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      Heath Cumberland didn’t want to be in Michigan. He certainly didn’t want to be anywhere near the row of cabins that had once been his home. Every memory he had of the place was stained in blood. He couldn’t think back to a time when he was happy because they were all tainted.

      Seeing his old friend’s face, jaw nearly on the ground, made Heath want to turn the truck around. His hand was on the gear shift. All it would take was a tap of the brake and a flick of his wrist, and he’d have it in reverse. Then he could leave Cole and his insufferable woman in the dust.

      A heavy stone fell in his gut. It trapped him. His eyes met Cole’s across the distance and Heath knew he was trapped. There was no backing out of this. He had to at least say hello.

      When Asher stumbled out of the door behind Cole and Jude, Heath’s stomach fell even further. He wasn’t looking for a family reunion. Heath had left them for a reason. Their faces reminded him of what he’d lost. How he was the only one who had faced a loss so great. In comparison, the rest had escaped the mutiny unscathed.

      Cole might bear scars from Alistair’s wrath, but that was nothing compared to Heath’s loss. If Cole even tried to compare the pain, Heath would rip his head off. Then Cole’s mate would know.

      Heath slammed the truck into park and let his head fall against the steering wheel. When his eyes drifted closed, images arose, completely unbidden. He could see her smile again. Bright as the sun over the lake. Her laughter ran in his ears and made his stomach twist in grief. Heath would rather have his nails ripped from his fingers than be on the shore of Lake Superior.

      Just when his grip on the gearshift tightened, his door was yanked open. A woman with voluminous brown hair looked up at him with a wolfish grin. She turned to the side, waving her arm in an invitation to step out of the truck. Heath grumbled something, shut off the truck, and shoved past Cole’s mate.

      She was a pushy woman. On the phone, she’d refused to take no for an answer. While being deliberately obtuse. Jude said there was something he needed to know. She refused to tell him exactly what it was until he agreed to visit. And she hadn’t even bothered to pay for his ticket home.

      “This is your new leader?” Heath grumbled at Cole and Asher.

      Asher leaned back against the cabin porch, arms crossed over his chest. “She got your ass to come back to Michigan. Didn’t she? I’d say she’s more than deserving of the title.”

      Heath bared his teeth. Asher didn’t even flinch. The littlest shifter was all grown up and a monster in his own right. Heath wondered when that had happened. Probably during his fight with the big Bear of the North, a massive Canadian bear shifter. Heath hadn’t paid to watch the fight but had been forced to watch it all the same when it played at the bar he was bouncing for.

      Asher had been on the floor, looking dazed as the Bear of the North beat the shit out of him. Heath remembered the way his heart jumped into his throat over his old friend’s safety. But he told himself that was the life Asher paid for. If Asher wanted to make money by getting his face kicked in, that was his choice, and the youngest shifter would have to deal with the consequences.

      In the end, Asher won that fight, proving that he didn’t need Heath’s concern.

      “Heath,” Cole said, his voice low and filled with all kinds of remorse.

      “Save your apologetic bullshit for someone who cares,” Heath snapped.

      Behind him came a threatening growl. He glanced over his shoulder to find Jude watching him with gold eyes. So that’s why she’d risen to the top. Gold dragons always found positions of power. If they weren’t murdered in their early years by other gold dragons.

      “Just because you found someone who might be a powerhouse, doesn’t mean we’re ready to face Alistair again. We can’t win against him and you kno—”

      “Just shut up for five minutes and listen to them,” Asher cut him off. His brows were flat over his pale eyes. The pain in them, as they flicked to the open waters, was unmistakable. It was guilt.

      Heath didn’t understand. Who would feel guilt over locking Alistair away? The monster that pretended to be their leader had tortured them all. He’d destroyed every scrap of happiness any of them ever found. Alistair had swayed Cole’s mind, beaten the smaller shifters, and killed the only woman Heath would ever be able to love.

      “This isn’t about Alistair,” Cole filled in. “It’s about Zane.”

      Heath’s stomach slapped the ground beneath him. Zane was another young shifter from their group. Heath hadn’t stayed to see where any of them went, and Zane had been silent for the past ten years. As far as Heath knew, Zane never tried to contact anyone from the clan.

      “Is he…dead?” The words hurt. Heath didn’t want to believe that one of them could be dead already, especially not someone as young and happy as Zane.

      Everyone looked to the water again. Jude scowled at the cabin to the left of Cole’s. The back end of the cabin was a mess. Scraps of wood sat on the ground, making Heath wonder what happened.

      “Zane isn’t dead,” Jude told him. “He’s been living Alistair’s prison sentence for the past ten years. Zane isn’t…he’s not happy, to say the least.”

      Silence washed over them. All Heath could hear was the hammer of his own heart, thumping against his ribs with a shattering force. Had he heard them correctly? Zane was in Alistair’s watery prison?

      “If Zane is…” Heath couldn’t finish the sentence. He just couldn’t bring himself to say it out loud. The implications terrified him more than he liked to admit.

      His beast rose with a vicious growl, though. The sound rumbled between the row of cabins and shook the thin walls. Heath’s beast would destroy the man who walked free.

      “How?” he growled. He needed answers. Despite his fear and his anger, his need for vengeance, was stronger.

      They filled him in on everything. From Sybil’s betrayal to her black magic that changed Alistair’s personality. Now that Sybil was dying, she was trying to make amends. What could a witch do to make up for trusting a monster, though? Heath didn’t care that she’d used a portion of her soul to bind Alistair from harming anyone else. It wasn’t enough. Alistair should have been suffering in the lake. He should have been trapped. But, he wasn’t. He was roaming the earth with a new name and a new life.

      Heath wanted to roar. He wanted to break the earth and find Alistair. The man still needed to pay for what he took from Heath. His whole future was gone now. Everything he’d  ever looked forward to was now nothing more than sand in his hands. It’d slipped through his fingers so easily.

      She’d been human. Breakable. Alistair had known that and used her fragility to his advantage. It’d taken seconds to break her neck, to break Heath.

      “Zane was… changed by Sybil’s spell,” Jude informed him. “We need all hands on deck when we get him out of the lake because it’s going to be rocky for a while.”

      Heath couldn’t bear to listen to them anymore. All three were trying to talk at once and it became a cacophonic mess, making Heath’s head spin. He fed them an excuse and stormed down the gravel drive toward his cabin.

      Pain was Heath’s state of being. He breathed it each morning when he woke alone, in an empty apartment. He lived it when he spoke to the ghost in his living room. She wasn’t a real ghost, but an apparition of his making that made him feel a little less lonely.

      Staying would be painful, but he could bear it. He could do it to help Zane. After that, Heath would hunt the monster that ruined his life. He would make sure Alistair paid…

      Heath stepped between the wrecked cabin and his and saw a darkened silhouette. His heart stopped, for before him was an actual ghost. Marnie looked out over the water as if she were waiting for him. He took a step forward when the silhouette moved. She turned and the ghost of his mate vanished.

      In its place was a woman. A plain and normal woman.

      No, she was a shifter. The air around her smelled of lilacs and irises. He couldn’t tell what kind of shifter smelled like that, but he would bet his money on dragon.
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        * * *

      

      Buffy hated giant bodies of water. She could barely stand swimming pools. But when she saw him, standing between the cabins and staring at her like the world had just stopped spinning, she thought that maybe this vacation would be worth it after all.

      She turned away from the lake that gave her the heebie-jeebies and approached the mystery man. The closer she stepped, the more his face fell until it was a darkened grimace. Her stomach flipped.

      She didn’t look that bad today. Sure, the humidity was doing horrific things to her hair, and she hadn’t put on any make-up that morning, but Buffy didn’t think she was ugly. She certainly didn’t think she was deserving of that kind of look. He sidestepped her and gave her a brief nod before disappearing into the cabin to the left of hers.

      Watching him go left her feeling bereft, like she’d missed out on something important.

      Before Buffy could chase after him and demand to know why he gave her such a rude look, Jude appeared. Her old friend grinned the smile that said she was up to something. Buffy had seen it too many times over the years. It always preceded some sort of punishment.

      “You’re up to something,” Buffy said.

      Jude tried to play innocent, but it wasn’t a look she could pull off very well. While Jude wasn’t going to explain her plans to Buffy, at least Buffy knew to keep an eye out. When Jude invited her to visit the lake shore, Buffy had been hesitant at first.

      They’d both grown up alone. Jude was an exile from her large clan of dragon shifters while Buffy knew nothing about the world of dragons. Meeting Jude had been a life saver. Though Jude was no longer a part of the world she’d come from, she still had all sorts of information that Buffy needed.

      Buffy’s mother was never apologetic about how Buffy came into this world. The product of a one-night stand, Buffy was her mother’s greatest love. Her mother had always done her best, but when Buffy turned out to be a dragon shifter, their life became strange and unpredictable. Buffy was stronger than every man invited into the house.

      The maintenance men employed by the apartment complex were always bothered by it when Buffy could carry heavy parts or turn a stuck wrench. Over the years, Buffy had to hide what she was while also exploring that part of herself. It was a strange mix that was probably the reason for what was happening now.

      Buffy wasn’t going to accept Jude’s proposition for a cheap vacation, but the blackouts were getting the best of her. They were stretching long into the night, happening more frequently. She knew it was her beast, but her strained relationship with that part of herself meant that she didn’t know why her dragon was causing the blackouts. The beast didn’t talk to her.

      Jude bounded toward her. “I was going to go out on the water with Cole. You should join us!”

      Buffy took one look out over the lake and immediately shook her head. She kept her smile in place, even though the idea of being on the water terrified her. The lake was gorgeous, but there was no way Buffy was going to set a single foot in it. Or on it.

      “How about we make some margaritas?” Jude asked, excited.

      Buffy caught movement out of the corner of her eye. Her attention was drawn back toward her silent neighbor. The shadows over his eyes beckoned her. If she could make him laugh or maybe even get a small smile out of him, she was sure she could chase that darkness away. Her heart tightened in her chest. Unexpected hope made her breath come short.

      “I’m tired,” Buffy lied. “I think I’m going to get settled in and maybe read a book in the sun or something.”

      Jude looked disappointed. Buffy didn’t know why it was such a big deal. They could hang out later and do something else. The two of them were good at having fun with what little they had at their disposal. They’d made up their own card games and discovered some fun drinking games that involved a stump, some nails, and a hammer.

      When Jude’s face fell, shame hit Buffy in the gut. It’d been four years since she’d last seen her friend. They should have hung out. Margaritas would have been fun. Yet, Buffy wanted nothing more than to track down her mysterious neighbor.

      When Jude’s mate, a tall, dark, and tattooed dragon shifter sidled up to her, Buffy didn’t feel as bad. It made it easier to ignore the reproaching look Jude was giving her. The way Cole touched Jude was like he had been away for a decade and not ten minutes. Buffy didn’t feel as bad when Cole drew Jude away with his tender touching.

      Buffy didn’t want to have to watch them act like that all day. That wasn’t too much to ask, right?

      Buffy shrugged and made her way inside. The cabin was sparsely furnished, which was good because there was almost no space inside. The kitchen was nothing more than a fridge, a small counter, and a bar sink. Across from it was a metal table with two small chairs. Buffy sighed and put on a pot of coffee.

      She would just have to make do with the great outdoors. She was a dragon shifter, after all. This would be the vacation where she gave her beast the chance to stretch its wings. Living life as a human meant that she had stifled her dragon. The creature was probably disgruntled and cramped.

      Buffy listened to the water in the machine begin to heat. She should have asked her beast how it felt about the lake and the land around it, but she turned her attention to the man next door instead. Peeling aside the daffodil yellow curtain over the window, she peered at the cabin. There wasn’t a sign of movement, and that disappointed her.

      Her new neighbor was studly as hell. She would have liked to have at least exchanged names with him. Jude would have known his name, Cole for sure. Buffy had heard them talking. She hadn’t wanted to interrupt the heated conversation, and so she’d kept to herself.

      This didn’t seem like a vacation for her neighbor. Jude and Cole wanted something from him. The neighbor didn’t seem to want to give whatever they were asking for. Which shouldn’t surprise anyone. Jude could ask a lot of people.

      This wasn’t just some vacation.

      Jude and Cole were up to something. Buffy sighed. She really needed a vacation. Her beast needed a chance to stretch, to fly. This was her last chance to make things right between her and her beast. If Jude’s plans got in the way, then Buffy wasn’t sure what she was going to do. If she let the beast continue stealing hours from her, then there was a chance Buffy would endanger every shifter in the world.

      If the beast shifted and was caught, there was no explaining away a dragon the way there was a wolf. Humans would always assume a wolf shifter was a lost dog. It happened every time. She’d seen a lion shifter get mistaken for an escaped zoo lion once. Humans never thought of the supernatural explanations.

      But a dragon? No lizard was as large as a dragon.

      Buffy just wanted a chance to relax. A chance to be a whole person.

      Was that too much to ask?
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      Of course, the gold dragon brought reinforcements, Heath thought to himself. He slammed the cabin door behind him. The woman standing by the shore was probably a friend from Jude’s old clan. If Jude wanted to maintain power here, she would need shifters who backed her. Having friends from her old clan would make sure that there were always more shifters on her side.

      Why Heath cared was beyond him. He was just angry at himself. He was angry that he’d let himself believe Marnie could be there. His mate had been dead for years. Ten very long and lonely years.

      He ran his hands over his face. He thought he was done seeing her everywhere. The ghost he talked to in his empty apartment reminded him that he would never see her alive again. And, yet, he’d let himself believe for a foolish moment that he could have her back.

      Hands falling away from his face, he let loose a roar. It shook the thin walls around him. The shifters outside could probably hear him, but he didn’t care. He was seconds away from rampaging through each cabin. It would have felt good to squash the memories of home with his great claws.

      “Whoa! Is everything okay in here?” The front door swung open. The woman from next door stood in the doorway, eyes wide.

      They were a soft, lilac grey and twisted his heart when they captivated him. His breath stuck in his chest. He should have slammed the door in her face or growled at her to leave, but Heath couldn’t move. He was trapped where he stood.

      The woman craned her neck to see inside. Her ash blonde curls flopped around her chin. They were held back by a folded bandana knotted at the top of her head. When she found nothing wrong, her dark brows flattened.

      She reminded him of Marnie in so many strange ways. The shape of her hair, though it wasn’t the same color, rendered this woman in a similar silhouette. Marnie had never been one for headbands, either. And her eyes had been dark, where this woman’s eyes were bright and rimmed by dark lashes.

      “Have you ever heard of intruding?” Heath finally croaked.

      She looked down at her feet, which were firmly planted outside the doorway.

      He sighed, shoulders slumping. “I closed the door for a reason.”

      She gave a wry smile. “It was open. All I did was give it a push. Are you sure everything is alright over here? I heard a scream.”

      “It wasn’t a scream,” Heath said with a scowl. A roar definitely was not a scream. He wasn’t the kind of guy who screamed.

      “Oh, well. I heard…a very loud sound that came from you. Concerned for your safety, I came to make sure you were alright. Since you are being argumentative, I’m going to assume that you’re unharmed.” Her eyes were narrowed at him. The simple choice of words mocked him. Like she had to spell everything out for him.

      He was going to throw her back into her own cabin and bar the damn door if this is what he had to put up with for the next few days. She seemed to take the hint because she began to turn away from the front door. He was about to breathe a sigh of relief when she hesitated.

      “I’m Buffy, by the way,” she said over her shoulder before leaving.

      Who was named Buffy? He knew it was a big name on TV from that one show two decades ago, but that wasn’t a name anyone had in real life. At least, not anyone Heath had ever run into. Maybe he was being an ass. How many times had women asked him if he was as sweet as the candy bar?

      People didn’t have much control over their names. They were assigned at birth. Nicknames were often given by friends and relatives.

      Now, Heath felt like an ass. He wondered why he cared about the woman’s feelings at all. They were nothing more than neighbors. There would never be anything else between them. Heath already had his one chance at happiness. His forever had been cut short.

      This woman was just a woman. Just a neighbor. He had nothing to fear.

      Resigning himself to playing nice, he followed the woman out. “My name is Heath.”

      She paused, raising a hand to hold back her hair as the wind toyed with it. A wide smile brightened her face and slapped Heath. He wasn’t prepared for the way his beast reacted to her. He hadn’t felt this way about anyone. Not since…

      Before she could say anything more or move an inch closer, Heath spun and booked it back into his cabin. His breath came fast, heart racing. This wasn’t how he should have felt. He’d spoken to hundreds of women at his job, almost all of them trying to flirt with him. No one had ever stirred him the way Buffy just did.

      It scared him.

      He didn’t want to be here. He didn’t want to be near this lake, near these cabins, or near that woman. This was all a huge mistake. He never should have set foot in Michigan ever again. The state was dead to him. His clan was dead. Cole and Asher’s attempt to revive it made it into something new, a clan that Heath didn’t have to be a part of.

      But he saw the water outside a cabin window. Zane was down there. The young and sly shifter was trapped against his will. Heath would stay just long enough to see Zane freed. If Zane had plans of revenge, Heath would stand in the path of his friend’s rampage.

      If he was lucky, Zane would kill him. Then he could be with Marnie like he was meant to be.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Buffy couldn’t figure out what Heath’s problem was. One moment he was perfectly friendly and the next he’d returned to being an absolute caveman. She was starting to suspect that caveman was his default nature. Anything else was a blip in his genetic definition.

      Despite his behavior, she still couldn’t help wanting another glimpse of him. He might not be nice when he opened his mouth, but he was still damn fine to look at. She could give her beast that much, at least. The beast wanted a big ol’ bite of him. If she let the creature take control, it would pursue him.

      It was just another example of the disconnect between Buffy and her beast. The creature was infatuated with a man who clearly wanted little to do with her. Buffy knew Heath wouldn’t give her the attention she wanted. He wouldn’t be affectionate or tender or romantic. If her beast got what it wanted, Heath would be rough and demanding and ask more than she was probably willing to give.

      She slumped in the small kitchen chair and rested her chin in her palms, pouting. She curled her toes and uncurled them. There was a book on the counter with a bookmark in it. If she dragged a porch chair into the sun, maybe she could lose herself in the heat and story. Maybe then she wouldn’t think about the caveman next door.

      But that seemed so far away. Heath’s roar echoed in her mind. She knew she’d heard it, even if he tried to brush it off. Buffy wanted to know what had caused it, what pain lay behind that scream. The way he’d looked at her, how she watched his joy die on his face when she stepped closer, made her wonder if there was a reason for his sour attitude.

      She shook herself. There was no way she could waste her day thinking about a man who wasn’t interested. It was pointless. She snatched the book from the counter and went outside to grab a chair from the porch.

      The sun was bright and warm, a perfect summer day. Buffy settled down into the chair. She crossed one leg over the other and cracked open her book. The spine creaked and the pages beckoned, but her gaze drifted past the story in her lap.

      On the edge of the lake stood a familiar figure. Heath, her new neighbor, had his hands in his pockets, chin tilted toward his chest while he regarded the lake’s surface. She could see his lips moving but was too far away to hear what he was saying. When he shook his head and rubbed his hand along the scruff on his jaw, it looked like he was having a conversation with someone. Yet, there was no one standing beside him.

      Buffy wanted to lean forward and listen in, but she was too embarrassed. If Heath turned and saw her watching, she would want to crawl into the ground just to hide.

      “What are you reading? Is that a steamy romance?” Asher, the MMA fighter and dragon shifter, plopped on the ground beside her.

      Buffy squealed in surprise, clutching the book to her chest. Asher let out a laugh and exposed his dimples when he smirked. She would have tried to wring his neck for that had he not been a trained fighter.

      “It’s not a romance. It’s a mystery,” she clarified.

      He reached for the book and twisted it so he could see the cover. On it was a dark, tree-filled background behind the title in bold lettering.

      His shoulders fell. “I’m a little disappointed. I wanted more corsets. More dudes with long hair flowing in the wind.”

      Buffy tried to find Heath, but he’d disappeared. He wasn’t at the lake’s edge anymore. All trace of him simply vanished into thin air. She hadn’t heard him leave or even glimpsed a bit of movement. He was just gone.

      Damn, he was a slippery shifter.

      “I guess I wanted to know what all the hype was about. I don’t get why the ladies are always reading romance books when real men actually exist. Why wouldn’t you just go out with a real dude?”

      Buffy rolled her eyes. When she held up the book, she told Asher, “I read these because not-real men are better than the real men. The only questions they ask is how they can please a woman. If you’re bothered by that, maybe you should try harder to find the clitoris.”

      Asher was silent. His expression was pleasant, but she saw the subtle twitch of the corner of his eye. She grinned and leaned back in her seat, satisfied with her retort.

      “Besides,” she continued. “This isn’t a romance. It’s a murder mystery, which means I’m learning how to kill a man and get away with it.”

      “I’m starting to see why you’re Jude’s friend. How long have the two of you known each other? And who was like this before the other picked up the attitude? I’d put my money on Jude.”

      If Buffy rolled her eyes any more, she’d see the inside of her skull. Setting the book aside, she gave her attention to Asher like he wanted. Buffy was starting to wonder if this vacation was just Jude’s attempt to play bachelorette with her. When Jude and Cole returned from their boat ride, they would magically have another suitor.

      Buffy didn’t want a new mystery man or this pervasive MMA fighter. She thought of sneaky Heath probably hiding in his cabin once more. The mournful shadows that filled his eyes made her want to cast light on everything. She knew that the brighter the light, the darker the shadows, but there would always be the urge to see just how much light she could flood the world with.

      Her mother always asked her to bring happiness to the world. She told little Buffy that the world could be a good place as long as everyone tried once a day to shine a little light. Her mother worked so hard to make sure their home was a place where no shadows could follow Buffy. She liked to carry her mother’s theory with her at all times.

      Buffy was usually the kind of person to pay for the order behind her in the drive thru. She paid for people’s past-due bills at libraries and brought cookies to work every Thursday. If she could, she would chase Heath’s shadows out herself, evicting his demons while she clapped a wooden spoon on a metal pot.

      “Earth to Buffy,” Asher said. “I was asking you if you wanted to get coffee in town.”

