behavior threw me, reminding me of the way William would often close himself off to me after he had gotten what he wanted. I couldn’t believe that Sebastian would do the same. Not after what we shared the night before. But he was so on edge and just didn’t seem quite right. He looked a little sick with his ashen features.

      “Are you ready to go back to my place?” I asked finally, thinking maybe once we were home he would return to normal and embrace me as his new lover in the way I hoped.

      But things did not get any better back at the apartment. Sebastian was cold. Distant. Pacing around restlessly, like he was constantly looking for something but kept forgetting what it was. No matter how many times I asked what was bothering him, he would just mutter indistinctly, unable to snap out of his strange trance.

      “I have to go out for a short while,” he blurted suddenly, breaking the eerie silence in the room and causing me to jump again.

      “Where?” I asked with concern, my heart aching over how inexplicably odd he was behaving. Why wouldn’t he snap out of it and just tell me what was going through his head?

      “Just a walk,” he grunted as he raced out the door, slamming it shut behind him, leaving me hurt and alone.

      He barely said goodbye and had not kissed me all morning. He hadn’t really touched me at all. I had a sick feeling in my gut that only grew as the hours passed and Sebastian didn’t return. I panicked at the possibility of my past with William replaying itself all over again. Once I finally opened up to Sebastian, he turned cold and detached.

      My own glow and vigor from that morning was fading as well as if I was being dragged down with him. That or sickened by his absence. I desperately wanted to call Sara and Ella to ask for their advice. Had I just imagined my reaction to the night we shared? Or did I truly experience a physical boost from our making love, one that was now rapidly diminishing as he pulled away?

      But I wasn’t ready to face my friends yet. I knew the moment I told them about last night they would erupt into squeals of delight, which I desperately wanted to feel right now. But then I’d have to immediately burst all our bubbles to explain how dejected he was being just before disappearing altogether.

      I took a deep breath, taking control of my racing thoughts. I wouldn’t call them. Not yet. I’d give him a chance to come home and explain himself. That’s what love was about. Compassion, for better or worse. Our love may be slightly more complicated than most because of his dragon side, but I thought back to our conversation the evening before. No matter how different our worlds may have been, we shared the same desires and needs. Whatever he was feeling, I could help him through it and remain at his side. If he would only open up to me and give me a chance to help.

      Snapping out of my pity party, I decided to make a drastic move. I grabbed my purse, frantically digging through it and snatching up my phone. I began furiously typing a reply to William.

      Jillian: I don’t want to see you anymore. I have moved on. Please stop calling me.

      As soon as I pressed send, my hands shaking with adrenaline, I blocked his number. Removing the temptation to get roped in again when he responded if he even bothered to answer at all. I would never know, and I wanted to keep it that way.

      I was sticking to my gut, regardless of how Sebastian was acting, something real was happening between us. I was sure of it. We had too deep of a bond for him to treat me the way William had. But as the day wound on torturously with no sight of him, I found it harder and harder to hold on to my resolve.

      The sick feeling in my stomach intensified with each passing hour until I finally couldn’t take it anymore. I had to get out of the apartment and get my mind off of things. I clung to optimism as I grabbed my things, telling myself that he would probably be home by the time I returned. He would feel better or at least open up to me about what was going on.
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      I wasn’t quite sure where I was as I stumbled down the street, distracted and bumping into people and things around me. I seemed to be slipping in and out of time. I remembered my night with Jillian vividly, which only made me long to be in her arms again. But something was preventing me from staying present, my mind starting and awakening in the early hours of the morning. Getting sucked into the sight of something floating above the ocean water. I could hear faint traces of Jillian’s voice, asking me what was wrong, but somehow, inexplicably, I was unable to respond.

      I wanted to fly straight to my dragon brothers for shelter so they could help me figure out what was plaguing me, but I was too weak. I thought I might walk to them, but I only ended up going in circles around the city, never being able to find my way in the right direction. Something was happening to me. And at the worst possible time. Jillian needed me right now. She needed to know my feelings for her were sincere.