      She lurched to her feet. “My coffee!”

      She’d forgotten the pot in the cabin. When she rushed inside, the smell of burnt coffee permeated the air. It made her cringe and cover her nose. Disappointed, she poured the singed coffee down the drain.

      Asher appeared in the doorway, casually leaning against the frame. “Like I said, coffee?”

      She sighed with defeat. While she could make another pot, she couldn’t stand the smell of the cabin. The space was too small, the scent too strong. It made the space between her eyes ache.

      “Did someone say coffee?” Heath asked.

      Buffy leaned back and saw Heath outside. He didn’t look at either of them, his face turned away like he was trying to be Mr. Cool. It just made him look like Mr. Frigid. The cold distance wasn’t just reserved for her. He kept Asher at an arm’s length, too. When Asher moved to throw his arm over Heath’s shoulder, Heath quickly sidestepped the touch.

      Asher’s face revealed the hurt it caused, but only for a second. Then his carefree guise was back in place. He cocked his head, let his lips curl into an annoying smirk, and tossed his keys in the air.

      “Then let’s get this show on the road!”

      They piled into Asher’s massive SUV. It was practically a giant box on wheels. He treated it like a beloved pet, stroking the hood before getting behind the wheel. Heath watched Asher’s display with confusion.

      “It’s just a car,” Heath whispered, probably to himself.

      “Are you telling me you’ve never treated a car like a woman?” Buffy asked, her voice low to keep her question between them. “A lot of guys do it.”

      “Never in my life. A car is a car. A woman is a person.”

      Heath yanked open the passenger door and threw himself into the seat with all the gusto of a sulking teenager. Her stomach fluttered at his words, a sentiment that not many men understood. Yet, she was put off by his behavior. It was like he hated everything about this place and didn’t want to be left alone in it. She just wished he could better control his mood.

      He didn’t have to be a sullen brat all the time.

      Buffy caught herself. She wasn’t the kind of person to judge people. Her mother always warned her that she didn’t know a person’s life until she walked a mile in their shoes. People liked to judge single mothers, but Buffy’s mom never let that bother her. She just wished them the best. Her mother knew that people said mean things when their lives were in bad places.

      Heath had his reasons for the way he was. Buffy had to make peace with that until she understood them. And she desperately wanted to. She never wanted to understand anyone more than she wanted to know Heath. He was a closed book she was eagerly waiting to open.

      Just how she would get him to open, she wasn’t sure.
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      Heath didn’t know what he was doing. Only that he couldn’t stand being left alone in his old cabin. Of all the cabins he had to take, it was his. Every corner of it reminded him of Marnie. He saw her on the bed, at the table. It didn’t matter that everything was new. She was still there, like her spirit was permeating the walls.

      Only when he heard Buffy deliver a searing retort to Asher did Marnie’s spirit vanish. Heath leaned against the window and listened to Asher try to be suave. The man was only succeeding in sticking his foot into his mouth. Heath wondered how the young shifter had ever seduced a woman.

      Heath guessed all he had to do was flash his championship titles and his bank accounts. Women searching for access to fame would clamber all over him if he did that. Heath didn’t have to tell his friend that it would never buy him true affection or even love. Nothing good would ever come of relationships like that.

      Asher tapped his fingers on the wheel as he listened to music in a foreign language. He even made the attempt to sing along, but it was clear Asher didn’t know the words. The young shifter’s attitude had changed drastically. Heath had the feeling that Asher didn’t want to be alone, either.

      He couldn’t have been the third wheel in Cole and Jude’s relationship for long. As far as Heath knew, that relationship was relatively young. Heath wished he could offer Cole nice words, but only bitterness rose. It singed his throat and turned his heart sour. He could find nothing to say that wouldn’t come out wrong.

      At least Asher’s horrible singing could fill the void for a short while. The trip into town wasn’t long, but Heath didn’t watch the scenery fly past. He didn’t look out and reminisce about the places he’d been. Instead, he kept stealing glances at the woman in the back seat.

      The bow at the top of her bandana was coming undone. She stared out the window with sorrow on her face. Heath wondered what she was thinking about, where her mind took her when she wasn’t serving insults to Asher.

      When her eyes met his in the rearview mirror, his heart stopped. He quickly looked away, but not before he caught the corners of her lips rise into a small smile. When his heart started again, it thumped out of beat.

      Why the woman kept drawing his attention, he didn’t know. Maybe it was the shape of her and how it reminded him of Marnie. Nothing else did, though. Buffy was a modern woman. She had a rose gold hoop in her septum and another small hoop on the top of her right ear. Her shorts were too short for his taste and her shirt had a feminist slogan emblazoned across the front in a funky script.

      His mate had been more traditional. She’d liked long skirts and denim jackets. No holes graced her skin. The only needles she’d ever used had been for her condition. She’d been…his everything.

      He pinched the bridge of his nose.

      Getting Marnie off his mind would take a miracle. While she only haunted him in his apartment back in Wisconsin, here she was everywhere he turned.

      “What kind of coffee place are you taking us to?” Buffy asked. She gripped the seats ahead of her and pulled herself forward.

      Heath furrowed his brow. “Last I knew, there was only a donut shop that served stale coffee. It’s not like the town has one of those big-name coffee houses.”

      Buffy wrinkled her nose. “I abandoned my book for stale coffee?”

      “Would the two of you shut up?” Asher groaned, cutting off his horrible karaoke session. “It’s been ten years since you visited, Heath. Things have changed. I promise you will not have to suffer through stale coffee, Buffy. You might have to play nice with the local pack, but that’s all.”

      Last Heath knew, the pack was run by a tyrant. They drifted through the streets of the town on motorcycles, causing mayhem wherever they went. When they reached town, Heath saw the gang’s motorcycles. What surprised him was when he saw a leather-clad shifter helping an old woman put her trash in the oversized bin.

      A lot sure had changed while he was gone.

      “Who runs this pack now? Mr. Rogers?”

      Asher shook his head. “Some dickhead tiger shifter. I forget his name. It has something to do with Shakespeare. Hamlet, Romeo, something like that.”

      Asher’s obtuse hints didn’t ring a bell. The change Heath saw in the town was pleasant, though. While the dragons had fled, the pack had flourished. They probably had no idea that their existence had been threatened ten years ago. Alistair wanted to start with them. He would have wiped the pack out if they tried to fight against him.

      Heath and the others had saved them from ever knowing there was a problem. They’d paid the price, though.

      He sucked in a deep breath, trying to chase away the memories. There was no shaking them. They lived in his mind, rising with every breath, every beat of his heart. Leaving them behind felt impossible until Buffy tapped his shoulder.

      She looked up at him with open honesty and a bit of a smirk. “What’s your favorite coffee? Please tell me it’s something ridiculously frilly. I love when men like so-called girly drinks.”

      He stared down at her, completely shaken by the off-the-wall question. By the time he could think, he realized he didn’t have an answer for her. “I drink whatever I can get.”

      She scowled. “That’s boring. Next time, lie and tell me you like a cereal milk latte with extra ice or something just as dumb.”

      “Cereal milk?”

      Her face lit up again. “Oh, yeah. It’s totally a thing. I saw it on TV once. A barista let one of those cereals with the dry marshmallows soak in the cream before straining it and using it to sweeten espresso. Sounds delicious, honestly. You have to admit it sounds like a great way to start a Saturday morning. Add some old cartoons in there, too. Like from the eighties.”

      Heath couldn’t help but laugh. Her ramble was so cheery that the lightness of it lifted him, too. Even Asher was laughing.

      “Don’t tell me,” she began when she turned to Asher. “You like your coffee black as the night. Preferably some expensive fair-trade coffee bean so you can brag to all the women that you’re doing something good for the world.”

      “I already hate you,” Asher said with a chuckle.

      She narrowed her eyes, a triumphant grin taking over her lips. “I knew it.”

      “What? That I hated you? Because that’s a lie.”

      “Pfft, I meant the coffee. You can’t hate me. No one can hate me.”

      Heath listened to the banter and felt his lungs tighten. He couldn’t figure where the sensation was coming from. Trying to distract himself, he looked out the window, but that didn’t work. His beast shook itself and rose to the surface. He tried to cram the creature back down, but the growl that filled it began to seep out of him, too.

      Both Buffy and Asher quieted. Heath could feel their gazes on him. He had nothing to say. There was no explanation for his beast’s behavior or why it stopped when they ceased teasing each other. Heath wanted to go back to his shitty apartment in Wisconsin. He wanted to go back to throwing drunk losers out of bars and sleeping while the sun was in the sky.

      Being back in Michigan was tearing him apart. He didn’t understand anything anymore.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Buffy watched Heath out of the corner of her eye. He was nursing a hot coffee, which disappointed her a little. It was laden with all sorts of flavored syrups, but she wished he would let loose a little and enjoy something more fun. The temperatures outside were too high for a hot coffee. Not to mention the humidity.

      He kept one hand around the drink, like it anchored him to the moment because without it he would drift away in his own thoughts. It was like he wasn’t even with them. Only when she prodded him did he return to the conversation.

      What was it that he was seeing? Jude had told her that the dragon clan here had lived through hell, but she hadn’t offered anything more than that. Buffy felt like she was missing a huge piece of the puzzle. If she could get it out of one of them, maybe she would understand why all these men were damaged.

      Asher was good at acting like he wasn’t a mess, but no one got punched in the face for a living if they had their shit together. Besides, he was too greedy for attention. The men on either side of her were two very different kinds of broken.

      All she could do was keep the conversation going. Only then did either of them seem normal.

      “That’s not a cereal milk latte,” Asher noted.

      “Nope. This café doesn’t offer them. This is an oatmeal butterscotch latte.” Buffy grinned and sipped her iced drink.

      Both Asher and Heath looked at her like she’d lost her mind. She didn’t care, it was absolutely delicious. Life was full of simple pleasures like food and sunsets. To miss out on them was to deny a full life. There was no way she would lose this opportunity just because they thought oatmeal was a weird flavor.

      “I bet it tastes like those cookies your grandma used to make,” Asher declared.

      Heath’s jaw dropped. The look of stunned shock was more emotion than she’d ever seen cross his face. “I’d forgotten about those cookies,” he whispered.

      “Do you have a recipe?” Buffy asked. “I could try to make them for you. I like to make cookies on the weekend. I’m great at it. You could ask my co-workers.”

      Heath opened his mouth then closed it. Disappointment weighed his features. “I don’t have anything of hers. When it all happened…well, I left Michigan too quickly. Everything that was here when I left is probably gone.”

      Buffy’s heart ached for him, but she also wondered what made him leave so quickly. Why couldn’t he stay long enough to see that his things were taken care of. Especially stuff like his grandmother’s recipes. Buffy couldn’t imagine having to flee her home.

      No. She could. As much as she liked to ignore her beast’s behavior, there was no forgetting that it liked to push her boundaries. When she lost time, the beast was cavorting around. There had been many nights where she worried that the beast would shift and give away her identity.

      Some towns were okay with shifters. They were like an insider secret. The town that Buffy lived in wasn’t like that. Every time the beast took over, there was a chance that someone would find out what she was. Then she would have to flee and start over.

      It wasn’t something Buffy had ever had to do. She hoped she never would. If all went well and she found time to relax, then maybe the blackouts would stop. She only wished her beast would speak to her. The creature’s silence was shattering. That was why Buffy chose to read so much. She read anything and everything she could get her hands on to fill the void of silence that should have held her beast’s voice.

      Her throat closed. She drew her chin up and brought a forced smile to her lips. Heath watched her warily. All she could do was turn her face away from him. For a couple of hours, she’d lost track of her own problems. It’d been nice, but she couldn’t escape them. Not forever. She needed to heal.

      Then this would end. But how did one go about healing? Buffy was too embarrassed to ask the dragon shifters around her. It felt like she was somehow defective. If they told her that she was unfixable and pulled away, she knew her beast would take over more often. The creature would hide Buffy’s pain with a blackout. Those were the only times that Buffy couldn’t feel.

      “Cookies,” she said absentmindedly. “I could look up a recipe. Maybe make a few test batches. You never know. We might figure out the recipe on our own.”

      Heath offered a warm smile and nodded.

      Buffy kind of wished Asher wasn’t there. He filled the air with useless chatter. While it would have helped keep her distracted any other time, she could see that Asher’s talking was giving Heath an excuse to stay quiet. There was no way she’d ever learn more about Heath if he never spoke.

      The cookies would be the way she made Heath open up. That was how she would get him alone. Sweetening his surly disposition would help her understand why he was…well, the way he was.

      “So, Buffy,” Asher began. “Would you like to see more of the town?”

      “I wouldn’t mind going for a drive around. The neighborhoods are probably beautiful.”

      Asher pursed his lips before meeting her eyes. “Well, I meant something a little more personal. We could go on a tour of the town. Just you and me. I could get us a reservation at a nice restaurant then we could stop at an ice-cream shop. There’s an amazing one just outside of town. We could end the night with a walk along the lake.”

      Buffy tilted her head. Before she could say anything, a soft growl came from Heath. Just like it had in the dumb car. Buffy pretended not to notice, but the sound was like music to her beast. The creature rose and filled her with its presence. Buffy fought to keep from gasping.

      The desire and need that rushed through her was all consuming. She squeezed her legs together to hide the wetness pooling between them. Sneaking a glance at Heath, she found him glaring at Asher. The look of heat in his eyes, like dragonfire, was unmistakable.

      What was it about him that made her feel this way? Why did he react like that around her? Buffy was tempted to run around the café and see if others would ask her out just to test if that was why Heath growled. Was it her? Or was it simply Asher that he was upset with?

      The cookies, she thought again. They would be the key to his story.
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      “I just want you to know…” Heath began. It felt strange talking to the open air. This was his second attempt to get Zane’s attention. He kept his eyes on the water, on Zane who was somewhere in the blue depths. “I just wanted you to know that none of us ever meant for this to happen. Cole and his new mate are doing their best to save you. I hope that means something to you.”

      He shook his head. This was madness. There was no way it could be Zane in the water. The prison had been meant for Alistair. Heath had been there when they’d trapped Alistair with it. The witch, Sybil, couldn’t be powerful enough to swap the two. Could she?

      It wasn’t right that his friend had been punished. Ten years was far too long to suffer like that. Heath knew what it was like to hurt every day, to wake to an inescapable pain.

      There was no moon tonight, but Heath still couldn’t sleep. The darkness kept the ghosts from haunting him, but his worry over his beast had him tossing and turning. He’d thought that coming out to speak to Zane might help him relax. If he got a sign that Zane was listening, he might have felt better.

      Zane never responded. Heath’s beast never explained itself. Both left Heath confused and irritated. He threw his hands in the air, wondering what he thought he’d get out of this anyway. Zane hadn’t given any kind of sign the day before, when Heath came out to talk to him. Heath shouldn’t have expected a change now.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he caught movement. At first, he couldn’t make it out. Heath had to draw his beast to the surface and borrow its power. When his eyes began to change, taking on a beastly shape, he could see the outline of another dragon. It slunk slowly, low to the ground as it crept around the cabin.

      Heath waited for his beast to leap to action or at least feel threatened, but the feeling never came. He stayed languid; the beast only curious about the shape. The lack of hostility in his beast made him wonder what was going on. This wasn’t one of Zane’s water-beasts that Cole told him about earlier in the day.

      The shape seemed solid and, strangely enough, it seemed afraid. The creature, growing clearer and clearer by the moment, swung its head to the side as if taking in its surroundings. Its footsteps were light. He couldn’t hear it move at all.

      Once his eyes finished shifting forms, he could see the ridge of pearlescent horns flowing back from the lavender colored beast’s brow. It was beautiful in a delicate kind of way. Its neck was swan-like. He imagined the beast could sleep with its head tucked under its wing. The thought brought a smile to his lips.

      He didn’t realize he’d made a sound until the beast’s head snapped up. They locked eyes. The beast froze. Heath tried to hold his breath, to steady his heart. Anything to keep the creature from running away. For some reason, he didn’t want to scare her. The idea of frightening the lavender beast filled him with shame.

      She was delicate, like a scared kitten. A kitten he wanted to take home.

      What was this feeling? Heath never attached himself to anything. He wasn’t the kind of guy to want to get involved with anyone’s life. There was a reason he never contacted any of his other clanmates. It was the same reason he threw away the phone numbers women passed him at the end of his work shift.

      Heath was better off alone.

      Then, the lavender beast galloped forward. Heath’s heart lurched, and the beast collided with him. He waited for her to strike, but when the creature wrapped its elegant neck over his shoulder in a hug-like embrace, he stilled.

      “B-B-Buffy?” He wasn’t sure if this beast was his perky neighbor. It seemed likely, but he didn’t want to make assumptions.

      The creature purred. The sound vibrated along his back, a comforting sensation that tried to uncoil the tension pooling between his shoulders. He let out a breath and sank into the lavender beast. Together, they dropped to the ground.

      Heath should have gone back to his cabin and left this beast to her nightly prowl, but he couldn’t get himself to leave. He couldn’t move. His hands wrapped around the short horns above her brow when she settled her head on his lap. His own beast fell away. It was content, more at ease than it had ever been in the last ten years.

      His worries and fears left with his beast. The darkness of the night wrapped around them like a blanket. The cabin was only a few feet away, but the thought of leaving the circle of comfort with this lavender beast seemed appalling. There was nowhere else he’d rather be.

      Finally, sleep came to claim him.
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        * * *

      

      “What am I doing here?” Buffy shrieked. “And why am I naked?”

      Heath slowly roused, the world blurry when he first cracked his eyes open. The form of a woman appeared before him. He couldn’t make out much, only Buffy moving from foot to foot in obvious panic. When his vision began to clear and he could see the curving line of her body, his chest tightened.

      She held one arm over her breasts, pressing them close to her chest. The other hand was over her groin. Pink stained her cheeks, darkening by the second. Heath noticed the small flower tattoo on her shoulder, the same color as her beast.

      Blood pumped lower and lower until he was grateful that he was very much still clothed. If he hadn’t been, Buffy would have seen just how she affected him. He scowled at the reaction. It wasn’t welcome. She wasn’t his mate.

      His body and his beast didn’t seem to care, though. Buffy kept nervously dancing. It was clear that her panic overrode all logical thought. Heath ripped his shirt over his head and yanked it over hers. Once her body was covered, he gripped her shoulders and spun her around so that her cabin was in front of her.

      “Go on,” Heath told her. “I’ll come by later to talk.”

      Buffy scurried away, hands holding the hem of his shirt down from the inside because she hadn’t taken the time to stick her arms through the sleeves. He laughed at her, the ridiculous spectacle that she had become. A tug in his belly told him to follow her. For some reason, he wanted to make sure she was alright.

      Something felt off about the interaction. This wasn’t the wake-up he’d thought would happen. Buffy seemed confused about where she was. If she and her beast were in unison, there would be no question. Yet, her panic had been real and so sharp that she lost her good sense.

      This should have been Jude’s problem. She was Jude’s guest. Buffy was no one to him. She wasn’t even a friend. This shifter woman was just his neighbor for a little while. The fact that they’d slept in a nest the night before meant nothing.

      His beast wasn’t convinced. It regarded Heath’s thoughts with disdain, like it saw something Heath didn’t and was disappointed in Heath for being so blind. He grumbled something at his beast. While he should have been trying to contact Zane, Heath found himself stalking toward Buffy’s cabin.
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      Buffy could not believe what happened. The night was gone. She couldn’t remember a damn thing. All that remained in her mind was a wall of darkness.

      Another blackout.

      She’d hoped that they would stop here, but obviously, she couldn’t escape them. How she’d ended up naked and wrapped around Heath, she didn’t know. All she knew was that she’d had the best night of sleep in her life. She truly felt well rested.

      Which meant her beast hadn’t caroused all over the lake-lands. It’d stayed here…

      With Heath.

      She held a hand over her forehead and cursed her beast. She didn’t know what any of this meant. When she pulled on a pair of shorts and rushed back out to the kitchen, she realized she was still wearing Heath’s shirt. It was a super soft t-shirt, probably from having been worn time and time again. On the front were three daggers and a name, probably from a band she didn’t recognize.

      She filled the coffee maker with water, slapped a filter in, and measured enough coffee for two. Heath would probably be knocking on her door any time now. He probably wanted to know what was wrong with her, not that she had any answers.

      Oh, that? My beast just likes to take control from time to time. I don’t have any say in the matter. She does what she wants.

      That was crazy talk. If she told Heath that, then he would warn the others that she’d lost her damn mind. Unstable shifters were bad enough. To be an unstable dragon was much worse. Buffy didn’t know if she could look Jude in the eye and tell her all that was happening. Jude was a leader now. She had responsibilities to protect her clan.

      And Buffy was a threat.

      The door swung open. Heath invited himself inside. Buffy didn’t jump or startle. It was as if her beast had recognized his scent before he entered. But if her beast didn’t communicate with her, then how did she know? Buffy bit her lower lip, totally confused.

      Her existence had always been a learning experience, but she was tired of not knowing things until long after they’d ruined her life. Like the time she tried to get her doll back from Angie Cummings in kindergarten. Buffy might have caused Angie to get stitches. She might have also gotten expelled from that school.

      It’d been the first hint that Buffy was more than just a little girl. The beast came a couple years later.

      “Look,” Heath began. “We can’t do that again. I don’t mind helping you get through your first night here, but don’t come to me with other issues. I’m not a therapy dog.”

      Buffy jerked back. This wasn’t the reaction she’d expected. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Both of Heath’s brows rose. “Last night. You and me…”

      Her cheeks heated. She clamped her hand over her mouth when a squeal of surprise tried to escape. Had her beast seduced him? That would explain why she was naked. Though Buffy couldn’t believe her beast. How could it do something like that without Buffy’s permission?

      Slowly, Heath’s brows lowered into confusion. “Do you not remember anything?”

      “What? No. I definitely remember…” Buffy tried to act like she wasn’t falling apart. It was an act she’d spent years doing, but for some reason it fell apart in front of Heath. It was like being around him disarmed her. She couldn’t lie. He saw right through it.

      She fell into a kitchen chair, hiding her face behind both hands now. The coffee maker beeped, but neither moved to grab the full carafe.

      “Buffy. Your beast was outside last night. You were outside with me all night. Don’t you remember?”

      Nope. Not at all. She couldn’t bring herself to say it, though. So, she kept her lips sealed shut. There was nothing she could say to make this any easier.

      “You don’t remember sleeping with me outside?”

      Oh. Her slutty little beast had done it! It’d seduced Heath without her permission. She couldn’t believe it. Nothing like that had ever happened before. Of all the things Buffy wished she remembered, she hated her beast for stealing that from her.

      “I don’t mean it that way!” Heath quickly, and loudly, cleared any confusion. “When I say sleep, I literally mean sleep. You came to me and fell asleep in my lap. I kind of fell asleep, too.”

      “You’re sure…that’s all that happened?” Buffy couldn’t look him in the eye. She kept her gaze trained on the floor, too afraid of what his answer might be.

      “I promise you that’s all that happened last night.”

      There was no hiding the truth from him anymore. Heath had to know that Buffy had blacked out. If he knew what that meant, he kept it to himself. He didn’t admonish her or look down on her. If anything, when she finally snuck a glance at him, there was nothing on his face.

      No pity or worry. Heath was just…Heath. She didn’t know what to make of it.

      When he turned to leave, she thought about stopping him. No words came out, though. They dried up in her throat and left her alone in silence as the screen door slammed shut behind him. She scowled at the place where he’d stood, noticing the full coffee carafe on the counter.

      He’d left without even taking a cup. She’d made this much specifically because she knew he was coming over. There was no way she could drink this all on her own.

      Buffy ran her fingers through her hair, swiped on a layer of colored lip balm, and poured a cup of coffee. Not knowing how he liked it, she tried to think back to the coffee he’d ordered the day before. Chewing her lip, she settled on a squirt of chocolate sauce and a splash of milk. There was no way he could deny it.

      Coffee in hand, she marched over to his cabin and knocked on the door. She thought he would ignore it, at first. But the door swung open and Heath appeared. A knot she hadn’t realized was in her chest unraveled. She drew in a deep breath and felt a smile curl the corners of her mouth.

      “I told you, I’m not going to be your friend.”

      Thrusting out the coffee mug, a bit splashed over the edge. “This is for you. I made extra and you didn’t drink any of it. I can’t drink this much on my own for obvious reasons, so you need to take it.”

      The words rushed out of her. Because they were nonsense, they were so much easier to say than what she’d wanted to say earlier.

      Heath slowly reached to take the coffee, one brow raised in suspicion. Once he held it, she grasped her hands behind her back. She backed away from the door. There. That was done. She didn’t have to stick around.

      Buffy spun away from Heath before stopping herself and turning back. He watched her with his brows furrowed. There was no tension in his stance, though. He didn’t look like he was going to slam the door in her face. If anything, he was sticking around to see what she did next.

      Well, she had nothing to lose.

      She darted back up to him, stood on her tiptoes, and placed a soft kiss on his cheek before dashing back to her own cabin. Once again, her cheeks flared with heat. It didn’t last long this time as a curl of satisfaction chased it away. She wished she’d stuck around to see his reaction.

      Had he been surprised? Sickened? She sure hoped he hadn’t been sickened by it. That would have sucked.
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        * * *

      

      Heath stood, shell shocked. One hand rose to his cheek to cradle the small bit of heat left behind by her touch. Buffy had raced away so quickly that he had no time to find anything to say. What could he say to that?

      Before him, Asher strolled up to his porch. The young shifter raised a brow in question, and Heath dropped his hand to hide what happened. Heath wasn’t looking for a lover. He’d had a mate and the thought of replacing her twisted his stomach. There was no replacing that kind of love. No one should ever try.

      “You look like you got hit by a truck,” Asher said in greeting.

      Heath raised a lip in a snarl.

      “Was that truck’s name Buffy by any chance?” Asher had a playful grin in place.

      “What? No! Why would you…?”

      “Good, because I was thinking of asking her out tonight,” Asher cut in. “She looks like she could use a good night on the town. I won’t frame it as a date this time. Maybe she’s not looking for anything long term and I took the wrong approach.”

      Heath swallowed his unexpected growl. Buffy was just his neighbor. He shouldn’t feel this way about her. Not in the least. Yet knowing how Asher treated women in his life, when Asher said he wanted to take Buffy out on a date, Heath couldn’t help but get angry.

      His beast ripped its way toward the surface, filling Heath with simmering rage. He gripped Asher’s shoulder. The young shifter glanced back at Heath, completely unaware of the anger filling his friend.

      “What’s up, bro?”

      Heath pulled himself back. He swallowed his beast and all the rage it’d brought with it. The lump travelled down his throat before landing like a stone in the pit of his stomach. The beast growled angrily at him, but Heath wasn’t having it. This attachment to a woman he barely knew was insane.

      It’d taken him longer to fall for Marnie, his mate. He’d known her for two years before they realized how they felt about one another. Their relationship had felt right. This connection he had with Buffy was confusing and upsetting. Heath hated everything about it.

      “Have fun,” Heath ground out. “I’m packing. There’s no way I can stay here.”

      Asher’s grin fell away. “What? You can’t leave. We haven’t gotten Zane out of the lake yet! You can’t abandon us again like that.”

      The word abandon was an arrow through his heart. Heath hissed in pain.

      “That’s not fair and you know it,” he growled back at Asher.

      “Fuck you, it isn’t fair. What isn’t fair is the fact that you ran away from us when it was all over. You didn’t even stick around long enough to say goodbye to anyone. You just got wrapped up in your own feelings and ditched anyone else who might be hurting.”

      He could tell Asher wanted to go on, that his friend had been harboring these feelings for a long time. Were these buried feelings the reason that Asher took to the fighting rings? Did he try to hammer out his pain through his fists? Or, did he welcome the pain others unleashed because it felt like some kind of release?

      The young shifter’s shoulders trembled. Not from fear or sorrow, but from the rage that turned his eyes nearly white. The color of his beast.

      “I thought Zane did the same to us,” Asher said, switching gears. “Turns out, we were the ones who abandoned him. Can you imagine how that feels?”

      The only pain Heath knew was loss. He’d lost the thing that meant the most to him. His mate bond. That was a hurt no one else in his clan could understand. Asher would never know how Heath had felt the day he left. Especially if Asher kept treating women the way he did.

      “You can’t cry and make me stay,” Heath told him, turning his back to his friend.

      It was a low blow, but he refused to let Asher guilt him into staying. Heath had seen no sign of Zane in the lake. The lack of evidence made Heath start to think it’d been a ploy to get him to come home. Cole and Jude had started their clan anew, and they needed shifters.

      That explained why Jude had invited her girlfriend to visit. Heath wouldn’t be pulled into this mess again. He knew how clans worked. How they ended.

      “Just keep your eye on the gold dragon,” Heath warned Asher. “We both know what lengths they’ll go to for power.”

      “I can’t believe what you just said. Do you hear yourself?”

      Yes. Heath heard himself. Couldn’t Asher remember the days when they worked for Alistair, when their leader had tried to poison their minds in his conquest? Alistair hadn’t been a gold dragon, but they shared so many qualities that he may as well have been. Maybe Alistair had gold dragon blood somewhere in his lineage.

      “You’re a dick. Maybe you should leave.”

      Before Heath could turn around, footsteps thundered through the cabin. A meaty fist connected with his jaw. He reeled back, staggering. Cole stood over him, chest heaving. His eyes were black. The beast burned inside him. Heat roiled off the dragon shifter.

      “Watch what you say about my mate,” Cole growled menacingly. “If I catch you saying shit like that again, I’ll drown you in the lake myself. Then Zane will have someone to keep him company.”

      Heath bared his teeth. He launched himself at Cole. The two of them rolled out the front door.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Buffy scrolled through recipes on her phone. The internet was full of people who thought they knew how to do something the best way. Every oatmeal butterscotch cookie recipe she found was slightly different from the next. The small variations didn’t seem like much, but she knew they would result in a different cookie.

      She called Jude over and asked her for a ride into town. Jude hovered over her shoulder, impatient and too curious for her own good. Every now and then, Jude looked out the window to the lake. Buffy should have asked what was so important about that lake, but she was too distracted with her mission.

      All she wanted was to make perfect oatmeal butterscotch cookies for Heath. For keeping her secret. She knew he’d kept his lips sealed when Jude burst in and didn’t immediately launch into a million questions.

      “What are you trying to do with these recipes?” Jude asked.

      “Well, it begins with you taking me to a grocery store,” Buffy told her.

      “I’ve been waiting on you!”

      They jabbed each other playfully on their way out the door. The lake was a glittering beauty, the sun’s light like a thousand gold coins on the lake’s surface. There was no denying its splendor. This was what had enchanted her best friend.

      According to Jude, this was her heart’s territory. Buffy didn’t quite understand the appeal, though. Mostly because the nearby lake terrified her. There was something ominous about it. Buffy couldn’t quite put her finger on it. She was scared of water, sure, but this lake filled her with dread. She didn’t even want to step near it.

      When she woke that morning on the lake shore, she’d been terrified. Being so close to Heath had cut through that fear until she realized she was naked. No one else must have seen them together like that.

      A raucous noise dragged her attention to the cabin next door. Cole and Heath were on the ground, in the middle of a fist fight. Heath was pinned to the ground. Cole’s fist flew back for another hit when Jude’s voice boomed over everything.

      “Separate yourselves right now!”

      Their heads turned toward her, Cole’s fist paused mid-punch. They were breathing heavy and blood caked their faces. It dribbled from their noses and the corners of their mouths where they’d split each other’s cheeks.

      Jude’s hold over them lasted a second before Cole finished what he started. The crack was heard across the lawn. Jude screamed. She ran for her mate. Before Buffy knew what she was doing, she was running, too.

      Where Jude grabbed her mate, Buffy dropped to her knees and used her shirt to staunch the flow of blood from Heath’s nose. He tried to wave her off, but she won. Making sure her touch was gentle, she cleared away the blood and dirt from his cheeks. He watched her work with surprise.

      “What the hell is going on here?” Jude asked. She had her serious voice. There wasn’t an ounce of playfulness in it anymore.

      When Buffy looked over her shoulder, she found Cole glaring at Heath. If looks could kill, Heath would have been dead ten times over. She wondered what the shifter lying on the ground could have done to upset Jude’s mate so much.

      “Heath,” Jude declared. “You take Buffy to the grocery store. I need to have a conversation with Cole.”

      Heath fumed. Buffy could see his fury like heat from a fire. She tried to offer an apologetic smile, but in the end, only letting him go made the situation any better. She backed away and let him get to his feet. He kept distance between them. He wouldn’t even look at her.

      She was rather annoyed by his behavior. The least he could do was say thank you. Instead, she got the cold shoulder. And a blood-stained shirt.

      “I have to go back inside before we leave or else the humans will start asking questions.” She groaned and turned toward her cabin.

      “Take him with you,” Jude commanded. “I want you to keep an eye on him at all times.”

      Buffy was about to tell her friend that she wasn’t a part of her clan, but the words died on her lips. She didn’t have the energy to argue. So, with a sigh, she grabbed Heath by the sleeve of his shirt and hauled him into the small cabin.

      He stood awkwardly in the kitchen while she went to the back bedroom in search of another shirt. The only one she could find was a gaudy, cropped, Hawaiian print. It would probably hurt Heath’s eyes, but that would be fair punishment.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she glimpsed the shirt Heath had let her wear earlier that morning. She reached for it with every intention of giving it back to him, but at the last second, she jerked her hand back and lurched from the bedroom. It rightfully belonged to Heath. She should have handed it over. Yet, a part of her refused.

      When she entered the small kitchen, Heath guffawed. It was the most expression she’d seen out of him since she’d met him. His jaw hung open and his eyes roved over her shirt.

      “You can’t be serious,” he said.

      “Obviously, it’s not serious. I mean, it’s a vacation shirt with flowers and corgis. That said, I am totally going to wear it.”

      He shook his head. “I’m not going to be seen anywhere with you. That shirt makes you look ridiculous.”

      Buffy grinned and said nothing.
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      Heath couldn’t stop shaking his head at the ridiculous woman beside him. Buffy grinned like a fool the whole trip into town. She kept stealing glances at him, her gaze heating his skin as it raked over him. He couldn’t look at her. Not while she wore that ridiculous shirt.

      Massive Hawaiian flowers were nestled with happy little corgis. Where did someone even find a shirt like that? He couldn’t imagine walking into a store and seeing it on a rack and thinking that was the perfect shirt to buy. Only Buffy would find such a thing.

      Only Buffy would be able to pull it off.

      Her short curls were pulled back with another bandana. It didn’t match the ugly shirt, but it must have matched the one he’d gotten covered in blood. Heath felt bad about that. Things had gotten out of control. He’d been so uncomfortable and lost in his painful memories that he’d been itching for a fight. Only now, looking back, could he see how badly he’d needed to punch something.

      “Look,” he began. He flexed his grip on the steering wheel as he sought the right words.

      “Look at what? I didn’t think anyone could look away from me.”

      “You’re a damned smart ass,” he growled at Buffy. “I was going to say something nice and apologize for ruining your shirt. If this is how you want to act, then you don’t get an apology.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” She shrugged. “A shirt for a shirt is totally fair. You’re not going to get yours back any time soon.”

      His gut clenched. The image of Buffy wrapped in his shirt returned. His blood burned as it fled his brain and rushed toward his dick. He fidgeted uncomfortably in his seat, trying to hide the incoming boner. No matter what he tried to think about, the image of Buffy kept returning.

      The beast chuckled from deep inside him, as if it was laughing at Heath. He couldn’t believe his beast had an inside joke that it was keeping from him. What could possibly be so funny?

      “What do you need to go to the store for, anyway?” Heath attempted to change the subject because he couldn’t keep talking about her clothing. He would lose it.

      His sleep addled brain hadn’t truly appreciated how nice it’d been to wake beside a naked woman. It was as if the realization was catching up to him now, squeezing every available ounce of blood to an area that had been dormant for too long. An ache built in his core, drawing a greedy growl from his beast.

      It took a moment for Heath to realize Buffy had been talking. He’d asked her a question. Of course, she’d answered.

      “The recipe is going to take some time to perfect. There’s no way of knowing what was in the original without having a copy of it. Which means you’re going to be testing dozens of cookies today.”

      “Wait. You were serious about making the oatmeal cookies?” Heath snuck a glance at her.

      “Of course! I wanted to…” She seemed to falter. “I wanted to do something nice for you because you seemed so miserable.”

      Heath couldn’t even deny it. He’d been in a horrible mood the entire time he’d been home. The only time he felt at ease had been the few moments before he fell asleep with her beast. Which only filled him with more questions. He didn’t understand why he felt that way with her. Or why she acted like waking up beside him was a surprise.

      As much as he wanted to know, Heath’s social skills were rusty. There was a chance that if he approached the subject in the wrong way, he could destroy whatever trust she had in him. He would have to wait for her to bring it up, if she would ever bring it up at all.

      When he looked to her again, he found her gnawing on her fingernails. They were all jagged. How long had she been nervously destroying her nails?

      Heath reached over and grabbed her hand. She seemed so taken aback by the gesture that she could say nothing. Heath’s hand tingled. He wasn’t sure what it meant, or if he even liked it, but he didn’t let go. As long as it kept her from hurting herself, he would hold her hand.

      The rest of the trip to the store was quiet. When Buffy hopped out of the car, she looked back at him expectantly.

      “I told you I won’t be seen anywhere with you if you wear that shirt. That’s your own fault.”

      She pouted, but he could see the mischief sparkling in her eyes. She wasn’t really mad. If anything, her demeanor was playful. He found himself wanting to play along. He wanted to follow her into the store and see how many people stopped to stare at her. He wanted to stand over her shoulder and dare people to say something mocking his new friend.

      Were they friends? They’d only met a day ago and they knew next to nothing about one another. Heath tried not to make new friends. They were dangerous. The thought of losing anyone else was more than he could bear, often sending his beast into a fit of rage. It was better if he and his beast stayed apart.

      He shrugged. “I told you. I’m not going inside.”
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        * * *

      

      Buffy was disappointed. It would have been nice to have company, especially Heath’s company. She could still feel the warmth of his hand in hers. So, she clenched it tight and held onto the feeling as she stormed into the grocery store.

      Humans stared at her. They always did. It was like they could sense that she was more than just a woman. When she couldn’t handle it anymore was when she started wearing more and more outrageous clothing. She wore radical feminist slogans and bold prints just to give people something to look at other than her.

      She wished Heath had come inside with her. It would have made her feel more comfortable in this new town. Among the rural folk, she stood out like a sore thumb. For the first time in a long time, she didn’t feel hidden behind her outfit. Perhaps she was just feeling vulnerable.

      The town was new and strange. And just that morning, she’d woken naked next to a very sexy man and it hadn’t even been her doing. Her life felt sideways. It was tipping and she was struggling to find something to hold onto just so she wouldn’t go tumbling into the darkness that was her dragon’s blackouts.

      They were tiring. Buffy wanted a life of her own, but she was constantly working around her beast. When would the creature take over? When would it ruin her life? When would she be able to find peace?

      Her vulnerable state meant she’d put too much in her cart. There was a small watermelon, all the things to make pasta salad, and enough ingredients to make at least five batches of oatmeal cookies.

      Buffy started chewing her nails in the checkout lane. When she caught herself, she forced her hand back down to her side. It was a nervous habit that had reared its ugly head. She thought she’d broken it months ago, but everything that was happening had brought it back with a vengeance.

      Was it her beast’s blackouts that made her bite her nails? Or was it the cold heartthrob that was living next door?

      A prickle danced along the back of her neck and drew her head up. When she looked at the exit, she found Heath standing next to the door. Color filled his face, but he flashed a heart-stopping smile that nearly made her melt into the floor.

      The female cashiers on either side of Buffy shot her ugly looks, as if they’d been hoping that Heath was making eyes at them. Had he been making eyes at her? Or had he just gotten bored sitting alone in the truck? It must have been hot out there. That was the only reason she could think of that would bring him inside.

      Heath acted like he didn’t care about her. But if he didn’t care, then why would he follow her inside? Why would he stare down the man standing behind her?

      The gentleman standing in line behind her took a calculated step back and turned his attention to the magazine rack. Buffy might have felt a little bad for him, but she couldn’t help but smile. Something about Heath just felt so…

      Right.

      After she paid for her groceries, he stalked up and grabbed her bags without an invitation. She followed after him, still happy. Heath said nothing about following her inside or about helping her to the truck. He said nothing on the way back, even though she was still trying to control her smile. The ride was comfortably silent.

      They could be friends. All she had to do was be patient. Heath needed to work through something. She didn’t know what, but she knew that everyone had something to work on. For her, it was the blackouts. For him, it could be anything.

      She was willing to wait, though.
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      After he took her shopping, Heath disappeared. Buffy was sad to see him go, but she didn’t tell him that. He didn’t look like he was ready to be wanted by anyone. There was a cool distance he kept between himself and everyone else. It was like a protective barrier, but Buffy couldn’t tell if he was protecting others from himself or himself from caring about the others.

      She beat butter and brown sugar together. The summer heat quickly made the butter malleable, but if she didn’t work fast enough, the rest of the butter would melt. The narrow counter was filled with bags of butterscotch chips, butter, and sugar. She’d gotten two dozen eggs from the grocery store, just to make sure she had enough.

      It wouldn’t be a baking day if she didn’t break a few eggs.

      After she scooped the finished dough onto a baking sheet, the room became quiet. She could hear the soft calls of birds, mostly gulls, outside the window. The whisper of water on the rocky shore was almost melodic.

      It would have been calming had there not been a sense of dread in the air. She watched the water, as if she expected a lake monster to rise any moment. Shaking her head, she tried to turn away. Yet, just as she reached for a bowl, a voice caressed her ear.

      Come. Help me. Free me.

      The voice sounded like it was right over her shoulder, but when she turned, there was no one in the kitchen with her. Buffy held the mixing bowl close to her chest and examined every inch of the small kitchen. Unless someone could fit in the small cabinets, no one could hide in the room.

      She tried to breathe through her nose, but panic gripped her lungs. Her chest burned.

      “There’s no one here,” she told herself.

      Help! Free me! The voice whispered again. It was urgent and dragged against her nerves.

      Just when she turned to open the oven for the cookies, she realized she wasn’t standing in front of the oven. Buffy stood on the porch. She looked around in confusion. The lake breeze caressed her face and toyed with her hair. It was like a gentle hand trying to lead her down the steps.

      Her heart thumped. She straightened and backtracked inside. Once the kitchen surrounded her again, she slammed the door shut. Nerves tingled in her mind. She tried to ask her beast what was going on, but the creature’s voice was distant. She couldn’t hear what it might have to say.

      To distract herself from the strange things going on, she pulled out a pot and set it on the stove. She watched the water inside come to a boil while tapping her foot. The whisper never came back. It didn’t slither into her mind like it had before. Yet, she was afraid to look away from the boiling water. Even when she poured a box of multi-colored pasta into it, she never looked away.

      If she looked up, if she saw the lake, she feared it would summon her again. That was the only thing she could think of. There was something in that lake and it was trying to beckon her. For what reason, she didn’t know. The sense of dread was real. It had a source.

      Buffy sucked in a breath and lurched for her phone. She meant to text Jude, but when she looked up, she was standing outside again. This didn’t have the markers of her usual blackouts. Her beast didn’t feel anywhere near the surface. But when she turned and noted the distance between where she was and where she’d been, she couldn’t help but wonder if this was her beast’s doing again.

      The thought was rewarded with a scrape of claws against her mind. She hissed in pain and cringed. The beast had spoken, the only way it could. This wasn’t her beast’s doing. Something else was at work.

      Buffy clenched her jaw, served the lake with one last look of disdain, and went back inside. She kept herself busy by chopping pepperoni, cheese, and vegetables for her pasta salad. Her secret ingredient was cucumber. No one expected it.