      A wisp of a cackle caught my ear followed by a trailing light that burst in the corner of my vision, pulling me into an alley. Standing there at the other end between the two tall brick buildings was a blood-curdling sight.

      “Kalika,” I rasped, buckling over as I reached to steady myself against the gritty bricks. My gut wrenched, causing me to stumble forward and fall at her feet.

      She was tall and luminous, towering above me in a shining light orb filled with dancing strings of water. Her scaly skin glowed in shades of deep blue that darkened to black around her hands and feet. She was every bit as terrifying and breathtaking as I remembered.

      “Sebastian,” she cooed, running her long webbed finger along my chin with a twisted smile.

      “I don’t want to see you,” I gargled, still grabbing at my stomach in pain from whatever strange illness had fallen over me.

      “Even if you don’t want to, you need to, my love,” her voice crooned as her water tendrils wrapped around me, lifting me into the air. An instant sense of relief washed over me in her embrace, all symptoms of my sudden ailment vanishing into thin air.

      But I refused to be seduced by her witchery, using my newfound strength and clear mind to express my anger. “You’re vile and despicable,” I growled as she dangled in front of her. “You can’t appear out of nowhere and expect me to forget what you put me and my clan through.”

      Kalika was a dragon princess of Ludovic’s clan after he split from our pack, but we carried on a dangerous love affair. She swore to me that she wanted to be a part of my clan, resisting Ludovic’s evil schemes. But in the end, she turned out to be a spy, giving him an advantage when it came time for our two clans to battle over the safety and freedom of the human race. I always sensed her lingering presence watching over me since we had been banished, but until now she had never appeared before me.

      “It’s your fault that my brothers and I have been exiled to this place,” I hissed, staring defiantly into her icy dark eyes. “Had you not been helping Ludovic while lying about your love for me, the human and dragon casualties would not have been so great. Our clan could have stayed in the dragon realm.”

      “Don’t be such a bore,” she cackled. “Rehashing old lover’s spats from so many years ago. Really darling, haven’t you moved on? You sure looked like you had on the beach last night.”

      Her words cut into me, rushing me with anger. That’s why the ocean had grown so violent and overpowered my smooth waters. She was attempting to keep Jillian and me from mating, knowing it would make me stronger. I knew something was off about the whole thing, and now it was obvious that Kalika was there the whole time… stalking us from the shadows, waiting for her chance to strike and jealously snatch Jillian from my arms.

      It was why I awoke to the hypnotic light in the sea. It was Kalika’s call to me, infecting me with this sudden illness so I would be lured away from Jillian. When she was not successful in stopping us from mating and securing our bond, she took more drastic measures to try to pull us apart and weaken me. That’s why she stood before me now.

      “You could have killed her!” I barked, struggling to break free from her hold to no avail. With the refreshing fuel of the ocean and our homeland on her side, I was no match for her strength. Especially with the spell of sickness she had placed on me.

      “Who says I won’t?” she taunted devilishly, delighting in the way I squirmed in her tightening grip. “In fact, that’s exactly what I intend to do if you don’t do as I ask.”

      “You keep your fins off of her you wretched wench!” I shot back through clenched teeth, refusing to give up on my struggle to break free.

      She laughed maliciously at my anger, slamming me to the ground with a violent thud. “Hush now, Sebastian. It’s unfair that you and your dragon brethren get to walk among the humans and have all the fun. That is why I must request… or rather, demand… that you show me around this world. Teach me new and modern ways of humans. Just enough for me to have a little fun… then I will let you go. I will return to the beloved dragon realm you’ll never see again, and you will be free to continue living with the humans, pretending you’re one of them.”

      “And then what about Jillian?” I fretted, willing to do whatever it took to protect my love and send Kalika back to Ludovic’s clan where she belonged. “If I do as you ask, she will be safe? You’ll leave her alone?”

      “How adorable,” she mocked. “Sebastian’s gone soft for a pathetic little mortal girl. It seems all of Daegal’s clan has taken too strong of a liking to these human women. Muddling up our flawless dragon blood with your half-breed offspring.”

      “At least they are kind… and trustworthy… and honest,” I snapped. “Qualities I’d never expect someone as foul as you to understand. But I will honor your demands. If it means you will depart from here, never to return, leaving all the humans unharmed, Jillian included.”

      “You act as if you have a choice. Don’t you see I will have my way with you, regardless?” She propelled me back up into the air on a gust of rushing water. “You’ve been away too long, Sebastian. You have forgotten how powerful I am. A mistake you will soon regret.”

      I crashed hard to the pavement once more as she shrank down to human form. It was frightening to see such a dark, threatening force appear to be just like an ordinary woman. But whatever the reason for her request, I needed to get this over with so she would leave. I had to get back to Jillian.
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      I settled onto the barstool in one of my favorite spots, cozying up next to a cocktail drawing long, deep sips from my straw, trying to swallow down all of my fears about what was going on with Sebastian. No sooner than I had downed the first few gulps, a heart-wrenching sight caught my attention from the other end of the bar.

      Sebastian. Sitting there with a blank look on his face and a strange woman draped around him. Rage coursed through my veins as I watched her raise her lips to his ear, whispering something with a giggle and a flick of her tongue. Her hands spidered across his chest. I thought I might throw up, but I waited… telling myself she was just some random, handsy woman throwing herself at him. Any second now he’d throw her off, chastising her and explaining how he was taken. He belonged to me.

      But instead, his cheek turned to her, their lips meeting for a deep kiss that burned into me like a knife in my gut. I exhaled in tears, shocked by what was happening. For a moment, I could have sworn the woman locked her eyes on mine from the side, as her tongue plunged into his mouth.

      I jumped from my seat, knocking over my stool as I raced to the door as fast as I could, convinced I heard the lady cackle behind me as I ran. Completely devastated and mortified, I roamed the street aimlessly, shocked that Sebastian could do the very thing I admitted being so afraid of.

      How could I be so stupid to trust him? Whatever bond I thought I felt was obviously some kind of dragon trick. A way to mess with girls’ minds and win them over so they could have their way, only to stomp on our hearts the moment they had us in their hands.

      I ran as fast as I could to the only place I knew to go. I needed the comfort of my friends. Not only that, but I needed to tell Daegal and the others exactly what their pal had done to me. This struck too deep. This was not the kind of thing I could recover from. Both of my attempts at love were ending with the same tragic betrayal. One that Sebastian swore he understood.

      My tear-stained cheeks and bloodshot eyes made it hard to see as I finally stumbled across Sara and Daegal’s yard, pounding on the door before restlessly pacing back a few feet. I was too upset to stand still and wait for them to answer. I heaved breathlessly on the lawn, buckled over in tears.

      “Oh my god, Jillian!” Sara cried, rushing to my side to wrap me in her arms and guide me into the house.

      But the thought of being indoors, trapped within the same walls as Sebastian’s dragon prince made me sick. I was irrational with anger, wanting to run and collapse all at once. I jerked away from Sara screaming out to Daegal in the doorway, “I’m going to kick Sebastian’s ass for what he’s done to me!” My sobs betrayed my rage, breaking me down into a hysterical mess. “He’s broken my heart.”

      I dropped to my knees, crying the whole way down. Sara tried again to bring me inside, as Ella and Gregor approached from their house down the street in response to all the commotion. Carrie and Edvard were inside as well. Everyone huddled around me as I curled up into a ball on the couch, feeling embarrassed for the scene I had made. Even with all that William had done to me, I had never let a man break me down this way.

      “Tell us what happened,” Sara said softly, rubbing my shoulders as everyone leaned in, listening intently.

      I told them the whole awful story. How Sebastian and I made love in the beach house, only for him to change by the next morning just before he vanished and met up with this strange woman.