      The salad went into the fridge to chill. When a curl of smoke rose from the oven, she yelped in surprise. She’d forgotten the batch of cookies. Yanking the door open, she reached in without an oven mitt. The pan seared her hand, but she was a dragon. It wasn’t as bad as it could have been.

      She chucked the burnt cookies into the sink, angry and disappointed. The lake and whatever evil magic lurked in its depths was toying with her. Because of its machinations, she was down a batch of cookies.

      The door flew open. She jumped again, but turning she found Heath in the doorway. His eyes were wide, one hand splayed against the door he’d shoved open.

      “I saw smoke,” he said breathless.

      She raised a brow.

      “Is everything alright?”

      Buffy gestured to her burnt cookies. Her lips twisted to the side as she considered telling Heath about the moments she’d lost. She hadn’t thought they were a part of her blackout, but what if this was a new symptom? What if she was blaming the lake out of fear?

      In the end, she told Heath that she’d gotten distracted while making pasta salad and forgotten the cookies. If she’d been hearing things and losing moments because of her blackouts, she didn’t want Heath to know. She didn’t want anyone to know that she was broken.

      Heath began to back away. She wanted to call him back, but she couldn’t make him stick around if he didn’t want to. As much as she would have liked him to fill the empty space with his cold disposition, she said nothing.

      Before he could get far, Jude breezed in. She had her hair tied up and a look of challenge gleaming in her eyes. “Get your purse. We’re going bowling!”

      “Really?” Buffy’s heart leapt in excitement.

      Jude poked Heath in the chest. “That means you, too.”

      “I don’t have a purse,” he grumbled in response.

      Jude rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean. Join us tonight. We’re team building.”

      Buffy should have told Jude that she wasn’t part of her clan. Buffy was a clan-less dragon. If she knew who her father was, then maybe Buffy would have a clan, but that was one mystery that remained unsolved.
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        * * *

      

      Asher threw his arm over the back of her seat. He leaned in and whispered in her ear. She could barely hear over the pop music blasting from the speakers above. Or, at least that’s what she pretended. Asher had asked, for the fourth time that night, if she wanted to go somewhere else.

      The truth was, there was nowhere else Buffy wanted to be. She pointed to her ear and flashed an apologetic smile like she couldn’t hear him and got up to grab her ball. The heavy weight of the bowling ball was familiar. It grounded her and set her at ease.

      Not everyone liked bowling. A lot of her old friends thought it boring. But it was something she and Jude tried to do as often as possible. Because of what they were and how they had to hide it, neither of them could take part in sports. They hit too hard. When they were hit themselves, they barely moved.

      Sports made what they were too obvious.

      Jude stepped up to her lane and caught Buffy’s eye. It was like old times.

      The two of them went to the local bowling alley as often as possible. Jude flirted her way in, getting them free shoes and lanes for an hour. There, they practiced controlling their strength. One time, Buffy lost control and put a hole in the wall with her ball, but since then she’d been better at measuring just how hard the ball needed to be thrown.

      Together, they brought their balls back. In unison, the neon colored balls skated down the polished lanes. While Jude’s ball went in the gutter, Buffy managed to knock down all but one pin. Jude sneered and Buffy mocked her. It was a routine that never got old.

      Buffy’s ball came back around after the machine cleared away the fallen pins. She toed the line once more and felt her muscles tense in anticipation. Letting go of her breath, she aimed for the last pin standing. Just when she thought it would glide past the pin, the ball curved into it.

      “Spare!” she shouted, jumping up and down in celebration.

      When she turned, it wasn’t Jude or Asher she looked for. It was Heath.

      He stood behind the seats, where no one could see him flash her two thumbs up. When Asher followed her gaze, Heath quickly put his hands down. Jude scowled, an expression that Buffy didn’t understand. Jude was the one who had invited Buffy here. If she was going to be annoyed with her friend for having a good time, then why had she invited her?

      When it was Cole’s turn to step up, Buffy grabbed her friend and drew her away from the group. The moments that passed had Buffy wondering what it was that Jude knew. If she knew that Heath was a mass murderer or something, Buffy deserved to know.

      Well, she didn’t expect it to be anything that grievous, but something was still off. Buffy didn’t want to be standing in the middle of a situation when it blew up. Jude could do better than leave her friend in the dark.

      “Alright. Spill the beans.” Buffy crossed her arms over her chest. “You don’t like Heath. Tell me why, right now.”

      She watched Jude flounder for words. It was like the woman was trying to make something up on the fly. Buffy’s jaw dropped when she realized that was exactly what Jude was doing.

      “I can’t believe you would lie to me! What were you going to tell me?”

      “It’s not like that. I wouldn’t ever lie to you. There’s just a lot going on here right now and…” Jude seemed for a loss of words.

      “Spit it out,” Buffy demanded. “Whatever you’re dancing around, I deserve to know. You can’t just invite me here and then keep me in the dark.”

      Jude snorted. “Like you’re one to talk. I saw what happened this morning. Why didn’t you tell me about your beast?”

      Buffy’s heart threatened to stop. She took a step back. “What do you mean?”

      “When you woke up this morning, you had no idea where you were. I know how that feels. That’s when the beast takes over. Buffy, how long has it been doing that?”

      “You don’t know anything,” Buffy snapped.

      She spun on her heel and ran away from her friend and the conversation. Sure, it was fair of Jude to turn it around, but Buffy still didn’t like it one bit. This was a secret that didn’t belong to Jude. It was Buffy’s pain. Whatever Jude had pulled Buffy into, though, was another thing altogether.

      She ran her hands over her face. It wasn’t, though. Buffy’s blackouts could endanger Jude and the others just as much as whatever was going on here would endanger Buffy.

      She hated that lake. She hated how creepy it was and the things that were probably hiding in it. That had to be the reason for what happened earlier. It wasn’t like her to burn a tray of cookies. Jude had invited her into the middle of something, and the secrets Buffy had kept from her friend made things worse.

      The thing in the lake was taking advantage of her blackouts, trying to confuse her while it drew her closer. It scared her. Buffy wanted to leave, but how did she tell someone like Jude that she was scared? Jude didn’t know the meaning of scared. She was an all-powerful gold dragon and took every opportunity to remind those around her.

      Buffy didn’t have the same confidence.

      She could only run as far as the front door of the bowling alley.

      “Where are you going?” Heath called after her.

      She said nothing until she shoved through the door. Once the bowling alley and the music and Jude were behind her, Buffy let her shoulders drop. She wanted to fall to the sidewalk and cry. When was the last time she cried? When had she last let it all out?

      She couldn’t. Buffy had to stay standing. She had to assure Heath that everything was alright.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He hated seeing her like this. Tension vibrated off her. She was quiet and distracted. Heath wanted to pull her attention to him. He didn’t know why. He shouldn’t act like he was anything to her, but it felt like if he could just get her to look at him then that would help.

      So, he walked around her and touched her chin. She was hot to the touch. When he tilted her face up, he caught the gleam of tears in her eyes. Without another word, he folded her into his embrace.

      This wasn’t love, he told himself. It wasn’t his heart that made him do this. They were just friends. He could help his friends. Buffy deserved it. He knew Cole and Asher deserved help, too. Leaving before they could free Zane from the water would be cruel.

      Heath had been a part of the spell. He’d helped lock Zane in there. The least he could do was stay and make sure that Zane found his freedom. What he didn’t understand was Jude and Cole’s insistence that it had to happen now.

      He knew why Jude had invited her girlfriend now. When Jude scowled at both him and Asher for being nice to Buffy, it’d dawned on him. He’d had to swallow his growl of annoyance. That’s all it was. Annoyance. Not protectiveness stemming from anything more.

      “Do you want to go someplace else?” Heath asked.

      Buffy shrugged. He didn’t know what that meant, so he just wrapped his arm around her shoulder and led her down the street.

      A lot had changed since his time in town. It wasn’t the same world anymore. Shops had closed and new ones had risen in their place. Some buildings were gone. Some buildings were new. He didn’t know what he expected. In his mind, the town was fixed forever in his memories.

      Now, the places he’d taken his mate no longer existed. It was like walking a new street. With Buffy under his arm, he felt like a new man. The one he’d been, the one from his memories, was a different person. Heath didn’t have to hold onto that part of himself. He could shed it like a snakeskin.

      “What happened between you and Jude?”

      Buffy growled. It was almost cute. There was no real threat in it, just anger. And maybe some frustration. He should have warned her why Jude invited her, but he didn’t know how Buffy would react. She might run away, and he didn’t know if he could handle that.

      There was something new going on between him and Buffy. While he wasn’t ready to run headlong into it, he also wasn’t ready to let go of it. To have a friend for the first time in ten years was refreshing. The ghosts that haunted the corners of his vision weren’t there anymore. Not while he was with Buffy or Asher.

      “You don’t have to talk about it if you aren’t ready.”

      She seemed to breathe a sigh of relief. He hugged her closer to remind her she wasn’t alone.

      “I think my pasta salad should be cool enough to eat by now,” Buffy muttered. “If you want to go home…I wouldn’t mind sharing some with you as a midnight snack.”

      Going back to her cabin with her was a bad idea. Heath knew it, and yet he agreed. They made their way back to his truck. He never took his arm from her shoulder. And she never stopped leaning into his body.

      His dragon was pleased. The creature purred with delight, a sensation that Heath couldn’t fully understand. Who was this woman to him that she made him feel all these things? He wanted to think that she was just the first friend he’d made in a long while, but seeing her upset drove him mad. When he tried waiting for her in the truck earlier, he couldn’t stand having her out of his sight.

      As long as Heath left it alone and didn’t dig for the truth, he would be fine. A part of him feared that uncovering the truth of the situation would bother him. No, not just bother. He worried that it would ruin him. There, in his heart, was the answer to everything he was asking. The problem was that he wasn’t man enough to bear it yet.

      So, he helped Buffy into the truck and chose to ignore what he might have already known.
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      Buffy couldn’t believe she’d gotten Heath to come back to her cabin with her. She’d wanted to go home, but the cabin was the closest thing to home here. With the dreadful lake outside, she hadn’t wanted to be alone. Heath filled the small cabin with his presence. As long as he was around, she didn’t have to worry about the lake.

      Hell, she could barely think about the lake when he was around. His every movement entranced her. The way he hooked his finger in the beltloop of his jeans to hold them as he walked. The way he tilted his head to look at her. The way he tried to hide his amusement behind his grim countenance.

      Heath drove her wild.

      He leaned against the counter beside her, elbows on the surface. His hip bumped hers from time to time. She found it grounding. It made her want to lean into him. His heat radiated over her in a way that she couldn’t get enough of. Having Heath this close riled things inside her.

      She had to stand with her legs crossed to hide her desire. Heath wasn’t ready for her to throw herself at him. She could tell that much at least. He might have walked her home with his arm over her shoulder, but that was a baby step.

      “My beast is taking over,” she blurted out.

      Was she so comfortable with him that she could tell him that? It seemed so. She swallowed and went on.

      “There have been nights where…where I don’t remember anything. It took me a long while to realize that it was my beast. She hijacks my body. Usually, she just wanders around in human form. Last night was the first time she shifted.”

      Heath was quiet as she spoke.

      “My beast and I…we aren’t on the best terms. I grew up alone. There weren’t any other dragons to help me figure things out until I met Jude at the private school. After she sniffed me out, we became each other’s family.”

      “But that didn’t last forever,” Heath said. His hand swayed toward her and brushed her knuckles. “Did it?”

      Her throat tightened as she tried to speak. “No.”

      Jude had graduated and left her. That’d been eight years ago. For eight years, Buffy had done her best on her own. She’d tried to balance the beast’s desires and her own needs, but it was never enough. The creature always asked more and more of her while her human side required secrecy.

      Buffy could count on both hands the number of times she’d shifted since Jude left. Okay, maybe not just her hands, but the number was still really low. Buffy had been cornered by the humans around her. Nowhere felt safe to unleash a beast like a dragon.

      “I came here hoping to relax. I thought if I could let my guard down for a little while, that the beast would stop trying to take over all the time. I see that it’s not working. There hasn’t been a whole lot of time to relax.” She should have spent the day reading and making cookies. Instead, she’d been fighting against the siren lure of the creepy lake.

      Heath stabbed a piece of pepperoni with his fork and regarded it for a long moment before his gaze slipped over to her. The fork suddenly fell into the bowl. Heath straightened and took a step back.

      “It’s because of me. Isn’t it? You can’t relax because I’m starting fights next door.”

      “No! That’s not it at all. I honestly think that sleeping—the way we slept—” She reached for him but didn’t pull him back. Buffy couldn’t believe herself. She could barely string two words together. When it finally came out, the words rushed together like a waterfall. “I mean to say that last night was probably the best sleep I’ve gotten in a while.”

      Her cheeks were aflame. Heath took a step toward her. She waited for him to draw her into his embrace, to admit that he felt the same around her. But it never came. His eyes weren’t on her. She followed them to the lake outside.

      “There’s something going on in the water. Isn’t there?”

      Heath made a sound low in his throat. It could have been a grunt or a growl, she wasn’t sure. Despite his reaction, she kept going.

      “Whatever went on, whatever lives in that lake, it’s the reason you don’t want to be here. I can tell that you hate every moment here. While I don’t know what happened or what’s going on, I can see how it affects you.”

      Heath’s lips curled back in a sneer. When his eyes dropped to hers, she felt the impact like a physical blow. They were filled with so much hatred and pain.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Before Buffy could say anything or take back what she said, Heath stormed out the door. Their moment had passed. The screen door swung behind him with the force of his anger. Buffy was left standing alone with her giant bowl of pasta salad.

      She sighed. Could she do nothing right? There would be no wooing Heath. He was out of reach. Not just for her, but for everyone that came near. Whatever he held onto would always keep people at bay. Buffy once thought she could get past it and help him, but she was starting to wonder if he wanted to move forward at all.

      Annoyed, she shoved open the door and followed him out into the night. Scanning the lawn, she found no one. It made her turn toward the cabin next door. If Heath wasn’t outside, he must have already gone into hiding. Buffy was tired of it. She was tired of him running away from her.

      Why did he have to run all the time? What was he so afraid of? Buffy was the one slowly losing her mind. There was a chance she would never get it back, that the beast would hold onto her forever and she would become nothing more than a memory to the creature.

      All she wanted was someone to stand beside her while she fought against the rising tide.

      Pushing open Heath’s front door, she found the cabin empty, too. Her heart sank. She’d been hoping to find him and challenge him. All she wanted was for people to stop running away from her. It seemed that would never end, though. She was doomed to be alone.

      Buffy slunk back outside. Her feet dragged against the ground. She didn’t even notice when a great beast circled overhead. It swooped toward the ground. Claws dragging through the earth like brakes, it landed before her.

      Buffy reared back, surprised. Her chest rose and fell, breath shallow and quickened until she realized it was Heath. The dark-scaled beast watching her with clever eyes was in fact her neighbor. He lowered his head to the ground, cocking it the way he would in human form when he looked at her. It was like he was curious about her.

      When he nudged her with his nose, she couldn’t understand what he was asking. He pushed her from side to side, gently. Still, she didn’t understand what it was he wanted from her.

      Heath pulled back and regarded her from a distance. Buffy got the feeling that she was being daft, that it should have been easy to understand what he wanted. A shiver ran up her spine, preceding her beast’s rise.

      The beast’s power filled her throat. It made her feel too full, like her skin was close to bursting. She tried to force it back. This wasn’t the time for her beast to steal control from her. Buffy wanted to get to know Heath, not to let her beast take this time.

      Heath made a sound low in his throat. It started as a growl and turned to a whine. Buffy’s eyes snapped open. Heath stared her down with obvious disdain. Dragons were good at that expression. They always looked at everything with disdain, but when he nudged her chest, Buffy wondered what he could have been trying to say.

      Shift! Her beast’s voice came loud and clear for the first time in years.

      It took her by surprise, making her call out. Buffy didn’t know if she could trust her beast, but having it so loud and so near felt amazing. She could feel strength coursing through her muscles as if she’d been denying even that part of herself. What else had she turned her back on?

      The beast pressed and pressed until finally, Buffy let go. Her form rippled. Magic danced over her skin. Where once she was soft and pale, she became scaled and…well, pale. Her beast’s color was light, like the sky right before dawn.

      Before her, Heath pranced happily from foot to foot. Buffy shook out her wings, stretching them cautiously. It’d been too long since she’d shifted, since she’d tried to fly. A nervous flutter pattered through her heart. She looked up to the sky, where Heath was already flying.

      He wove through the air in circles overhead. Her stomach tightened. Could she still do it? The beast waved her off and raised its head in confidence. Of course, the beast could still fly. It’d been born knowing how. There was no way it could ever forget.

      She had a running start, but as the water came into view, she ground to a halt. The water of the lake loomed before her. Just the sight of it threatened to stop her heart. She couldn’t tear her eyes away from it. The sound grated against her ears.

      She knew it couldn’t do anything to her. There was nothing that it could do. Especially if she could get into the air. As long as she could fly, then she would be safe. Yet, her body refused to obey. Her feet were glued into place. No matter how she pressed, her limbs wouldn’t move. Only the tip of her tail did anything, lashing back and forth in nervous anger.

      How could she, a dragon shifter, be afraid of water? It didn’t make any sense. She was stronger than that. Buffy was a dragon!

      The water was deep and ominous and hid every danger from her sight.

      Heath landed behind her. Out of one eye, she saw a blue beast touch the ground. Moments later, out of the other, she saw a man approach. Heath touched her flank. She heard him laugh. The sound made her want to smack him with her tail. She would have, if she could have controlled her body.

      “Don’t tell me even your beast is afraid of water,” he said, still laughing.

      She growled in warning.

      “Though, I guess you have a right to worry,” he said under his breath.

      Buffy’s beast drew back until she stood on human feet again. When she met Heath’s gaze, he seemed to realize that he’d said too much. He quickly spun away from her.

      “No! You don’t get to walk away! Tell me what you mean by that!” She chased after him, only belatedly realizing that she was naked.

      Heath stopped dead in his tracks. Buffy slammed into him, skin slapping against skin. She leapt back, embarrassed. When he turned, there was only softness on his face. He reached and touched her cheek.

      “It means that I won’t be far if you need me.” His swallow was audible. “But I can’t spend more time with you.”

      She opened her mouth to argue, and his eyes fell to her lips. The heat and hunger in the look he gave her brought all thought to an abrupt stop. Her heart leapt into her throat and she hoped, beyond all hope, that he would kiss her.

      She would have grabbed the front of his shirt and held him in place had he been wearing one. All she could do was press her hands against his chest and hope that he could feel her hunger, too. She yearned for him. Her beast yearned for him. It ran so deep she wondered if this was something more than the loneliness she’d felt for so long.

      Could it be…?

      Then lights washed over them. They both blinked into the source of the lights.

      “Looks like your plan isn’t going to work,” Cole’s voice said to the other figure that got out of his truck. His voice was light and teasing, but the slam of the other door was anything but.

      Jude.

      Buffy remembered her nakedness and leapt away from Heath. She slapped her hands over her breast and groin, mimicking how her morning had gone. It seemed only fitting that the day end the same way.

      “Wait! What plan?” Buffy ran after her friend, who was stalking toward Cole’s cabin.

      Buffy grabbed Jude’s shoulder, but Jude ducked her grip and disappeared inside. The silence was deafening. No one wanted to tell her anything. Heath kept secrets from her. Jude, her oldest friend, kept secrets from her.

      Was there no one willing to tell her the truth?

      Asher’s awful SUV pulled into the lot. Buffy ran into her cabin, threw on the first clothes she could find and rushed back out to intercept Asher. He wasn’t on his way inside. She found him standing at the lake’s edge. Instead of looking up at the full moon overhead, Asher was looking down. He stared into the dark depths that terrified her.

      She slowly approached, one eye on the lake as if it might leap at her and drag her under.

      They were both quiet for a long while. Everyone else settled down for the night, but it seemed that Asher and Buffy couldn’t find peace. Whatever troubled him also lurked in that water. There was a story that she needed to understand. She couldn’t stay unless she knew.

      And she truly did want to stay. She wanted to get to know Heath. The inexplicable pull she felt toward him made her giddy. It could be the only thing that kept her from falling apart completely.

      “I’m sorry for pestering you so much,” Asher said, breaking the silence. “I didn’t realize you and Heath had something. If I’d known…”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. When he turned toward Heath’s cabin, she caught his profile warped in confusion. Just when she thought to ask him what was so bothersome, he shook his head and all trace of confusion vanished.

      “Tell me. I need to understand why I’m here,” Buffy demanded.

      “It’s a really long story,” Asher supplied.

      “That doesn’t tell me shit.”

      He snorted. “You’re not wrong. But, I’m not sure if I’m allowed to tell you. Why don’t you ask Jude?”

      Buffy had really thought Asher would be the one to spill the story. He seemed open and young, perhaps even a little stupid. It should have been the perfect mix. Asher didn’t want to give up the details, though.
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      Heath watched Buffy and Asher through a slit in the blinds. His beast growled with possessive anger. Buffy didn’t belong to him, though. She was meant for someone else. Heath didn’t know if he could handle it if that someone else ended up being Asher.

      When Heath touched her, it was like he was burning up from the inside. The heat was unbearable. It only banked when he stepped closer. She was the eye of a firestorm. Over and over, he tried to escape her, but he was starting to worry there was no escaping.

      If Buffy was Asher’s mate, Heath would definitely have to leave. He wiped his hand over his face and the scruff growing along his chin. He’d let himself get attached to someone. This was why he kept his distance at all times. Connections hurt. They always did.

      No matter what, they could be used against him. He wouldn’t survive it this time. His beast would rip him in half. It would destroy what was left of his humanity and leave him nothing but a shell. Was it worth it?

      He was already on his way out the door before he could think that through. He stepped between Buffy and Asher. With a growl on his lips, Heath shoved Asher back. The dragon in Heath didn’t like how close his friend was to Buffy. Asher threw his hands up in surrender while Buffy chided Heath. He didn’t care how impolite he was being. He bent and lifted Buffy from the ground. His beast calmed with every step he took away from Asher.