      “You say he seemed strange this morning?” Daegal asked once I had finished. “How so?”

      “It’s like he was in a trance,” I cried. “He just kept staring off into space, barely speaking. Or if he did speak, it was just a word or two. He looked lost. I thought maybe he was just freaked out about us and needed a walk to clear his head. But then he never came back. And that’s when I went out and saw…” I erupted into sobs again, wishing I could erase the sight of him and that horrible woman from my brain.

      “What did the woman look like?” Gregor inquired with alertness. I could tell the dragon men thought they were on to something, but I still wasn’t convinced this was anything beyond Sebastian being a world-class jerk.

      “Do I have to?” I whined, hating the idea of reliving the details of the traumatic image.

      “Sebastian may have been a womanizer before,” Sara offered softly. “But we saw the way he lit up when he talked about you during our last visit. He loves you, Jillian. I can’t believe that he’d do something like this. There has to be an explanation. I know this is painful but just try. Okay?”

      I sucked it up and told them everything I could remember about the woman’s appearance.

      “Kalika,” Daegal announced confidently.

      “What!?” I shrieked. “Who the hell is Kalika!?”

      “Kalika is a former love of Sebastian’s,” Edvard chimed in. “That is true, but she was pure evil. Betraying Sebastian and turning him to stone inside. That’s why he became the womanizer that he was. I never thought he would change until he started staying with you. Kalika broke his heart and contributed to us being exiled. He would never willingly go back to her.”

      “Aye!” Gregor agreed hastily. “She has worked some kind of sorcery over on him. It’s the only way you’d see them together in that way after what she did to our clan.”

      “That’s why you found him acting so strangely overlooking the water this morning,” Daegal concurred. “She has hypnotized him in some way. Or threatened him. Either way, he is in trouble. All of us are in danger with Kalika on the island. We must go to help him.”

      “But how do you know he hasn’t just decided to leave me for her?” I sniffled, not ready to snap out of the despair I had worked myself into. “Even if he hates her, all the more reason to punish himself by returning to her… because he was afraid of what was happening with me.”

      “You said you… were intimate the night before?” Daegal asked uncomfortably, clearing his throat with the question, prompting me to nod. “Then your bond is secured. He claimed you as his mate when he laid down with you. You are mated for life now. He couldn’t betray you so easily, even if he wanted to.”

      “For life!?” I quivered in protest. “But… no… that’s not possible. I’m not his mate. You all experienced signs… things that showed you were fated to be together. We may love each other… or at least I thought he loved me. But I can’t be his mate.”

      “Ah, but you are,” Gregor insisted. “We could all see it, even if you two couldn’t.”

      “You two are both much too stubborn to allow yourselves to admit what was happening,” Daegal continued, scaring me with his certainty. “The signs were there, but you both probably only saw what you wanted to out of fear. Sebastian confessed to us that he had seen small signs that you were his mate, but he was filled with doubt and fear. Clouding his judgment and ability to see things clearly.”

      “Why didn’t he say anything to me?” I gasped, rapidly working to wrap my head around this new information.

      “He probably would have,” Sara answered, pulling me close. “I am sure you two would have talked this morning.”

      “If Kalika hadn’t swept in and lured him in with her powers,” Daegal shook his head, deep worry stretching across his features. “Which is why we have to go find him. Now.”

      “Okay,” I huffed, straightening my spine as I tried to pull myself together. “Let’s go help him. I’m still not entirely convinced, but I’ll trust you.”
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      Kalika and I were lounging in a hookah bar, sprawled across velvet cushions with glowing paper lanterns all around. My cheek perched on my hand as I laid at her side, looking up to admire her beauty as she puffed away at the smoke. It felt good to be back in her presence, enraptured in her beauty again as if nothing ever happened.

      I couldn’t recall how this came to happen. Something about it wasn’t right, but as I slipped in and out of time, I couldn’t put my finger on exactly what was going on.