      Buffy slammed her fist against his back and muttered something, but he couldn’t make it out over the sound of his beast’s lingering growls. What was wrong with him? Why couldn’t he control himself around her?

      Asher said something, but Heath couldn’t hear the words over the thunder of his heart in his ears.

      Inside, he set Buffy on her feet. She stood, looking around for a short while. He expected her to argue, to yell at him. What she said wasn’t quite what he expected.

      “Your cabin is so much bigger than mine!”

      He paused. “That’s all you have to say after that?”

      She shrugged, a sly smile forming on her lips. Was she happy that he’d basically kidnapped her? To see what she would do, he stepped around her and locked the door. The click of the lock echoed through the room as it slid into place.

      Buffy made no reaction whatsoever. She was already lounging on his couch, her arms spread wide. The sight of her made his mouth water. He wanted to crawl atop her and taste her skin. He swallowed and turned away.
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      Buffy couldn’t say she understood Heath, but she liked what he was doing. It was a strange kind of satisfaction that filled her. The way he’d slid between her and Asher had warmed her to her core. When he lifted her off the ground and carried her away, her heart had filled with undeniable heat.

      “If you’re going to keep me here, then you’re going to tell me why the lake is making me blackout.”

      The words felt daring. She wouldn’t have said them to anyone else. It was like Heath was a safe haven. A part of her knew he wasn’t going to turn around and tell anyone else about what happened. Her secret was safe with him. She hoped he knew that the same could be said about her.

      He stopped pacing. “The lake made you blackout?”

      “Normally it happens overnight, like how you found me. I’d blacked out several times today. That’s how I burnt the cookies. Each time, I was closer and closer to the lake.”

      His brow furrowed. He turned a ferocious glare toward the window. Buffy stood and approached him slowly. Tenderly, she turned his face toward her so that he had to look her in the eye. The furrow in his brow relaxed slightly. It took on a tone of concern.

      When his hands gingerly touched her hips, she knew she was in the right place. This was where she was meant to be. Near Heath. Her orbit would always bring her back to him. Even if he spun away, she would somehow follow.

      “Are you alright?”

      She let out a breath. Was she? The encounter had left her shaken and scared. The lake terrified her. Heath knew that much now that he’d seen her freak out and fail to fly over it.

      “I’m fine, right now,” she managed to say. That was enough, because while Heath was there with her, she was alright.

      His expression rippled so quickly she couldn’t read it. His hands on her hips started to slide away, but she reached down and pressed them tighter to her body. Like he needed no convincing, he sighed and relaxed into her. There was no telling what he was thinking unless he told her. She had the feeling that he wouldn’t be giving up his thoughts anytime soon.

      Maybe they were too painful. Maybe he couldn’t quite understand what he was feeling.

      Seconds ticked past into minutes. All the while, he studied her. The creature inside her roused. Her beast wanted to snuggle into him, but she held her ground.

      “Wait,” she breathed. “I can feel my beast. I can feel what it wants.”

      It’d been years since she could feel this part of herself so clearly. It’d been muted and distant until now. The beast hadn’t wanted to talk to her, but now it begged her.

      “What does it want?” Heath asked, his voice impossibly low.

      Her heart raced. The beast filled her mind with wants and needs. It showed her a vision of exactly what it wanted, making Buffy’s cheeks grow red.

      Heath’s grip on her hips tightened. It signaled something inside her. She found her voice, even if it was only a hoarse whisper.

      “My beast wants to kiss you.” Her thunderous heartbeat nearly drowned out the sound of his gasp. “She wants me to run my fingers along your skin…like this.”

      Touching him sent electric pulses up her arm that turned to a flutter inside her chest. She was afraid he would push her away, but he didn’t move. Heath’s chest barely rose. She trailed her fingertips down his cheek. The breath that escaped her was satisfied until it turned into a sound of greedy hunger.

      This wasn’t enough. The beast wanted more. Buffy wanted more. She pressed herself to his body and a dull throbbing began in her core.

      Then, faster than she could react, Heath grabbed her shoulders and pushed her back. He held her at an arm’s length. When she looked up at him, his beast was in his eyes, but the rise and fall of his chest was that of panic. His fingers tightened. She leaned into his touch, thinking he would relent and pull her back.

      He didn’t.

      But he didn’t leave, either. Heath stared at her, his eyes wide with surprise. Buffy wanted to crawl into his mind and unravel the secrets that were standing between them. She’d exposed her greatest secret to him. Was it that he didn’t want to get involved with a broken beast?

      Her dragon roared with indignation. I am not broken, her beast told her.

      The creature thrashed against Buffy’s judgment, against her inability to move closer to Heath. But Buffy was giving him the space he needed. This was a time when she needed to be patient. Pushing things, forcing things, wouldn’t get her anywhere.

      So, she ducked out from under his grasp even though it made her throat tight with need. She stepped away and gave Heath the space he needed. To have her beast so close to the surface, so loud and demanding, was refreshing and damning all at once. Buffy didn’t know what to do with all the new emotions flooding her. They were too much. They would drown her the moment she was alone.

      “Don’t you dare come back out here,” Buffy growled at her beast.

      “What did you say?” Heath’s brows furrowed. He looked thoroughly confused, like everything that happened this night was a surprise.

      She’d forgotten about heightened hearing. After so long with humans, muttering to herself around shifters was going to get her in trouble. Heath might have known about her blackouts, but she didn’t want him to know her beast would come back out for him. Especially, if he didn’t want her the way she wanted him.
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      The need that struck him was like lightning. It radiated from his head to his toes, turning into a searing sensation that burned him from the inside out. If he stepped toward her or took her into his arms, it would go away. He knew it would, but he still couldn’t bring himself to close the space. He couldn’t taint the memory of what he’d had.

      The way this felt…Heath was starting to think…. No, that couldn’t be right. Heath had a mate once upon a time. A dragon only ever gets one mate. One chance at happiness. His had been stolen. There was no getting her back.

      Oh, but the way he felt around Buffy was undeniable. As she slowly made her way back to her cabin, he had the urge to run after her, to scoop her into his arms, and take her back to his place. That was where she belonged. Not alone and scared. He could keep her safe in his arms.

      She would always be safe in his arms.

      She’s not so breakable, his beast told him. Not a fragile and frail human. A dragon.

      Heath swallowed. Everything he felt went against everything he’d always thought. If he was wrong about what he’d once had and too stubborn to give up the idea, would he miss out on the real thing? Or was he wrong about this and only trying to fill a void in his soul?

      What did it matter?

      The thought occurred to him like a flash of light. It was lightning in the storm of his mind, these moments of perfect clarity before the torrent of thoughts and fears returned. What was so wrong with allowing himself another chance? Even if she wasn’t meant to be his, even if she wasn’t his forever, there was no harm in trying to love again.

      Another bolt of lightning struck.

      Dragons had fated mates. There was no escaping true love once it found her. She would have a mate out there, looking for her. Heath wouldn’t be able to hold onto her once her mate came around. Everything he felt for her would be thrown away because fate never wove them together.

      He wanted to roar into the night. Instead, he directed himself toward the water. He dropped to his knees and stared into the dark depths. All he could see was his own reflection on the water’s surface, but he knew who was down there. Jude said she’d seen him herself.

      “You leave her alone, Zane. She isn’t yours. Don’t ask her to break that spell on you because she won’t be able to. Do you hear me, you insufferable brat?”

      Heath waited, even though he knew he wasn’t going to get a response. There was no way Zane could say anything. He was trapped beneath the lake by a witch’s spell.

      He didn’t see it at first. A small spout of water rose, curling in the darkness. It snapped out and slapped him across the face. Heath sat, stunned. He couldn’t believe it. Water dripped from his stinging skin.

      So, that explained why Cole and Jude were so insistent on breaking Zane’s spell.

      “You always were an insufferable brat,” Heath repeated.

      He shoved off the ground and stood, taking a few steps back to put distance between him and the lake in case Zane thought to strike again. If Zane was capable of something like that, he didn’t want to know what else the shifter could do now.

      On his way back to his cabin, Heath glanced over at Buffy’s. He expected to see a light on, but it was bathed in darkness. There wasn’t a hint of movement from inside. His eyes roved over the lake shore. Perhaps her beast had taken over again.

      He surveyed the area but couldn’t find the sweet lavender colored dragon anywhere. Heath hoped that meant Buffy was fast asleep. She could use the rest.
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      The beast’s energy crackled under her skin. Buffy had taken one look at Jude and Cole’s cabin and known that she wasn’t welcome. Jude seemed annoyed with every one of Buffy’s decisions. For all she knew, Jude and Cole were bumping uglies and she would just interrupt anyway.

      Buffy had needed somewhere to go that wasn’t right next door to Heath. Her cabin was too small. Her beast felt too large. Her skin ached to be touched by someone. She was suddenly aware of just how long it had been since she felt loved or appreciated. Both Buffy and her beast were ravenous for touch.

      So, she’d dug her phone out of her pocket and called the only person she could think of. Her stomach churned with indecision, but the phone was already ringing. Asher was surprised when she answered. Her beast craved another man, but that man wouldn’t give her what she needed.

      Heath pulled away time and time again. Buffy just wanted to know release.

      Asher had made it clear that he was interested. From the beginning. He’d been open and inviting. She walked the two miles along the edge of the ominous body of water to get to his lake house. Thankfully, that was enough time to help her cool off.

      Her skin no longer felt too tight. There was no more crackling static in her muscles. A longing still took up space in the pit of her gut, but it was no longer wildly aimed in every direction. Its focus was more targeted.

      When she got to Asher’s lake house, she was greeted by sparkling wine and sexy music, but neither of them could seem to feel the mood. His smile was charming, but it wasn’t the one she had worked so hard to find. Asher, too, seemed to realize that this wasn’t what he wanted.

      In the end, Asher dug out a box of high-end chocolates his manager had sent him, and they worked their way through the exotic flavorings.

      “I want to rip his face off!” Buffy howled.

      Asher leaned back on his couch, his arms spread wide over the back. He laughed. Not at her, she hoped. She found that conversation with Asher turned out to be easy. So long as they weren’t trying to force chemistry, they could be friends. Which she needed when the world was so confusing. They moaned about being the third and fourth wheel to Cole and Jude’s relationship. A lot had changed in the past few weeks. Cole wasn’t the person Asher remembered, though a decade had passed since he’d last seen him. Buffy had to agree, though.

      The Jude she knew was different from the Jude she’d found here. The difference was that Jude had become a leader. Buffy always knew that her friend would become important. That was just Jude’s fate. It was in the color of her scales and the proud way she carried herself. What other fate could Jude have been born for?

      But, as they spoke about their friends, the conversation quickly turned to Heath. The man who they thought would never return.

      Buffy couldn’t hold back any longer. She couldn’t bear the frustration building in her chest.

      “Who does he think he is? I’m a dragon shifter. No one should be able to run me around like this. He’s toying with my feelings!”

      Asher fell silent. He was keeping something from her. She could see it in his pursed lips, in the way he wouldn’t quite look her in the eye. Dropping onto the couch beside him, she stared him down for answers. Asher responded by leaning forward and putting his elbows on his knees. The pose was solemn, especially given the way he regarded the floor with grave seriousness.

      “Heath’s story isn’t my own to tell. I’m sorry I can’t help you with that.”

      Buffy wanted to throw her hands in the air. She wanted to shake Asher, but that was probably a bad idea considering that he was a professional fighter. Buffy was feisty, but she didn’t have any training.

      She pressed her face into the couch cushion and groaned. Her beast was still near the surface. If she tried to sleep now, the beast would take over. It would direct her right back to Heath, and she wasn’t ready to go back to him. Not when he pushed her away at every turn.

      “I know why Jude invited you, but I’d kind of hoped that we could turn into something more,” Asher said unexpectedly.

      Buffy stilled. She didn’t breathe, didn’t move.

      “When Jude said she was inviting a shifter friend, I got kind of excited. It’d been such a long time since I’d had the chance to speak with a female shifter. Then, when you arrived, and none of my charms worked on you, I was livid.”

      At this, she cackled. Buffy peeled herself away from the couch cushion and held her hands over her stomach as laughter overtook her. She rolled onto the floor, still laughing uncontrollably.

      “You didn’t even know me! And you thought I’d just fawn all over you?”

      He growled. “Well, when you put it that way I sound like an asshole. I thought it would be romantic. Like you would take one look at me and know that we were meant to be.”

      His voice trailed off. Buffy stopped laughing and looked up at him. She could see the loneliness in his eyes. It wasn’t aimed at her, though. It was adrift.

      Then, he leaned back and threw his arms over the back of the couch again. “I wouldn’t even know what to do with a mate, anyway.”

      Like that, the honesty was gone. The loneliness she saw in his eyes had vanished and a cocky smile took its place. Asher went on, at length, about the many trysts he’d had while working. The one night stands he remembered vividly. The ones that he truly believed had gotten away.

      “We’re just a mess,” Buffy announced. “I’m lusting after an emotionally unavailable man and I don’t think you would even know what to do with a mate. Even if she walked up to you and slapped you in the face.”

      Asher said nothing. Here, she couldn’t hear the whisper of the lake outside. The lake house was insulated enough that it wasn’t a problem. Whatever lurked in the depths couldn’t reach her here.

      So, she spent the night on Asher’s couch. Even after he threw another invitation to his bed. Buffy declined, thoughts of Heath already swirling in her head. There was no getting her neighbor out of her mind. He was so deeply entrenched that she wondered if she would yearn for him for the rest of her life.
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      The next day, Heath went outside with the hopes that he would find a lavender beast or a short haired woman. When he found neither Buffy nor her beast, he let out a sigh of disappointment before reminding himself that she would never belong to him.

      Buffy had a mate out there somewhere. She had someone who was waiting to love her. It wasn’t Heath’s place to interfere. He would never be a part of her life. Not the way he wanted. Because he’d already had a mate. There would be no love like that for him.

      Not again.

      Unable to sit still, he got into his truck. The drive into town was short while his mind raced. He tried to cast out thoughts of Buffy, but she always came back. With it came the memory of the night before and the way she touched him.

      She was a firefly in the night, lighting up the empty space with flashes of hope. When she flew near him, she ignited a burning inferno that confused him. He wished it hadn’t felt like that. If she’d touched him and he felt nothing, then he could tell himself that he was just lonely. What could he say of the sharp yearning that filled him now?

      He turned onto a gravel road, slowing to a crawl as headstones rose around him. Some were old, nearly two centuries buried beneath lichen and dirt. He turned along the gravel road and the headstones became newer. This was a place he’d never visited.

      Why had he never come here? He’d been so busy running away from his pain, that he’d never thought to see her grave. Finally, he found her name emblazoned across a short slab of granite. He knew her body wasn’t here, that Marnie’s family had chosen cremation, but the marker gave him something to talk to. It probably served the same for her family.

      Without turning the truck off, Heath leapt out. His knees shook with every step he took toward her name. The dates on the marker were too close together. She’d been so young when Alistair killed her.

      “I don’t know what’s happening anymore, Marnie.”

      No answer came. The ghost he’d invented in his mind wouldn’t be here. The woman he’d loved had moved on. He hoped to a better place.

      “Marnie can’t help you with that, but maybe I could,” a female voice offered.

      Heath spun, expecting the traitorous witch, Sybil. But the face he found was strikingly familiar. Her hair wasn’t short, but instead long and pinned back. Where Marnie’s face had been smooth and youthful, this woman had lines that betrayed her years. She had even more since the last time he’d seen her ten years ago.

      She offered him a warm smile and moved to stand beside him.

      He stiffened. This wasn’t how he expected their reunion to go. Heath had pulled Marnie into a world of danger. She’d been a human surrounded by shifters. Shifters that inevitably got her killed.

      But Marnie’s mother leaned her head on Heath’s shoulder. Beatrice didn’t yell at him, didn’t try to chase him away, and didn’t blame him for Marnie’s death. All the things he’d imagined over the years. All the things he thought he deserved.

      “It sounds like you need to talk.” Beatrice squeezed his arm reassuringly. “How about we get a coffee? Maybe lunch. Then we can talk about what’s bothering you.”

      Heath wanted to tell her no and escape back to his cabin, but he knew he’d meet Buffy there and still be no wiser about the things she made him feel. So, shoulders slumped in defeat, he agreed. Beatrice took a moment to leave a bouquet of flowers at the base of the grave marker. The sight of it made Heath’s throat close.

      He felt like he was cheating. He hadn’t done anything and, yet, there was a feeling of betrayal swimming in his gut. If only he could have been better. He should have turned Buffy away the moment he met her. He should have run away from her.

      “Let’s go, young man.”

      Heath opened his mouth to tell her he wasn’t so young anymore, but when he caught the glimmer of playfulness in her eyes he quieted. She got back into her red Impala and slowly pulled out of the graveyard so that he could follow. Beatrice led him back into town and pulled into a small diner.

      It was the pack’s territory. Heath had tried to stay out of their way while he lived in Michigan. The pack had been led by a tyrant. The others told him that the current alpha had been a tyrant until recently, but Heath found it so hard to believe.

      They took a seat in the back of the diner, away from other patrons. He knew the town was aware of the local pack, and more recently that there was a dragon living nearby, but they didn’t need to know that there were more dragons now. If the subject came up, at least they would be out of earshot of the other humans.

      “What brings you back?” Beatrice asked after ordering two cups of coffee.

      Heath didn’t know what to say to that. Beatrice knew about everything that happened with Alistair. She knew that was what had taken her daughter’s life. Yet, Heath found it difficult to say that Alistair had gotten away. That the man trapped in the lake was their own friend and not the monster they’d fought to kill.

      He ran his hands over his face. It didn’t help. He could still feel the tug of the bags under his eyes. He hadn’t slept much the night before. Not after his beast told him Buffy wasn’t in her cabin. He’d spent the night waiting for her to come home, but she never did.

      “The clan is under new leadership,” Heath said, instead.

      “Oh, is it? Does that mean you came back to take the position…or?” Beatrice knew next to nothing about their ways.

      Heath shook his head. “I’m not leadership material. Cole found a mate, though. She’s hot headed but has the strength to back it up. Don’t tell him I said this, but I’m starting to think she might be good for them. Especially now that Asher is back.”

      The words were tumbling out of him. He couldn’t believe all that he was telling the woman. This was clan business, but it felt good to be able to talk to someone. With Beatrice, he could get out everything that had been bubbling up inside him for the past few days. She wouldn’t judge, wouldn’t speak out of turn, or assume he was being an ass.

      Beatrice just let him talk. He’d liked that about his mate’s mother. She might not have approved of his relationship with her daughter, but she trusted her daughter. Beatrice hadn’t hated Heath in particular. Just what he was. What his kind were capable of.

      In the end, his clan had justified her fears.

      He shook himself.

      “So, it’s more than just you. How is Asher doing? I’ve seen him on the television. He’s…an interesting man.”

      Heath laughed at Beatrice’s description of Asher. He thought what Asher did was ridiculous, but interesting was a good way to put it, too.

      The coffees arrived. Beatrice asked for a pastry while Heath ordered a plate of home fries. He didn’t think the old diner would offer hot sauce, but when they returned with his favorite brand later, he was pleasantly surprised.

      “Now, tell me,” Beatrice began. “Why did I find you at my daughter’s grave marker this morning? It has been ten years, darling. Please tell me that you’ve moved on.”

      Heath swallowed. The coffee curdled in his stomach.

      “She was my mate,” he reminded her. He didn’t want to explain what that meant all over again. Beatrice should have understood.

      “Yes, but my daughter’s life is over. Yours is still moving forward. You can’t spend it alone and beating yourself up. Don’t your kind live longer than humans? You have so much of your life ahead of you. The idea of living that alone is sad.”

      He clenched his jaw. He would have to spell it out for her.

      “Don’t argue with me,” she said before he could speak. “I can see it on your face that you want to say something. The thing is that no matter how old you can get, I’ll always be older. I have the advantage of time on my hands.

      “Living with a ghost will do you no good. I know from experience. It took me three years to finally let go of Marnie’s ghost. Have you been living with it this entire time? I’ll do you a favor and tell you that it isn’t her. The ghost isn’t Marnie. My daughter wasn’t one to hang around when her time was up.”

      Heath wanted to hold on to the idea that his mate would haunt him, even though he knew the ghost wasn’t real. Swallowing became difficult. His throat was tight, refusing to let anything pass.

      “Maybe,” Beatrice said without meeting his gaze, “my daughter couldn’t be with you forever because the two of you weren’t truly mates. I don’t think fate would give you your soulmate if you could only spend a handful of years with her.”

      The growl that escaped him was so loud that other patrons began to turn and stare at him. He had to stifle the sound before people started to leave. The idea that they were dining with an angry shifter in the corner would probably hurt business.

      “I can’t say I’m an expert in what you call fate, but I’m not buying that your life is over for a single minute. You’re still a young man. If you’re holding yourself back from something because you think you’re honoring Marnie, you’re lying to yourself. Marnie would never want you to run away from anything. Even love.”

      How dare she tell him that Marnie wasn’t his mate? He had loved her and losing her nearly ripped him in half. He couldn’t stay in the place where his mate had died. When he fled town, it was because his beast could smell her blood everywhere he went. The creature had been on the verge of losing control…

      Or had Heath been the one close to losing his mind? Thinking back, it hadn’t been his beast that tormented him. It’d been his own thoughts. Every corner he’d turned, he’d caught glimpses of her. Every door he opened had greeted him with the scent of blood.

      It’d all been in his mind. The beast had been quiet. Unlike now, where it growled at the thought of someone else with Buffy. The beast was smug. It sat back, pleased with what Beatrice was saying.

      Still, Heath shook his head. “You’re wrong.”
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        * * *

      

      Buffy saw Heath before he saw her. He was seated in the back of the diner with another woman. The way Buffy’s stomach dropped nearly dragged her to the floor with it. She didn’t want to believe that he could move on from her so easily, but there was no denying where he was.

      Hanging her head, Buffy started to turn. Jude caught her arm and yanked her back. It was the first time since the fight at the bowling alley that they had a chance to hang out. Hell, it was the first time in years that they would actually spend time together. Buffy should have been happy.

      But her attention slid back to Heath, in the corner with another woman. Jude must have followed her gaze, because she said:

      “So that’s how this is going to work? You fall for him of all men. He isn’t even available.” Jude’s lips split in a sneer.

      “I haven’t fallen for him!” Buffy said too loud.

      Every head in the room turned toward her, including Heath and his dining partner. It was then that Buffy saw how old the woman was. The woman was easily her mother’s age. She didn’t look anything like Heath, so she couldn’t have been his mother. If she wasn’t a relative, then who was she?

      Jude leaned in close and whispered to her friend. “Do you want to leave?”

      Buffy couldn’t bring herself to move. Her beast rooted itself to the spot. She could look away from Heath, but she couldn’t leave him.

      “Of all the times for you to make a stand, you choose now?” Buffy muttered to her beast. “I hate you more than anything in the world. More than olives. I hope you’re happy.”

      Jude looked at her like she’d lost her mind. Buffy was starting to feel like her sanity was long gone. She wanted to ask Jude what she meant by not available, but that would mean making her beast take a step away from Heath. Which the creature refused to do.

      The dragon, now that it was present, wanted to march over to Heath and mark him so that everyone knew he belonged to her. No one else could have him. Buffy tried to argue with her beast, reminding it that Jude said he was unavailable. Whatever Buffy felt toward Heath was unrequited. He didn’t feel the same.

      Jude touched her arm, but Buffy still couldn’t move. When she turned to tell her friend that she wanted to speak to Heath, the look of dejection was written across Jude’s face. If Jude had invited Buffy here for a reason, everything Buffy did seemed to be in opposition of that plan.

      Buffy didn’t want to believe that her friend would pull her into a plot without telling her, but Jude was different. She was a clan leader now. The clan would come before Buffy. It only served to remind her that she was alone in the world. Buffy would never have a clan. She was starting to believe she would never have a mate, either.

      “I think I’m going to…” What? Buffy certainly didn’t want to go home. She hated the idea of being alone next to the lake. If only someone would tell her what was going on with it, then maybe she would feel better.

      Instead, everyone chose to treat her like the outsider she was.

      Buffy shook her head and ran out the door. Her beast felt distant again. It’s roar to go back to Heath felt a hundred miles away. She would pay the price later. The beast would take over and do whatever it wanted, no matter what Buffy asked of it. This divide was driving her mad.

      This was supposed to be a vacation, but Buffy felt pulled in too many directions. Jude was trying to accomplish something without telling her. Heath was keeping a secret that she feared would break her heart. And her beast was trying to push her toward that certain heartbreak.

      There was no escaping this awful feeling.

      When the bell over the door chimed, she thought Jude had caught up to her. Jude would suggest somewhere else to go and they would head off without discussing what happened.

      But it wasn’t Jude’s hand that touched her shoulder. The hand was warm, heavy, and increasingly familiar. His scent reached her nose and her dragon shoved its way back toward the surface. She felt her eyes shift, the world becoming sharper as the dragon looked out through them.

      “Is everything alright?” Heath asked.

      Her dragon wanted her to turn around, but Buffy couldn’t look at him. She couldn’t bear his rejection anymore. Time and time again, Heath pulled away. She needed to tell him that he couldn’t toy with her feelings like that. It was tiring. She was already falling apart. If anyone pulled on any more loose threads, she would crumble into nothing.

      Instead of saying any of that, Buffy ran away. She ducked back into the restaurant where Jude was waiting. Her friend sat at a table, nervously tearing strips of paper from a straw. Jude never looked up, but Buffy remembered that her friend wanted something from her and refused to say what it was.

      Buffy didn’t know if she could sit down and have a civil meal with her friend just then. She yearned for the days when they would stay up late and eat entire bags of chips in the dark just before falling asleep. She missed the easy conversation that happened when it was just the two of them. Too much had changed since those days.

      Buffy realized she’d been left behind. Her life no longer moved in the same circles as Jude. And, as much as she wanted it to, her life wouldn’t collide with Heath’s. As Jude said, he was unavailable. Whatever secret he was holding onto kept them at a distance. Buffy was beginning to think that the distance was uncrossable. She would forever remain on the wrong side of love.

      Love?

      She wouldn’t go so far as to call it love. There was a lot of lust and infatuation happening, but it couldn’t be love. Buffy couldn’t love a man unwilling to show her affection. That would be like shooting herself in the foot.

      She ran back out of the diner, past Jude and Heath. She ran until her chest was on fire. The beast in her growled. It was discontent, but so was her confused heart. Buffy couldn’t bear the way it felt anymore. She wanted it to stop.

      Why did she try so hard to cast light in the world when her own light was constantly shut out?
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      Beatrice sidled up beside Heath. He was stuck, watching Buffy run away.

      “I take it that’s the woman that has you questioning your life,” Beatrice said.

      His lip curled. “I’m not questioning anything. I’ve taken a liking to her, but that’s all. She will find her own mate someday.”

      Beatrice poked him in the chest, her finger against his heart. “What if that mate is you?”

      He grabbed her hand, intending to push her away and reject her words, but something about them rang true. Maybe it was a glimmer of hope. Maybe it was a wild dream. All he knew was that he didn’t want to give it up yet.

      “The least you can do,” Beatrice told him, “is spend some time with her. Get to know her. Be her friend.”

      “I can’t just be friends,” he croaked, his throat tightening with sorrow.

      “Well, I think you just answered your own question then.” Beatrice pulled away. She gave him her address so he would always be able to find her if he needed to talk about his problems. “You’re like a son to me. The door is always open. I’ll try to have coffee cake on hand.”

      He gave her a weak smile, grateful to have someone willing to speak so plainly to him. Not that he had worked through any of the turmoil writhing in his heart. Had he answered his own question? What question had that been? He didn’t see a path forward. Not one where he got a chance to love Buffy.

      To keep her.

      Heath told himself that he didn’t deserve a second chance. When Jude appeared, Beatrice bade her farewell and disappeared into her car. The growl that emanated from Heath’s chest when he looked at Jude was vicious. His dragon wanted to tear into her for what she was doing to Buffy.

      “All I wanted was my friend,” she said, her voice quiet.

      Heath shouldn’t have felt like he’d let his boss down, but as Jude stalked toward Cole’s truck he felt the weight of the world on his shoulders. He didn’t think his presence would become this much trouble. When Jude invited him back, he thought he would come and hear them out. Not that he would steal Jude’s friend away from her.

      Jude was the only one to blame, he reminded himself. If Jude hadn’t invited Buffy here under false pretenses, he never would have had to step in and protect her.

      “You can’t throw your friends at Zane in an attempt to find him a mate,” he said to the truck as it zoomed away.

      Jude couldn’t hear him, but he wasn’t ready to pick a fight with the new leader of the local dragon clan. All he could do was sigh and run his hands over his face.

      As soon as Jude was gone, his mind returned to Buffy. He wondered where she had run off to. He knew where he would be able to find her later, though. Instead of chasing a running dragon, he decided to do something else.

      It was the least he could do.
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        * * *

      

      Buffy poured all of her frustration into creaming together butter and sugar. She was running low on both, but the mixture was coming together. It looked promising when she scooped it onto the baking sheet. With music playing loudly in the background, she couldn’t hear the creepy whisper of the lake.

      She’d meant to ask Jude what that was over lunch, but her heart and her beast had ruined her lunch plans. Jude probably would have danced around the topic anyway. Buffy didn’t feel like her best friend was telling her everything.

      It was like she’d dropped into the middle of a pile of secrets. She was blindfolded and trying to find her way out, but no one wanted to help her. All she could do was bake cookies. She didn’t quite feel as useless when she was baking.

      The sun was going down outside. It touched the lake before falling deep into the water. The world grew dark. The sky held only a sliver of lavender, the same color as her beast. She watched it fade into night as the recent batch of cookies baked in the oven.

      When there was a knock at the door, she jumped in surprise. For a second, Buffy debated not opening it. She thought about letting whoever had come to bug her stay on that side of the door. She didn’t need any more lies or half-truths.

      But she did need someone to help eat the three dozen cookies she’d made since she got home. So, reluctantly, she opened the door. She wasn’t surprised to find Heath standing on the porch. She was surprised to see him bearing a bouquet of flowers, though. The cute flowers had been dyed a rainbow of colors.

      She grinned and reached for them before pulling her hand back. They might not be meant for her. She couldn’t make any assumptions when it came to Heath.

      He was awkwardly quiet for a long moment. Then, he thrust out his arm. “Flowers. For you. An apology.”

      “You’re a man of many words,” Buffy grumbled.

      “I heard that.”

      Her cheeks warmed, but she didn’t apologize. She just took the flowers and turned to find them a vase. The cabin didn’t have much, so she settled on a tall glass. The flowers brightened up the small space and brought a smile to her lips. She wanted to hate them, but they were a kind of light.

      “Come in and help yourself to a cookie,” she said without turning back to him. As long as she didn’t look at him, she could set aside her feelings.

      The floorboards creaked as Heath entered. He filled the small space of her cabin to the point where he felt inescapable. She couldn’t avoid him, couldn’t turn her gaze away from him. Not if she wanted to move around. The oven beeped and she needed to open it, which meant orchestrating a quick dance that had them brushing up against one another.

      Her heart leapt into her throat as she bent to retrieve the tray of warm cookies. Her mind spun, making her grateful for the small distraction so that she could try to tame her thoughts. It didn’t work, though. She set the tray on the counter and paused.

      Heath’s heat washed over her, hotter than the open oven. When she leaned to close it, she had to lean closer to him. All her beast wanted was for her to turn around. It wanted her to face him. He had something to say, and the beast wanted to hear it.

      But when she turned, she found him with a mouthful of cookie. Whatever he’d wanted to say was temporarily set aside. He groaned and collapsed into the chair. The way his eyes rolled back made Buffy jealous. She couldn’t believe she was jealous of a cookie, but she wanted to be the one to make him react like that.

      Her brows furrowed. “What are you doing here?”

      She wanted him there, in that chair, in the room with her. She wanted him as close as possible where she could hear his soft sighs and his little growls. Yet, it had felt like he wanted to be as far away as possible since she met him. She couldn’t figure out why he’d come to her.

      “Is this about your shirt?” She bit her lower lip because the shirt wasn’t in her cabin. “Your shirt might be at Asher’s lake house.”

      “My what? Oh, yeah. You have one of my shirts still…” His voice trailed off as his gaze touched the door to the small bedroom in the back. Then, it was like her words finally sunk in. His beast filled his eyes, brighter than she’d ever seen before. The muscle in his jaw twitched. “Wait. What did you just say? Asher? Really?”

      Buffy shrugged and turned her back to him. She reached for the bowl of butter and sugar and pretended like it needed all of her attention in that moment. Behind her, Heath’s breath had become loud and furious. She could tell he was holding back everything he wanted to say.

      She thought he would blow up on her, but when the floor creaked and the door hinge squealed, she had to spin and catch Heath before he could leave. One hand on his sleeve, she looked up at him with pleading eyes.

      “Don’t start a fight with Asher.”

      Heath’s nostrils flared. His body was still tight with tension. He shook with the need to go out and find Asher. She wanted to shake it out of him, this absurd jealousy. Heath was the one who wouldn’t seal the deal. Buffy had made it very clear that she wanted him, but he’d been the one to back away every time.

      “What am I supposed to do to get my shirt back?”

      Buffy couldn’t hold back the laughter that spilled out of her. His question took her by surprise. She let go of him. Little by little, Heath eased. She put her hands on her hips and shook her head at him.

      She caught his nostrils flaring and realized what he was doing. “You think you can smell him on me?”

      “No. Maybe…what am I supposed to do? I don’t…” his words devolved into a frustrated growl. He clenched his fists tight.

      “Nothing happened between us. I mean, I did eat most of his stash of chocolates, but he deserved it.” She paused and gathered her thoughts. “I realized while I was at his lake house that I couldn’t hear the lake. Maybe I can hear it through the broken wall at night. I’m not sure. All I know is that it keeps me up. At Asher’s place, it didn’t bother me. I slept on the couch.”

      “And left my shirt on his floor?”

      She scowled up at him, but the gesture fell away when her cheeks heated. “Don’t worry about that.

      When he looked away and his nostrils flared with his leftover anger, she wondered if he was going to leave again. She was surprised when he offered her his hand.

      “The shirt can wait until later,” he whispered. The soft sound was a caress against her skin that made her want to moan.

      Buffy swallowed the desire and nodded. Heath tugged her toward him, so he was suddenly too close for comfort. She had to fist her hands at her side to keep from reaching out for him. Her beast pushed her to wrap her arms around his neck, to kiss the hollow of his throat, but she resisted.

      Her dragon couldn’t show up whenever it pleased. If it was only going to make an appearance when Heath was nearby, then Buffy wasn’t going to try to make good with it anymore. The beast was driving her wild. She wanted it to stay but couldn’t make the creature do anything it didn’t want to do.

      “I have a surprise outside,” Heath told her. He gently led her toward the door by his grip on her arm.

      The night was complete, little pinprick stars shining above. She looked around as her eyes adjusted but couldn’t find whatever it was Heath wanted to show her. Was it the moon? Because it was already waning. She sure hoped it wasn’t the lake. He knew she hated it.

      He led her around the cabin, toward the lake, and she was tempted to dig in her heels. Her beast didn’t allow it, though. The beast lifted her feet so that Heath could pull her along. She was grateful, because as they rounded the corner, she saw a table set up on the grass.

      All around it were glowing candles. They flickered in the grass, on stones, and on the table. The smell of food filled the air, drawing her closer and closer.

      “Is this…” Buffy didn’t know how to ask.

      “What? A date?” Heath shook his head. “No. Not a date. It is an apology though. I haven’t been the best neighbor.”

      Her excitement ebbed. Everything she might have said died along with her expectations. If this wasn’t a date, then why would he go to such great lengths? None of it made any sense to her.

      Still, it was a moment with Heath that she wouldn’t have gotten otherwise. She chose to accept it, to take this night and hold the memory close, because she knew after this he would run away again. Heath might not give her what she needed, and she might not be able to be the light he needed, but she could enjoy this night.

      He pulled out a chair for her. She wanted to laugh when he pushed it up to the table, and she could see the take-out containers. So, he hadn’t cooked a meal for her. That was alright. She was only a mediocre cook herself.

      Heath peeled the lid off a container of macaroni and cheese then scooped a serving onto her plate. The main course was grilled chicken that had been smeared with a sweet and spicy rub. Her stomach growled, eager for something other than cookies.

      “I know it’s not…”

      She cut him off. “It’s perfect. Macaroni and cheese is one of my favorite dishes.”

      “You don’t have to lie to me to make me feel better about not cooking for you.”

      “I’m not lying! It really is my favorite. I have a recipe that uses five cheeses. It would blow your mind. You should let me make it for you someday.”

      He sat across from her. There was a smile on his face, clear as day. She felt his feet brush against hers and her heart stuttered in response. If this wasn’t a date, then why was he touching her so casually?

      “Would you let me make macaroni and cheese for you someday?”

      His expression was twisted for a moment. It was like she was watching him work through a torrent of emotions. In the end, his smile turned sad.

      “Maybe,” he told her. “If you don’t find a mate before then.”

      She cocked her head. “What do you mean by that?”

      His foot began bouncing beneath the table. She caught the tightness at the corners of his eyes even though he looked away from her.

      “You never know when you’ll find a mate,” was all he said.

      Buffy had the urge to leap over the table, grab him by his shirt, and kiss him. She didn’t want to spill the mac and cheese, though. Heath was so difficult for her to read. He was a closed and locked book that only opened by accident. Whenever he did open, he would inevitably run away.

      She leaned back in her seat and stretched her legs beneath the table. Her calf slid along his. An electric sensation rocketed to her core. She nearly hissed in sinful delight. It was the barest of brushes, and yet it set her on fire. What if she had found her mate?

      “I know what it’s like to be mated,” Heath said. “You won’t want to leave your mate’s side for anyone.”

      His words struck her. She couldn’t draw a breath. Her chest burned uncomfortably until it finally allowed her to suck in air.

      “You mean you’ve seen mates ignore their friends?”

      Heath was silent. Buffy had reveled in the way it felt when he touched her. She had hidden the fact that she slept with his shirt at night. But when he met her gaze, she felt the world crumbling in her hands. Every scrap of hope she’d had vanished.

      “You have a mate,” she said, voice hoarse.

      He stared at the mac and cheese like it had jabbed a knife in his chest. “Had.”

      Buffy’s mind went blank, but her beast appeared. It assured her that this was a lie. Heath never had a mate. Her beast was so certain, but she couldn’t figure out why. Heath himself had told her. He would know.

      The candlelight made her uncomfortable. There was a romantic aura to the night that no longer belonged. She couldn’t be his mate. He’d already had one. Past tense.

      Buffy lurched up from the table. She swayed as her beast tried to shove her back down into the seat. This time, she was stronger than the beast. Heath called out to her as she ran away, but she didn’t stick around to listen.

      Holding onto the light in the world was becoming more and more difficult by the day. She didn’t know how to grasp onto the small rays slipping between her fingers. There had been a bit of hope when Heath came to her, that they could have what she’d been dreaming about. She realized now that all she was doing was lying to herself.

      Her life would never get better. Maybe what she needed to do was let her beast take over. No, because the beast would take her back to Heath. It would throw her at him.

      Moments after slamming the door behind her, there was a knock. She didn’t know how to answer it. How could she face him after running off like that? It was obvious now that she’d thought they could be something more.

      That was the secret Heath had been holding onto. It explained why he always retreated from her. He’d been trying so hard not to lead her on, but Buffy had done it to herself.

      Come to me. Free me.

      The whisper slipped in through the window. It caressed her cheek and tried to pull her toward the water. Her beast growled. The sound filled her. Whatever it was that called out to her from the lake, her beast wasn’t allowing it to take hold. The beast wanted her to answer the door.

      When she didn’t, Heath opened the door anyway. He stood in the darkness. In his hand was the container of mac and cheese that she’d left behind. He took one step into the room, then another. When he stood before her, and she couldn’t look up at him, he dropped to his knees.

      He set the container on the table beside her and rested his hands on her knees. The heat that slithered over her skin drove her wild. It stole her breath and forced her to look up at him. His lips parted.

      She leaned back and shook her head.

      “Stop. I can’t stand seeing you hurt like this.” Heath pleaded with her. There was pain in his voice, too. She could hear the strain of it pressing on him.

      What did he have to hurt for? He’d already had a mate. He’d had a chance at love. Buffy had the feeling that his relationship had ended badly, most likely unexpectedly. She wanted to have sympathy for his loss, but she couldn’t get away from her own sorrow. It wanted to drown her.

      His hands slid up her thighs. The touch was too intimate. She should have run away, but she stayed in his arms. The beast in her purred with happiness. Heath knelt before her, right where the beast wanted him.

      “Buffy,” he begged.

      The words tugged on her heart. She wished she could pry his fingers off it, that he would let go and she could forget about the way he made her feel. The times he’d looked at her like she was the only woman in the room, or the possessive growl he made when others approached her, were all just lies she made up.

      He said her name again, this time letting that growl creep into his voice. It made her look at him. His features were twisted in pain, his eyes silently pleading with her. She swallowed, but was unable to force her feelings down.

      “You forgot the mac and cheese,” he whispered.

      She let out a laugh, more of a croak through the tears threatening to fall. He released her face and crawled to one of the kitchen drawers. Two forks caught the meager light as he pulled them out. He came back, settled near her feet with his back pressed to her legs, and cracked open the container.

      Against her better judgement, Buffy slid down to the floor to sit beside him. Her arm touched his, making her heart flutter. She shouldn’t want this. It would be smart to run. Putting any kind of distance between them would help shield her heart from the pain it would eventually suffer.

      She didn’t leave Heath’s side, though. When he raised the fork to her lips, she met his gaze. The catch in his breath was audible in the quiet dark. He was gentle as he fed her. Her lips closed around the fork, but it wasn’t satisfying. It wasn’t what she truly wanted in her mouth.

      There was another kind of hunger growing inside her. It made her clench her fists, made her tremble when she held it back.

      Heath twisted to set the container aside. The fork clattered to the ground, but before she could say anything, Heath held her face in his hands again. His lips descended upon hers. She groaned in delight and clung to his shirt like he might disappear at any moment.

      His kiss was filled with all the need she felt. He teased her mouth open with his clever tongue so that it could sweep through her mouth. He, in turn, moaned. Slowly, they lowered to the floor together. Heath was careful to keep from putting his weight on her, but Buffy was impatient.

      She was a dragon shifter. She could handle it, so she yanked him atop her. He made a sound of surprise, but didn’t break the kiss. It became slow and agonizing, like he was taking his time with her. Was he savoring it the way she was?

      Buffy yanked his shirt over his head. Heat radiated from his body, warm enough to bask in. It was like making love to the sun. She was surprised when she opened her eyes and the room was dark. Heath should have shone like the sun. He was her light in the dark.

      There was no more denying it. Buffy was lost, in love with a man who could never want her the way she wanted him. Not that it felt like that with Heath. When he touched her, it was with reverence. When his lips left hers, it was to trail down her skin in worship. She arched into him, silently pleading for more.

      Heath answered, hands pushing her shirt up. His breath hissed when he found her taut nipples waiting for him. Buffy tried to find her voice to tell him that she’d taken off her bra earlier, but he took a nipple into his mouth and all words vanished from her mind. She writhed beneath him. Her body throbbed, begging for more.

      More.

      More.

      “Heath,” she managed to say as her nails dug into his shoulder.

      What was this? Was it simply the long years she’d gone without being touched? Or was it a connection she would never see fully fulfilled? She tried not to think about it. Not while Heath touched her, while she could pretend that they were meant to be together.

      He pushed away from her, hovering over her. She couldn’t see his expression in the dark. Whatever filled his eyes was a mystery to her. When she touched his cheek, she expected him to jerk away. Instead, he leaned into her palm.

      Her heart leapt into her throat. Hope filled her chest.

      She wound her arms around his neck and brought him back down to her. This was it. She would have him inside her tonight. They would join as one and he would see that she was the only woman ever meant for him.