      I kept replaying the events in my mind over and over. The beach. Jillian. The light out the window. The apartment. I took a walk. The alley… Kalika. But each memory was just a blur. The moment I thought I’d remember the meat of something, it’d slip away again. Like someone was ripping it from my hands and bringing my focus back to her.

      I felt out of control. Like a puppet flopping around while someone else pulled the strings. I knew there was something menacing deep down, but still, there was an overwhelming desire for Kalika. I needed to be with her and nothing else mattered.

      The jingling of someone entering the front doors caused Kalika’s eyes to widen and flame, but I couldn’t break my gaze from her. That is until I heard my dragon prince’s voice.

      “Kalika. Sebastian,” he nodded calmly, his voice low and stern. “May I have a word with you, brother?”

      “I am rather busy at the moment,” I answered him dutifully, still unable to tear my eyes away from her. The long snakey strands of her dark turquoise hair began to rise and her nostrils flared. She was not happy at the presence of my dragon clan.

      “You heard him, boys,” Kalika sneered. “Sebastian and I are together once again. So you’d better run along and go back to playing house with your inferior mortal women.”

      “What did you just call us!?” Carrie snapped, stepping out from behind Edvard’s protective stance.

      Kalika cackled, amused with Carrie’s bite. “You’d do well to bite your tongue, small mortal. I am royalty in our realm. You should bow when you address me.”

      “Yeah, well, Daegal is royalty too,” Sara quipped, her hand on her hip as she wagged her finger.

      Edvard crouched down in my direction as the women bickered back and forth. “Sebastian, we’re here to save you,” he whispered, keeping a careful watch on Kalika out of the side of his eyes.

      “I don’t need to be saved,” I hissed back. “I love Kalika.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous!” Gregor joined in from behind him. “You know you hate her after what she did to us! She has you under some kind of spell!”

      “Nonsense. I am here because I want to be. Now go! Before my lady and I take you out by force,” I commanded, drawing Kalika’s hands to my lips in loyalty.

      “It is bad enough you have taken by Kalika’s side,” Daegal shouted out to me boldly. “Aligning yourself with our enemy, Ludovic. But now you also threaten to fight us?” He shook his head mournfully. “Brother, how can you say you are not under a spell?”

      “Not to mention what you’ve put me through,” a meek voice rang out from behind my friends. I could not see her, but I knew the sound instantly. Jillian. I was pulled out of Kalika’s hypnotic trance, turning toward a voice that shook me to my core. The call of my true mate.

      The others pushed her forward, her eyes red and swollen as she stared at the ground, unable to look at me. Of course. It all came back to me so clearly the moment I saw her, shuddering at the pain I caused her. Kalika had threatened Jillian’s safety if I did not bend to her will, but the moment I went with her I fell under a powerful hold that made me devoted to her like a pet.

      “Jillian,” I whispered, wanting to explain and apologize for so many things, but as soon as her name crossed my lips, I felt a swift blow to the side of my body, flinging me to the other side of the room.

      “Edvard! Take the women to safety! Now!” I heard Daegal shout as I struggled to regain consciousness.

      “No!” Jillian called out with a blood-curdling scream. “I won’t leave him!”

      I reached for her as she tried to run to my side, but Edvard did as he was told and scooped her up as the other women hurried behind them, rushing out the door. Being near her again was all I needed to break Kalika’s hold and regain my strength. To know she would still run to my side after the terrible things she must have seen while I was hypnotized, lifted me up.

      Kalika rose in full dragon form. A tall and slender black sea serpent, specks and swirls of aqua glistening across her skin. As the glinting colors caught my eye, a flood of memories from our time together came back. I realized Kalika was never meant to be my love. Her colors and the dark glare in her eyes were only hints of what was to come. The same things that captivated me in Jillian’s paintings, but resting on the skin of a vile creature.