      She would never find another man willing to spoon-feed her mac and cheese on the kitchen floor. That was the sign she needed. Heath was her forever.

      Just as his fingers curled in the waistband of her shorts, he froze. She tried to coax him forward by shimmying out of her shorts, but he wouldn’t move.

      “Are you afraid?” she asked him.

      His arms shook. Then, he dropped his head. “Yes.”

      Buffy ran her hands over his tense shoulders. She wanted to work the knots from them, feel his warmth as they eased into her touch. That wouldn’t be tonight, though. She was beginning to see that this wasn’t the night that she would convince him of their destiny.

      That was alright.

      Her beast was at peace with the idea that they would have to pursue him. The beast grinned with delight. A hunt was on. It would be a slow and patient kind of hunt.

      When Heath leaned away from her, pushing off his hands to sit on his knees, she had the urge to dig her claws into him and drag him back. It wouldn’t be right. Heath wouldn’t give in. He would only run faster.

      She knew what it was like to feel such fear. The need to run was overwhelming. The least she could do was let him run. Even if her core was ablaze. Even if she wanted nothing more than to feel him so deep inside her that she forgot where she ended and he began.

      A growl rumbled her throat. She tried to swallow it, but Heath still caught the sound.

      “I’m sorry…I never meant to…”

      She sat up and shook her head. “It’s alright.”

      Heath leaned closer. She thought he would kiss her again, but he stopped just before their lips connected. “What am I feeling? I can’t tell anymore.”

      In the morning, she would find claw marks from her nails dragging along the floor. Pain flared over her palm from how tightly she clenched her fists. All to keep from touching him. He needed time. She knew that. But she needed him, too. She couldn’t live without him. Not now that she’d found him.

      There was no way what she felt could be a fling. It burned too hotly. Already, the memory of him was seared into her soul. She would never be free of it.

      Just when she thought Heath would leave, his arm wound around her back. He yanked her into his body, and his teeth clamped around her shoulder. She cried out. Pain and ecstasy became a wave of pleasure that dragged her down. She fell limp in his arms.

      Buffy swam in the sensations, not realizing that Heath had disappeared until it was too late to give chase. That was fine. She could be a patient hunter. Her mark would return. He would never be far.

      She reached and touched her shoulder. It came away with blood, bringing a smile to her lips. Staring up at the blood on her fingers, she twisted her wrist to watch the liquid catch the light. Her body thrummed with sensation. It refused to fade, refused to leave her body completely. She was okay with that. It was a reminder of what she’d wanted.

      If only Heath had stayed. Her beast was sated. She didn’t have to deal with its incessant commands now that it was more present. She also didn’t fear it trying to take over. The blackouts couldn’t take her while the beast was snoring.

      The sky outside the window was slowly turning pink. The sun was coming. How had the night gone by so fast?

      Mine, the wind howled.

      Buffy sat up. She reached to close the nearby window but paused. She used every ounce of her strength to push, but it was like an invisible force held her back.

      Come to me. Free me from my cage.

      The words wrapped around her mind. The bit of light on the horizon began to disappear. She watched it go, knowing what was happening. Her beast was asleep. She didn’t know how to wake it, so she couldn’t summon it to fight off this spell.

      Anxiety churned in her gut, but the feeling began to fade. No, it became distant. She felt her consciousness begin to slip away. It was like she was on a slide and she couldn’t climb up it no matter how hard she tried. She just kept falling away, away, away. A scream came to her lips, but never left them.

      Become mine and free me.
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      Heath didn’t run back to his cabin. He let his beast out and took to the air. It was the only way to escape the chaos his mind had become. How could he betray his memory this way? How could he believe in a lie he fed himself?

      His beast soaring over the lake under the veil of night, he was free. He could sort out his thoughts. As much as he wanted to think that touching Buffy had been a mistake, a part of him refused to let him hold onto the idea. That part of him shoved out all the shame and guilt.

      How could it let him lie to himself? When he was touching Buffy, when he was with her, he’d wondered if maybe she could be his mate. The thought had struck him and left him with too many questions.

      Was it possible to have two mates? Could fate be so kind as to allow him a second chance? Heath worried that he wasn’t deserving of one. He’d spent the past ten years doing nothing. He’d been a ghost in his own skin. The only one haunting him had been himself. Making no friends, never reaching out to his old family, and living in silence had been his punishment to himself.

      He deserved his punishment. He’d failed someone he loved, but Heath couldn’t help but wonder if he’d stretched his sentence out too long. He no longer wanted that life. There was a fire in him that wanted more. It wanted long hikes and late nights baking. It wanted the firecracker of unpredictability that was Buffy.

      He wanted her so badly. Marking her just before he left had been instinctual. It was like he and his beast had become one for that single moment. His teeth sank into her skin and he felt the surge of hope in his heart.

      Maybe Buffy was the only one for him. He hadn’t given it much thought. Heath had been convinced that he’d already had his mate. What he’d felt for her had been strong. It’d fulfilled a part of him that needed love. But, his beast had never reacted like this.

      It never marked her.

      The beast had marked Buffy, though. Right now, Buffy was back in her cabin, bearing his mark. All that looked at her would know that she was being courted. No one would be able to touch her.

      The idea filled him with satisfaction. Buffy would be his, if he allowed it. If she allowed it. He’d made a mess of things. Heath had touched her with the passion he’d been holding back. Then, just as quickly as he’d shared that passion, he’d run away. Leaving Buffy on the floor of that shitty cabin was inexcusable.

      He could be better. Buffy deserved better.

      If he couldn’t give that to her, then what kind of mate was he? Perhaps…not her mate at all. If he’d claimed another man’s mate and tricked himself into believing she was his, then there would be a price to pay later.

      Beatrice told him to let himself love again. Heath wasn’t sure he could take the pain of loss twice. This would be the pain to destroy him. To imagine Buffy in another man’s arms, her bright laughter reserved for another man.

      His beast snarled and snapped at the air. It tried to turn him around, back to Buffy’s cabin. Heath refused to let the beast turn around, though. His attention was caught by something on the ground below. A ripple of water.

      He circled, trying to make sense of what he was seeing. The water rose again. It took shape. This time, it was much larger than the spout of water that had slapped him. This was a tentacle of water that could reach over the ground. It lashed out and crashed into the ground.

      Great chunks of earth flew through the air. Heath didn’t know what Zane was attacking. Not at first. Then he saw a form on the ground. It was hard to make out from above, but as he banked around, he could see the person from the front.

      Buffy.

      Heath plummeted, surprise stealing the air from beneath his wings. He caught himself and redirected his flight. Buffy still stood on the ground, facing the lake. She would never approach the lake. Heath knew it for a fact. Just remembering how she’d stalled at the shore filled him with conviction.

      Whatever was happening was magic, out of her control. Just like the blackouts she’d experienced. Smoke curled from his muzzle. Flames licked the back of his throat, fueled by his beast’s anger. If Zane thought he was going to grab Buffy, he was wrong. They might owe Zane nearly everything, but Buffy wasn’t a part of that.

      Heath wasn’t going to let her get dragged into this.

      He swooped toward her. Grabbing her at this speed might hurt, but he could think of nothing else. The water could hurt him. He’d felt what a small amount of Zane’s magic could do. This much water, used properly, could slice through him.

      Perhaps that was what happened to the back of Buffy’s cabin. Heath had never given it much thought. Now, he could see why Jude and Cole had summoned him back. Zane was dangerous. He was vindictive.

      If they freed Zane from the lake, Heath was going to throttle the man for even daring to touch Buffy. He was going to kill Jude for bringing her here. Buffy wasn’t a sacrifice. She wasn’t Zane’s mate. She would never be his.

      Heath couldn’t hold back his flames any longer. They cut through the tendril of water reaching for Buffy. Steam billowed into the air. Buffy jerked back, seemingly returning to herself. Her eyes widened just as Heath’s claws wrapped around her.

      He tilted as he pulled her closer to his body. His wings caught the air and lifted him higher, but not before Zane retaliated. Water cracked against his back. Pain lanced up his spine. Heath cried out. He tumbled toward the ground.

      Buffy cried out. His name rang through the air. This wasn’t the end of them. Heath steeled himself and forced his wings to stretch again. His flight was wobbly, but he rose again. Buffy needed to shift. Then she could get away.

      It’d been difficult last time. Her beast wasn’t as ready as others. The creature didn’t answer to her requests, and Heath had no voice to tell her it was now or never.

      He scanned the world around them, trying to find someplace for them to hide. Anywhere that Buffy would be able to reach safety. Heath could have stayed behind, but he didn’t know how to fight the entire lake. Zane had evolved. His magic encompassed the entire lake now and fighting against that on his own would be nigh impossible.
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      She was hundreds of feet in the air. Somehow, it wasn’t as scary as the water below. The flat surface was ominous, warning her that if she plummeted, she would plunge into its depths. Or, if she was lucky, she would crack against the surface and never see beneath it.

      As a dragon shifter, that shouldn’t have been what ran through Buffy’s head. She should have been more than capable of changing shape before she hit the ground. Hell, she should have been able to survive such an impact in her human form. With her beast’s distance and her muted strength, Buffy was no longer sure.

      So, she clung to Heath’s belly. Her nails were digging into his scales. Soon, they would crack and bleed. Her grip would loosen, and she would begin to fall.

      Not if she shifted.

      If she could shift. If she could fly. Then she could survive.

      Buffy pleaded with her slumbering beast, but it wouldn’t rouse. She couldn’t wake it. Panic tried to overpower her. It made her limbs shake and her breath grow shallow. Heath held on tighter, as if he could sense that she couldn’t handle this.

      Buffy had always assumed that, despite being a dragon shifter, she would live a quiet life. This wasn’t the quiet she expected. This was chaos and danger. No matter how many times she reminded herself that she was a shifter, her beast would not wake. It wouldn’t save her from the thing in the lake.

      Tucked in Heath’s embrace, she cried. Her tears were quickly whisked away by the wind whipping at her cheeks. When Heath landed in a nearby clearing, at the top of a small waterfall, the only evidence of her crying were her red eyes. Even though he might not have been able to see them in the dark, the sun was still rising, so she turned away once he released her.

      She stomped her foot and cursed her beast. She hated feeling so weak. All those years of holding back, of denying what she was, it made her feel like the most powerful woman in the room. Yet, in the face of true danger, she was useless.

      “Are you okay?” Heath asked, breathless. “Did Zane hurt you?”

      She should have cared who Zane was or what he had to do with any of this. All Buffy could think about was how utterly useless she’d been. If this was where Heath belonged, if this was the life he would lead, then how could she see herself in it? She would be nothing more than a target.

      Heath would spend his every moment making sure she stayed safe because someone else he loved had died. She couldn’t make him worry like that. It wasn’t how she wanted to live her life. She wanted to be loved, not constantly protected. If he focused on her safety, their romance would fall to the wayside.

      If she could summon her beast like she was supposed to, then she wouldn’t have to worry. The reality of that seemed far away, though. Did her beast hate her? Did it want to be separate from her?

      Without another word, Heath pulled her into his arms. She buried her face in his chest, still trying to hide her shame. He probably thought she was still shaking from fear, but her true fear was failing him.
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      Heath stormed into Cole’s cabin. The door slammed into the wall and left a doorknob-sized hole. Jude appeared, jaw hanging open. She started to complain about the hole, but Heath quickly silenced her.

      When he approached, she didn’t back up. She raised her chin and stared him in the eye even though he was fuming. Smoke coiled around him. His anger had simmered all morning until he could take it no longer. Jude needed to know that she was out of line. Her mate needed to know that he’d done a poor job of choosing the next leader.

      “Back. Up.” Her words were punctuated by snarls.

      “Like hell will I back up.” Heath was in no mood. He’d spent the night beating himself up and rescuing someone he held dear from a monster in the lake. His patience was so thin it was bound to break any moment. “You brought her here just to sacrifice her to Zane.”

      Jude backed up. Not because she was threatened. No, the look on her face was shock. It quickly turned to anger. She leapt forward and shoved him.

      “How dare you!”

      A creak made them both pause and turn. Asher stood in the doorway, looking like he might dart away at any moment.

      “What’s going on?” he asked slowly. He looked from Heath to Jude and back again. Then, his mouth formed an O of understanding. “You found out what Jude was up to, too?”

      Heath’s only response was a growl. He turned toward Jude, but she was backing up. Her brows were flat, as if she couldn’t understand what they were saying.

      “What are you accusing me of?”

      Heath pointed to Buffy’s cabin, where she was hopefully sleeping off the terrifying night. “You called your childhood friend here to see if she could be Zane’s mate. Just admit it. You put Buffy in danger just to prove that you could be our leader.”

      Her lips curled back, each word turning her visage more savage.
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        * * *

      

      Buffy couldn’t get a ticket home. Not for another week.

      She wanted to scream and throw her computer. The website was mocking her. It was telling her to grow up and deal with her problems. This wasn’t a child’s problem though. She wasn’t running away, but trying to make things better.

      Rubbing at her eyes, Buffy slammed the laptop shut. She hadn’t slept at all the night before. It was weighing on her, she could feel it. Each moment that ticked by was grating. Especially when she opened her eyes to see the lake beyond. It was rightfully gloomy outside.

      The gray clouds had come to cover the sky and keep the sun from shining on the water. It looked as ominous as it felt now. The wind whipped over it and created waves that broke against the shore. The water would rise and lap over the lawn before creeping back into the lake.

      Staying here wasn’t an option. Not when she was endangering Heath.

      She needed to talk to Jude. Maybe her friend could tell her what was going on. Jude had to know who Zane was. At the very least, if Jude was clueless, then she could fill her friend in on what was happening and then beg for a ride to the bus station.

      But, as Buffy neared Jude’s cabin, it became obvious that there was a fight in progress. A familiar sound made her gut clench and had her leaping over the steps. The room was thick with tension. It was hard to breathe.

      Heath towered over Jude, who looked vicious. Buffy thought her best friend was moments away from ripping into Heath. She moved to intervene, but Asher held out an arm. He made it seem like he was doing her a favor. Her dragon swirled in her eyes.

      It wouldn’t let Asher come between Buffy and her mate.

      Asher didn’t see the threat, though. His attention was on Jude.

      “I can’t believe the two of you!” Jude’s words fell into a low growl as she glared at Asher and Heath. When she rose to her full height, Buffy could see the pain in her eyes as they glistened.

      Jude was fighting back tears.

      The sight was a punch to Buffy’s gut. She’d been an awful friend lately. Her obsession with Heath had distracted her from everything else going on. Jude had invited Buffy back, not just for a vacation, but because Jude needed her. Buffy had ignored that.

      “This isn’t about Zane! It never was. All I wanted was my friend to help me.” Jude spoke through clenched teeth.

      “Wait,” Buffy said. “Who is Zane? Why would this be about him?”

      Both Heath and Asher looked to Jude. Her friend flipped them the bird.

      “It’s just as much your story as it is mine now.” Jude didn’t seem to be willing to play into their hands.

      Buffy waited for someone to tell her what was going on. She’d been in the dark for too long. The lake and all these secrets were driving her mad. The only moments of peace she’d found were in the arms of a man who refused to love her back.

      The thought made her throat close.

      Buffy coughed.

      Everyone stopped and turned to her. Jude crumpled. Heath raced to her, but Buffy took a step back. She shook her head.

      Jude’s face hardened. “I didn’t bring you here to be a sacrifice. Zane needs a mate to get him out of the spell, but fuck. I just needed a friend.”

      How could Buffy tell if Jude was speaking the truth? Asher had mentioned that Jude had a plan, that Jude had dragged Buffy into something. He hadn’t filled her in, either. Buffy looked to Heath, hoping beyond hope that he didn’t know. Yet, when she saw the shame creasing his face, she realized that she’d been the only one in the dark.

      Buffy spun. She ran from the cabin, rushing past Cole. The man was so confused. He called out, but Buffy couldn’t stop.

      “What did all of you do now?” Cole bellowed.
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      “You promise that you never meant to hurt her?” Heath pressed.

      Jude sighed. “I promise. She’s my friend! All I wanted was to see her again. Maybe even add her to the family. Buffy has been a solitary dragon her whole life. This could have been her chance to belong…I’m afraid I messed it up.”

      Cole climbed the steps outside. His lips were curled in a scowl, which looked like his default expression. In his arms were paper bags.

      “That girl is sensitive,” Cole snapped at them all. “You can’t treat her the way you are. Jude. Just tell your friend the damn truth. Heath. Stop being a little bitch.”

      Heath stepped forward. “What did you say?”

      Cole carefully set his bags down on the counter before turning to face Heath. “You heard me. Stop. Being. A. Little. Bitch.”

      Heath moved to strike, but Asher was suddenly between them. Asher barely budged when Heath’s punch hit his shoulder. The white-haired shifter only turned a darkened glare at Heath.

      They were fighting amongst themselves, not working together like they once had. To be fair, things had changed. Ten years had made them all into different men. Cole bore shadows that only Jude could ease. When Cole looked to Heath, the weight of guilt seemed to push the man into the ground.

      They’d endured so much and lived to tell the tale only to destroy themselves from the inside. As much as Heath wanted to deny being a part of this clan, he’d always belonged to his brethren. Asher and Cole were his brothers. Just like Alex.

      And Zane.

      “Buffy needs you,” Asher informed Heath. “Go find her before Zane does.”

      Could she be Zane’s mate? Could Buffy be the one to unlock the spell? Heath hated the thought. Just imagining the monster pulling her into the water filled him with a fire he could barely contain. He slammed the door shut behind him on his way out.

      He came to a stop, all his anger fleeing when he looked up to see a lavender dragon lounging on his truck like a cat. She sleepily blinked at him.

      His sigh was long suffering. When he approached, he took her face in his hands. “Tell me that Buffy is in there and you haven’t shoved her aside again. You can’t keep doing that.”

      The beast responded by licking his face. Her tongue was long, like a snake’s, and left a cool trail along his cheek. He grimaced, but laughed. She leaned to one side, getting comfortable, and the truck groaned beneath her. The suspension was probably having a hard time underneath a whole dragon. Only her tail touched the ground, gently tapping.

      “You are just a giant cat. Aren’t you?” Heath rubbed the space between her eyes and listened to her purr. “As cute as you are, I need Buffy right now.”

      The dragon didn’t acknowledge his words. It moved again, drawing another forsaken groan from the truck. She was going to cost him thousands in new parts if she didn’t knock that off. Not that he would say that to her. It was only a bit of pocket change so long as he got to see Buffy and her beast.
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      Buffy didn’t try to tell Heath that she was present. The beast hadn’t taken over this time, but she let him believe it because he seemed to relax around her. He blew out a breath, cast another inquisitive glance at her, and began to talk.

      “You shouldn’t have to deal with us like this. We’re a mess and it’s ruining your vacation.”

      Buffy watched him, blinking slowly. Sure, she didn’t know how a clan should act, but this didn’t seem right. Everyone was at each other’s throats. Even Jude was snapping at Buffy. They had moments where they could be friendly, but there was still something unspoken. A secret that hung over everyone’s heads.

      It had to do with this Zane and the lake. Buffy didn’t know how the two had anything to do with each other, but she stayed silent and hoped that Heath could tell her a bit more. It seemed the only way anyone wanted to speak was if they didn’t know she was listening.

      Buffy could outsmart them all, though.

      “Take her home,” Heath asked her beast. “Take Buffy away from this mess. She doesn’t have to deal with us or Zane.”

      She lowered her head onto her front claws. Heath huffed, seemingly annoyed with her reaction. Just like she waited for him to realize how he felt about her, she waited for him to tell her more of the truth.

      By being quiet and patient, Buffy could get what she wanted. It wasn’t that hard. Jude liked to be brash, to beat what she wanted out of everything in her life. With someone like that near her, Buffy had learned to take another approach. When one didn’t work, the other usually did.

      And it worked.

      “We messed up,” Heath began. But just as it looked like he would tell her everything, he snapped his mouth shut and ran his hand over his beard.

      She wanted to hiss at him. Instead, she flapped her wings and took to the air. She didn’t fly over the lake, but circled the shore and the six cabins that lined it. They were different sizes, some built for more than one person. Then there were two that were smaller, like her cabin.

      Buffy tried to imagine the clan that lived here, a bunch of young upstarts who thought they could take on the world. Everyone thought they could at some point in their life. Sooner or later, they learned the truth. Taking on the world was far more difficult than it seemed.

      She saw that truth in Cole, Asher, and Heath. Whatever they’d lived through had been more than enough to teach them that. Buffy would be there for them, though. She wanted to help get them through this.

      Even if it meant facing her fears.

      If she could, then maybe Heath could overcome whatever was stopping him from loving her.
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      Jude flopped unceremoniously onto the couch. Her friend was being dramatic again, but Buffy could deal with it. She’d put up with Jude’s theatrics for so long that she looked forward to them sometimes. This time, whatever Jude was about to say wasn’t about Buffy.

      It was slightly refreshing not to be the center of attention. Buffy never wanted the limelight. All she wanted was a slice of happiness that she could call her own.

      “The others say that Heath had a mate,” Jude began, clearly not ready to talk about her own issues yet.

      Buffy wished Jude could have picked another topic. They could have discussed the weather, the nice waterfall that the town had named after Cole’s dragon, or just about anything else. Instead, Jude picked the one topic that Buffy was sick of talking about.

      “I know. He told me.”

      “She was killed by their previous clan leader. Some jackass by the name of Alistair who became a megalomaniac. He turned on them. Alistair wanted dragons to rule the world and planned on starting his conquest here. When the others wouldn’t help him, Alistair retaliated.”

      Buffy’s breakfast churned in her stomach. There had to be more than one dragon shifter by that name. It was impossible that there was only one. The man named Alistair that her mother mentioned wasn’t the same one Jude was talking about.

      “Before the group managed to subdue him, Alistair killed Heath’s mate and nearly killed Cole. It’s been ten years, but I don’t think any of them have even tried to work through the scars. Least of all Heath.”

      “Have you seen Asher?” Buffy tried to divert the conversation. “He gets paid to punch people in the face. I would bet he has more problems than them all.”