      My brothers roared behind her as they shifted, their muscles expanding with the whooshing sound of their wings breaking free behind them. Before they could fly forward to catch her, she was striking at me with a violent hiss. I stood boldly before her, refusing to back down to her intimidation, as I took my own dragon form.

      The moment my claws extended from my rapidly growing hands, I struck her across the face in fury for all the pain she had caused. She recoiled in pain with a terrible groan, flying back straight into the waiting arms of my clan.

      “You don’t belong here,” I bellowed deeply as they held her down. “Go back to what’s left of Ludovic’s old clan and stay in your dragon realm. Leave the humans alone.”

      “Weak dragon,” she crowed. “You have become too much like Daegal with his weakness for the mortals. You may be soft to their pathetic nature, but I see far too much potential in the enslavement of their kind to give up so easily. We will rise and fight you a thousand times more if that’s what it takes. We won’t rest until we have conquered this realm and our own, rising back to our rightful place of power.”

      I struck her again, clawing across her chest and biting at the side of her head as she writhed and cried out. I was powered by pure hatred, my force enough to shrivel her back down to her half-human form, quivering with weakness. My brothers released her, circling around me as we backed her into a corner, towering above her with hot breath flaring from our nostrils burning against her skin.

      “Do as you’re told and leave this place,” Daegal barked forcefully. “We swear to you… we have families in this realm now. You and your whole clan would do well to keep away. We will fight to the death to protect what we have found.”

      “Oh, we’re counting on that, dear Daegal. Believe me.” Her hands flew up in a spiteful surrender as her back hit the wall, cowering down before us. “I will do as you say for now,” she grinned, slicking her fingers across the blood trailing from the corner of her mouth. “But be warned… our quarrel is not over. Not by a long shot. It never ended. Ludovic’s clan will return with a raging dragon army, fully prepared to end you and conquer this land and the human race as our own.”

      Her wings quickly returned as she shattered through the nearest window, stumbling slightly in the air from her injuries before she flew off into the starry sky. The sea raged in the distance in response to the powers we harnessed as we collided with her, but we knew it would settle soon. Kalika’s threat of war hung heavy on us, but for now, all we wanted to do was return to our mates and go home.
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      Sara and the others had to hold me back as we stood across the street, anxiously waiting for our dragons to emerge now that the frightening roars had subsided, and we had seen Kalika cower off into the clouds. I couldn’t wait to rush back to Sebastian. The moment I saw the recognition return to his face as he turned away from Kalika to look at me, I knew the man I saw right then was not the same man by my side that morning or in my apartment. With one look he was able to return, breaking free from the deceptive hold she had on him.

      That was all I needed to be convinced that what we had was real and just as fated as the link between Sara and Daegal or Ella and Gregor. And now that I knew, I needed to be in his arms more than ever. No more doubts or secrets between us.

      Our dragon men marched from the now crumbling hookah bar, with several confused patrons crawling out behind them, trembling in fear from what they had just witnessed. We ran to them, even Carrie to Edvard, though she still refused to offer more than a hug.

      “Sebastian!” I cried breathlessly, squeezing my arms around his neck as my legs swung around his muscular torso. Once I was in his grip I pulled back, running my palm along the side of his face as I admired him, looking deep into his eyes, before my lips collided with his. “I’m so sorry,” I cried against his neck.

      “For what?” he scoffed, brushing my wet cheek with his thumb. “You have done absolutely nothing to be sorry for.”

      “I believed that you left me for Kalika,” I pleaded, squeezing him as close as I could. “I should have known you would never be unfaithful to me. Especially not with someone so evil and.”

      “Jillian,” he grinned with a whisper. “Have you figured it out yet?”

      I shook my head, still crying with happiness and relief.

      “We are fated,” he beamed. “You are my true mate. I claimed you as my own last night when we made love, and I wasn’t even fully aware of what I was doing.”

      I kissed him deeply, relishing his words as they rolled from his tongue. It was the kind of thing that would have terrified me once, but now that it was happening with him, I could feel how right it was for me, just as it had been for my friends. It was destiny for these four dragons to show up at our house on the beach, sending us all shooting forward on our preordained paths. Fated to pair off one by one, forming the perfect clan of dragons and mortals.
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      “I believe that’s everything,” Sebastian informed me with a clap of his hands as he boarded our boat, having just secured the last of our luggage in the storage bunkers.

      “I can’t believe this is finally happening!” I shrieked with a big smile, placing my hands around his face to pull him down for a kiss.

      “Ah! Look who it is!” He called out, motioning to our group of friends running toward the dock.

      “We couldn’t resist coming by to send you off!” Carrie shouted, running so fast to catch us that she stepped out of her flip flop. Edvard was close behind to offer a shoulder for her to steady herself on as he slid the shoe back to her foot.

      “We would’ve waited if we knew you were coming,” I smirked before releasing a heavy sigh. It was bittersweet to say farewell to our friends for now, but adventure awaited us out on the sea. And we were eager to be alone and celebrate our newfound love.

      “It won’t be easy to raise little dragons on that tiny boat,” Daegal remarked as Keanu darted towards the sea, causing big splashes of waves to travel over and crash across his mom and dad.

      “It’s not easy to raise little dragons anywhere!” Sara said as she gasped under the coldness of the water, wiping it from her eyes and mouth.

      “Oooohh wellll,” I sang awkwardly. “We’re not quite ready to settle down and have kids just yet.”

      “There is far too much more of the world we want to see before we think about little dragons,” Sebastian added nervously, still tensing up any time someone mentioned us having kids.

      “Don’t worry,” I whispered into his ear. “I’m not ready yet either.” He shot back a relieved smile and exhaled deeply.

      “I still don’t understand why you need a boat when you can swim,” Gregor huffed, suspiciously kicking at the side of the boat.

      “Well, not all of us can swim as well as you,” I laughed.

      “Yeah, humans not so good at worldwide swimming or breathing underwater, remember?” Ella quipped with a tone that implied this a reminder she had to give him frequently.

      “We better get going,” Sebastian said reluctantly.

      With one last embrace, we said goodbye to our dear friends and set off into the ocean. Ironically, our first planned stop was Madrid. So I would finally be going to Spain after all. I stood on the edge of the boat, looking out across the sparkling waves, marveling at how wonderful life had become.

      Suddenly, two hands spread across my eyes. “Guess who!”

      “Well there’s only one other person on this boat,” I chuckled, running my hands across his. As my sight returned, I felt a large stone being clasped against my chest. Looking down, I saw a large black gemstone, smoothed and polished into a perfect oval with glints of swirling blue and purple sparkling across its surface. “Sebastian!” I gasped. “It’s so beautiful!”

      “It is from the dragon realm,” he explained, securing the tie against the back of my neck. “I collected it, always admiring the colors but never feeling quite sure what I would do with it. Part of me deep down knew from the moment that I first looked at your paintings that I would be giving you this stone as a symbol of our bond.”

      “Thank you,” I wept softly, turning to pull his lips to mine.

      “We may not be traditional enough for a ring,” he quipped with that devilish smirk I loved. “But I wanted you to have something that represented our marriage.”

      “It’s perfect,” I pushed my forehead to his cheek, my heart overwhelmed with love for him as I stared out across the sea. It hadn’t been an easy or predictable road… but now here we were. Finally together with an exciting life of adventure before us.
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      “Look what came in the mail!” Sara shouted, waving a card through the air as she scurried over to the group gathered around the table. Carrie quickly snatched the postcard from her as she rushed by, holding it up to be the first one to read it.

      Dearest Dragon Clan and Fellow Female Friends,

      We are having the time of our lives traveling across the sea and around the world together. We wish that you all could join us, but we have collected many souvenirs for you on our trip. It seems Sebastian and I both have a hard time resisting trinkets from the places we love, so we have quite the collection to share. There are only two of you left now… dear Carrie and Edvard. Sebastian and I thought we’d surely be the last ones to admit to our fate together, but it seems you two have outlasted us. Maybe by the time we return, you will have figured it out?

      Love,

      Jillian and Sebastian

      Carrie quickly stuffed the postcard behind her, refusing to let anyone else read it.

      “Hey!” Sara shouted. “What are you doing!? I haven’t had a chance to read it yet!”

      “It was just for me,” she fibbed, anxiously sipping her coffee.

      “I clearly saw it was addressed to all of us!” Sara shot back, attempting to wrestle the note away from underneath her.

      Daegal stood stoically on the balcony as the girls shrieked and chased each other around behind him.

      “Something troubling you, dragon prince?” Gregor asked, joining him at his side.

      “What Kalika warned us about before she fled,” he sighed, staring blankly at the waters below. “It doesn’t sit well with me. Do you think Ludovic is still alive?”

      “It would not be unlike Kalika to throw out idle threats, especially when feeling defeated,” he offered reassuringly.

      “Something about it didn’t feel very idle. I fear that another war may be on the horizon for us. Only now we have more at stake than ever before,” Daegal turned as Sara gave up her fight with Carrie and retrieved a cake from the fridge.

      “Has anyone seen Keanu?” she shouted in exasperation.

      “Today is a day of celebration,” Gregor reminded him. “Your son’s third birthday. For now… let us relish in the happiness we have all found for just a short while longer.”

      Gregor placed a comforting palm to his dragon prince’s arm as they turned to join the others inside and sing happy birthday to little Keanu.
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        Thank you for reading The Alpha Dragon’s Bond. I hope you enjoyed it! If you did, may I ask you to please write a review HERE!

      

        

      
        It would mean the world to me. Reviews are very important and allow me to keep writing the books that you love to read!

      

        

      
        Join my newsletter to be the first to know about new releases! http://eepurl.com/ggrmKL
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            Also by Brittany White

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        If you wish to read the first and second book in Dragon Shifters of Kahului Series, CLICK HERE!

      

        

      
        Each of the books in this series has a new couple and a happy ending.
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        This alpha water dragon was sent to protect me.

        But he ended up destroying my life instead.

      

        

      
        I was laser-focused on becoming the best surfer.

        It’s why I lived in Kahului.

        Then four dragon shifters appeared out of nowhere.

        And turned my world upside down.

        I couldn’t stop thinking about one of them.

        Daegal Kingsford

        He was a prince.

        Destined to save the world.

        He claimed to be my soul mate and I let him take control of me.

        Little did I know that he’d get me pregnant.

        And then disappear.

        I had to keep our baby a secret from him.

        But I’m worried that once the king of dragons returns,

        He’ll want his family back.

        And he will not take no for an answer.

      

        

      
        DOWNLOAD HERE
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        This alpha dragon won’t stop at anything until he claims me.

      

        

      
        He’s the prince’s enforcer.

        Grey eyes, irresistibly strong, and obsessed.

        And me?

        I’m nothing if not an ordinary bookworm.

        Gregor is my fantasy.

        His intrusive eyes make me weak in the knees.

        I’m desperate for him.

        He’s supposed to be my savior.

        The danger lurking around might kill me.

        But he won’t let that happen.

        I belong to the prince’s enforcer.

        And he will do everything in his power to protect me.

      

        

      
        DOWNLOAD HERE
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            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Brittany White is the author of hot paranormal romance. She began writing short stories for family and friends. Her vivid imagination and love of mysteries and romance eventually led her to follow her dreams to become a published author.

      

        

      
        She is a mother of two beautiful girls who are obsessed with chocolates and donuts. She loves taking vacations and spending quality time at home with her family and friends.

      

        

      
        How to connect with me -

        Sign up to my newsletter and be the first to know about my new releases and free giveaways!

      

        

      
        You can also follow me on Amazon!

      

        

      
        Feel free to email me at brittany@brittanywhitebooks.com

      

        

      
        Love,

        Brittany White
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