      No. It couldn’t be. There was no way. Still, Buffy couldn’t help her curiosity. She knew it would come back and bite her in the ass, but she had to know.

      “Do you have a photo of the guy? I…its just that…with everything creepy going on here…”

      Jude didn’t seem to notice the way Buffy was stumbling over her words. If Jude did, maybe she thought Buffy was scared. Not of who Alistair might be, but of the lake and its creepiness. With her laptop out, Jude pulled up a photo from over a decade ago.

      There were three familiar faces, so much younger than the men she knew now. Cole didn’t have any tattoos or scars. Asher looked like a goofy teen about to pull a prank on his friends. She found Heath at the back of his boat, his profile to the photographer as he waved to someone out of sight.

      Her heart clenched because she knew he was waving to his old mate. His expression was far too happy for it to be anyone else. It was an expression Buffy hadn’t seen on him before. The open grin and relaxed posture was too much for her to bear. Because she knew she couldn’t bring him that kind of joy.

      Especially if her hunch was right.

      Finally, she dragged her gaze to the man at the head of the boat. Alistair was stately, with a roman nose that was slightly crooked. His hair was neatly kept, and his grin was nearly perfect. The only sign that he would later become a monster was the way the smile stopped before it could reach his eyes. They were dead, dark as if there were evil thoughts behind them. Was he considering his plot to destroy the town even as the photographer stood before them?

      Buffy gently slid the laptop away from Jude so that she could do something.

      “You found yourself a mate, but the two of you seem to be having a problem,” Buffy mentioned to distract Jude.

      While Jude groaned and hid her face behind a pillow, Buffy logged into her email.

      “Cole and I can’t come to an agreement. It’s beyond frustrating. Why won’t he just listen to me? He’s capable of trusting me, but his fear is getting in the way.”

      Buffy looked up from sending an email. “Fear of what? The lake?”

      “Kind of. In a weird way.” Jude sat upright. “We both want to start a family soon, but we can’t agree on when is a good time. I’m ready. All I need is him to come aboard.”

      Buffy typed in her mother’s email address. She would have to text her mother and ask her to check her email because the woman frequently forgot that it existed. If her mother didn’t look at it soon and give her an answer, Buffy thought she would combust.

      Then, Jude’s words began to sink in. “Did you just say that you want to start a family? Like, have a baby?”

      “Yes! I’ve been told my entire life that I’ll be alone. Now I have a chance to have all the things that my family said I couldn’t have. Buffy, I want to start my own family. I want to do it better than my parents did.”

      “Your parents weren’t all that bad,” Buffy said, thinking about how Alistair might be her biological father. At least Jude’s parents didn’t kill her mate’s girlfriend.

      How would she tell Heath? If her mother confirmed that this was the man she’d slept with thirty-two years ago, then Buffy would never be able to look at Heath again. Everything she wanted would fall apart in her hands again. It wasn’t fair, but nothing in Buffy’s life had ever been fair.

      She wished her dragon could tell her, but the beast wouldn’t be able to confirm without meeting Alistair in person. His scent would give it away. Sadly, there was no scent attached to this photo.

      While her mind was stuck on the photo, Buffy tried to talk her friend through her problem. Having a baby didn’t seem like a bad idea. Sure, it seemed quick. Cole and Jude had only known each other for a month, but they were mates. Buffy’s only concern was the secret they were all sitting on. That had to be what Cole feared.

      “Why can’t you wait? Will you be in danger for the rest of your life?”

      “We don’t know. Zane could escape tomorrow. He could be trapped in the lake for another ten years. I don’t know if I can put off my life that long.”

      Buffy nodded. “This Zane…that’s the guy you brought me here to meet?”

      Jude shot upright. “It’s not like that. I asked you to visit so I would have a girlfriend to talk about the baby issue with. Zane just happens to be…persistent.”

      Buffy wished a kind of relief would take the weight off her chest, but it remained. Zane was the reason she couldn’t sleep at night. His magic was trying to draw her into the lake. She was sure of it. Even if no one wanted to tell her what was going on, Buffy was more than capable of putting the clues together.

      “You can be annoyingly stubborn sometimes,” Buffy told her best friend. “Even to yourself. Are you sure you aren’t stuck on this idea just because it’s your idea? I’m not saying don’t have kids. I do think that you need to work out a compromise with your mate.”

      Jude narrowed her eyes at Buffy. “What do you know? You don’t have a mate.”

      Buffy was tempted to throw the laptop at her friend’s face. This was just another side of Jude’s dramatics. The gold dragon shifter was smart and strong, but she could be insufferable to those she was closest to. Buffy wondered how Cole could deal with her. He had to be a patient man.

      The most patient of them all.

      “Don’t let power go to your head,” Buffy told her friend. “Tell your mate that you can wait six months before trying to start a family. Maybe, if everything works out okay, you will figure out the Zane situation.”

      Despite Jude’s arrogance, she accepted Buffy’s words. It was cathartic to hear Jude agree that it was probably the best course of action. Buffy had forgotten how good they could be together. Where Jude began something, Buffy finished it. From sandwiches to nefarious plans.

      Or bowls of pasta salad. The one Buffy made two days ago was slowly being picked at, but she couldn’t eat it all by herself. She’d brought some over to share with Jude and Cole, but there was still a huge amount back in her own cabin.

      It was all she’d eaten for days besides the mac and cheese Heath had brought over. Just thinking about the mac and cheese made her cheeks flare hot. The way he’d dropped to his knees in front of her or the way he’d kissed her with such unbridled desire turned her core molten hot.

      Before Buffy could ask advice of her own, the front door flew open. The doorknob stuck in the hole that was still in the wall, allowing Asher to drunkenly swagger into the cabin. His foppish grin was slipping just like he was. His feet tangled beneath him and nearly dropped him to the floor.

      Buffy lurched to her feet, but Heath appeared. He caught Asher before he could hit the ground.

      “What the hell is going on?” Jude stood and approached the men.

      Asher pointed to Jude, revealing the bottle of bourbon still in his hand. “You’re what’s going on. How are you, hot momma?”

      Heath pinched the bridge of his nose. Buffy cringed, waiting for Jude to punch Asher in the face. No sound of impact came, and Buffy cracked open her eyes. Asher had crumpled to the floor. He looked destitute, his eyes empty. The bourbon bottle clattered to the floor.

      “What’s wrong with him?” Jude asked Heath.

      This clan was a hot mess. Everyone was bottling up their pain. Meanwhile, the shifter somehow trapped in the lake was messing with them all. They were trying to get him free, but they could barely keep themselves together.

      How could Buffy help them? She felt like a disaster all by herself. If she couldn’t communicate with her dragon or even approach the lake, then how could she help?

      Across the way, Heath met Buffy’s eyes. He cracked a smile and her heart lit up with hope. It crashed and died when she remembered the image she’d sent her mother. Sending a silent prayer that there was another Alistair in the world, Buffy sent her mother a text message.
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      Heath wanted to talk to her, but he wasn’t sure how. If she felt betrayed by them all, then he had no right trying to explain things to her. He was part of the problem. He’d kept the truth about the lake and Zane from her, even though he knew she was terrified of the open water.

      As much as he wanted to shout his affection for her at the top of his lungs, but before he could utter a syllable, she looked away. Her eyes met the floor just like his stomach did. Swallowing his sigh, he turned back to Asher.

      The young shifter was drunk and nearly incoherent, on the ground because he couldn’t stand on his own anymore. Heath had gone out with him in an attempt to reconnect, but all Asher had wanted to do was drown his sorrows. From there, the outing had gotten out of control.

      He bent to pick Asher up from the floor when Buffy excused herself and dashed outside. Her phone was clenched in her hand, knuckles white. Both Heath and Jude started to go after her when Asher made the telltale sound of incoming vomit. Heath growled in frustration.

      Jude put her hands on her hips. “How many bottles of bourbon did he have?”

      “One bottle…of bourbon, that is. There was also a bottle or two of whiskey involved.” Shifters processed their alcohol quickly. If they drank, it was either quickly or heavily. Asher had done both and turned himself into this rotten pile of sorrow.

      Jude huffed and went in search of a waste bin. Heath glanced over his shoulder, but Buffy was gone. He was left alone with the sullen Asher. The one who had suffered the most was probably Heath, as long as they didn’t count Zane. How the others were unable to deal with their ghosts, Heath couldn’t understand.

      “This life,” Asher muttered. “It’s so damn lonely. I take a woman to bed every night, but when I wake the bed is empty again. How do I keep them from leaving?”

      “I don’t know. Make them breakfast?”

      Asher scrunched up his face. “I don’t want a woman to think she belongs there. I just want to wake up beside one.”

      If Heath pinched the bridge of his nose again, it would be hard enough to bruise. This was why no one had moved on. They were all a bunch of idiots who knew nothing. Heath was starting to wonder if he, too, knew nothing. His desire to find Buffy was overwhelming. His beast was nearly dragging him out the door.

      The creature clawed and roared and thrashed. Buffy mattered more. He should have gone to make sure she was okay. Heath tried to tell the beast that women often needed space before they could talk about their feelings.  He told himself this over and over until he couldn’t stand it any longer.

      Jude reappeared with the waste bin, and Heath ran for the door. She called out to him, but he didn’t stop to listen. Asher wasn’t going anywhere. Not while he tossed his guts into the plastic bin Jude brought out. The sound of it was enough to make Heath want to disappear.

      After a short bit of searching, he found Buffy sitting at the back end of her cabin, facing the water. There, she looked small and lonely. Her hand was clamped over her mouth as she stared down at the small screen in her hand. Heath slowed, suddenly feeling like he was intruding on something.

      The urge to take her in his arms and tell her everything was going to be okay overwhelmed him. He wanted his bright and cheery Buffy back, the one that wore bandanas in her hair and goofy shirts. Only when he remembered the shirt he’d given her did he realize that was the one she wore.

      The shirt had been cropped short and snipped so that she could tie a knot in the front. He should have been angry that she’d ruined his shirt, but he couldn’t find it in him. The shirt looked damn good on her that way. It made him want to give her all his shirts, just so that she would wear something of his every day.

      Buffy realized he was near and quickly jammed her phone into her pocket. He opened his mouth to ask, but thought better of it. Buffy’s business was her own. She was allowed to have her own secrets. He only wanted to make sure she was alright.

      He knelt in the grass beside her. The wall of the cabin was still nothing more than a plank of plywood. Jude and Cole needed to fix that if Buffy was going to stay any longer. If they didn’t, Heath would do it for them and send them the bill. Better yet, he should have invited Buffy to stay in his cabin. It was much larger, more like Cole’s.

      There would have been room for them both in his cabin. That way, he could keep an eye on her at all times. No blackouts would take her away and Zane wouldn’t be able to spin his enchantments over her. Not while Heath stood watch.

      “Do you need some company?”

      She offered a small but sweet smile. “You know what I need? Someone to help me finish off the biggest bowl of pasta salad.”

      He laughed and helped her to her feet. She didn’t let go of his hand while they went inside. He wasn’t about to let go, either. The feeling of her skin against his roused his dragon. The creature purred with contentment. Had it been this happy ten years ago? Had the creature ever truly cared about anyone other than Buffy?

      She was quickly overtaking his entire life. He couldn’t imagine a world without her. He leaned his back against the countertop and watched her bend to retrieve something from the fridge. Her shorts were cut high, so a bit of her butt peeked out from beneath the denim. His cock immediately leapt to attention.

      He fidgeted, trying to tuck the burgeoning erection away before she caught him. The woman needed more time to process the chaos going on here before he tried to spring that on her. Heath didn’t want to rush anything. When he made love to Buffy, he would make sure that it was the right time, that it meant something to her.

      She set the bowl on the counter, passed him a fork, and peeled back the layer of plastic wrap over the top. Immediately, his stomach grumbled with hunger as the smell of good food reached his nose. He hadn’t had a chance to eat while he was out with Asher. His stomach greedily begged for sustenance after Heath had to chase Asher all over town earlier that day.

      “Do you ever feel like life has a cruel way of coming full-circle?” Buffy’s fork hovered over the pasta. She stared down at it, her mind clearly somewhere else.

      He jabbed his fork into the bowl. The movement drew her gaze up. His stomach tightened when she watched him eat. She needed to eat, too. He jabbed some more pasta and held his hand under the fork as he brought it to her lips. The tightening sensation in his gut intensified when she accepted the offer.

      Her lips were a dark shade of pink. When they wrapped around the fork, he imagined them wrapping around his dick. He had to shake his head to free himself of the imagery. Once again, his cock took over. It strained against his pants. He turned and faced his groin toward the counter.

      Buffy did so many wild things to his body. He couldn’t keep up. It was like she’d turned on a light inside him, and he was suddenly alive again. Having suffered in the dark for so long, he was starving for more. More of her and her bright smiles and her barbed jokes.

      The Buffy he spoke to now seemed muted. There was something on her mind that was bothering her.

      “Do you need someone to listen to you for a little while? I have all afternoon.”

      Her smile was tight. “Did you know that Jude wants to have a baby already? Cole is worried about whatever that is.” She waved her fork toward the lake outside. “He wants to wait, and Jude is getting frustrated. She was always the one to run headfirst into everything.”

      Heath remembered how Cole had suffered. How Cole stayed here even when everything was said and done. He could have traveled the world, found Jude somewhere other than here, but Cole stayed. The man was afraid of what would happen when he wasn’t looking. Imagining the man with a child was almost laughable.

      Cole would never sleep another night in his life. He would spend his every moment watching his child grow and making sure that nothing threatened his family. Especially so long as Zane remained in the lake. Heath knew what Zane was capable of now. If Zane caught a hint of happiness on the shore, he would stop at nothing to end it.

      Their friend had become a monster. Heath couldn’t help but think about how it felt like Alistair was in that lake. Their old leader had wanted to control everything about their lives, too. Even though they hadn’t meant to capture Zane in the lake, even though it was a trick played on them by a besotted witch, revenge was still Zane’s only focus.

      Heath had to swallow his desire to tell Buffy to run away. He could only imagine what Cole was feeling every time his impetuous mate ran headlong into trouble. The man was probably close to a heart attack.

      Buffy breathed out through her nose. The sound held her suffering, giving away the thoughts that must have been buzzing around her mind. Her eyes were on the lake, but he didn’t think she actually saw the churning water. The way her jaw tightened told him there was something locked behind her lips.

      He could have banished her bothersome thoughts with his own lips. He was tempted to lean into her and kiss away her worries. He couldn’t remember the last time he felt like this. The need to protect her, shield her, was growing stronger and stronger. Buffy wasn’t overly confident and hot-headed like Jude.

      Buffy was strong in her own ways. Her ability to keep her head up and her eyes on the world around her made it so that she was rarely surprised. She knew her limits without having to test them. Heath wanted to show her just how much he admired her.

      But she seemed stuck on whatever lurked in her thoughts, and Heath was unable to act on his desires. Not just yet. Not while their world was threatened. He wanted to wait, to see them through this, before he told her how he felt.

      Then they wouldn’t have the problem that Jude and Cole had. He and Buffy would have nothing standing in their way while they figured out their lives together. It struck him, for the first time, that he truly wanted a life with Buffy. He was done letting himself sit alone and in the dark with his ghosts. He wanted the light that she cast on his life.

      Before the euphoria of the revelation could fade, Buffy opened her mouth.

      “Alistair is my father.”

      He nearly hit the floor. While he was stunned, paralyzed by her confession, Buffy ran for the door. It slammed behind her. The thud echoed through the room.

      That didn’t make sense. Alistair was with them, with the old clan. He couldn’t have fathered a daughter…Heath’s mind churned, his thoughts sticky and slow. While it felt like Alistair had been there for the clan since the beginning, that wasn’t true. He appeared when they were in their teens. For most of their childhood, Alistair hadn’t been a figure in their lives. The parts of Alistair’s life before they met were a mystery to them all.

      Heath couldn’t see the resemblance. He still refused to believe it. Buffy, the woman he was falling head over heels for, couldn’t be Alistair’s daughter. To share blood with that man would mark her as a traitor. It would corrupt her soul.

      But Buffy wasn’t anything like him. Alistair was a void in the world that sucked in others like a black hole bent on destruction. Buffy shed light wherever she went. Even her beast was soft and lovable. Nothing about her invoked thoughts of Alistair in the least. She was as far from the man who hurt them as possible.

      The man who had killed his mate. Heath stared down at the bowl of pasta salad. His grip on the counter tightened until it groaned under the pressure.

      Buffy’s father had killed Marnie.

      His breath trembled. Was this something he could forgive? Buffy kept this a secret from them all. Had she arrived knowing that her father was the reason they were all broken? He didn’t want to think she’d come here to finish the job or to release her father from the lake.

      If she had, then why tell Heath? Why tell him that Alistair was her father?

      She’d left so suddenly that he hadn’t had time to ask her questions. He knew nothing about the situation. When he finally stumbled outside to find her, she was gone. Instead of scouring the lake shore for Buffy, he turned to the only other source of information he could think of.

      Jude.
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      She hadn’t wanted to tell him. Heath was going to hate her. Everyone was going to turn away from her. Buffy would be expelled from the lake territory. She would be sent home, far away from the lake and her friends.

      It’d been only a short time, but they were already her friends. Jude had paved the way for Buffy to meet these surly dragon boys. Buffy had a soft spot for all of them in her heart. Especially Heath. Her dragon howled and tried to claw its way back to Heath, but Buffy assured the creature that their relationship was over.

      Alistair was the one that was supposed to be in that lake. Her father was supposed to be trapped in the dark depths. She guessed he must have been a charmer. All cult leaders were. They thought the world was theirs because the space around them folded to their will so easily. He must have approached her mother with that charm.

      Did Alistair know that their one-night-stand had produced a daughter? How different would her life had been if he’d known? Would he have come back for her? Trained her to be just like him?

      Buffy was grateful that her mother had raised her. The person she’d become was entirely because of her mother. Where Alistair was a smudge on the world, Buffy tried her damnedest to be a light. She would reverse the stains her father left behind.

      At least, to the best of her ability.

      If the others let her stay.

      Buffy approached the lake’s edge. The cabins were far behind her, obscured by the trees she’d ducked into. She tried to think of the ways she would tell her new friends what she’d recently discovered. They needed to know that she wasn’t a threat. She didn’t want to be like her biological father.

      While Buffy was working through her turmoil, she didn’t see how the water began to shift. She didn’t see it rise and reach for her. So, when it finally did grab her, she couldn’t scream through the layer of water that wrapped around her mouth.

      All she could do was twist in the water’s grasp. Her eyes fell on the cabins that lined this side of the lake. She could see Heath stomping toward Jude’s cabin, but she couldn’t call out to him.

      The water dragged her. Deeper and deeper. Darkness surrounded her. She tried to find the light inside her chest, but the water pressed in on her from all sides. It made her heart beat frantically. The rush of her blood was like thunder in her ears.

      She might be the daughter of one of the most fearsome dragons in the past century, but Buffy herself was useless. And she would die in the lake where her father should have been.
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      “Jude! Where the hell are you? Jude!” Heath shouted the woman’s name.

      Asher was the one to respond, groaning in pain. Heath found the shifter hunched at the kitchen table with his head in his hands. It seemed that the hangover had kicked in. Asher would be in pain for the next hour or so as his body did its best to flush the alcohol he’d drowned himself in.

      Heath scanned the area for Jude. She appeared in the hall, having just come from the bedroom at the back. Behind her stood Cole, like a menacing shadow. Together, they were fearsome. Heath spared a moment to acknowledge that this new clan might actually be in good hands.

      “What are you shouting for?” Jude snapped.

      “Your friend. Did you know her lineage before inviting her here? Do you actually know who she is?”

      “What are you blabbering about? No one knows who Buffy’s sire is. She was raised by a human mother.”

      Heath tried to breathe through his nose. His stomach was tight. It roiled, threatening to toss everything he’d eaten. The way his mind crashed back and forth, from wanting to trust Buffy to fearing her intentions, was tearing him apart.

      The clan had been betrayed once. Sybil told them that Alistair had been trapped in the lake only for them to find out she’d lied. Her lies hurt them all. It made them fear everything that had been kept from them. If Buffy truly was Alistair’s daughter…

      Cole approached Heath. Planting heavy hands on Heath’s shoulders, Cole helped ground him. “You good?”

      Heath wanted to say no, to say yes. He wasn’t sure. He was sure of nothing at that moment. While he was trying to sort through his thoughts, his feelings, Heath felt a tug in his gut. It was like a fishing line being reeled in. He glanced over his shoulder, but saw nothing. Outside, the lake was serene and flat.

      “What is all this about Buffy? “ Jude’s voice dropped. Her brows furrowed with concern as she looked from Heath to Cole. “Why did you come in here, screaming about my friend, Heath?”

      “She never told you who her father was? That Alistair sired her?”

      The room went quiet. The tugging feeling pulled and pulled at his core. He couldn’t ignore it. The sensation’s insistence was igniting a panic inside him. He needed to get to the bottom of it. He needed to go outside.

      His beast agreed. It slammed against the inside of him, shoving him toward the door. He staggered, but stayed upright.

      “No,” Jude said before she rushed to her laptop. She flung the contraption open. Soon, the screen lit up. “I showed her the picture of you guys. The one of everyone on the boat. I didn’t think anything when she was curious.

      Jude flipped through her browser history. In it, she found an email account that wasn’t her own. Jude sat back in her seat, staring at the screen with astonishment.

      “Buffy didn’t know. Not until I brought Alistair up.” Jude flipped the computer around.

      In the email Buffy sent was the photo Jude mentioned. Above the photo was a single question.

      Is this the Alistair you slept with that night?

      Buffy didn’t know. She’d never known.

      The tugging sensation wouldn’t leave him alone. Over and over, his beast threw itself toward the door. It wouldn’t rest until Heath did what it wanted. The beast knew something he didn’t.

      “Where is Buffy?” Jude asked, her voice cracking.

      “She ran out…” And disappeared.

      Heath spun on his heel, already halfway out the door. Buffy was missing. He should have been able to find her. The woman wouldn’t go that far. Last time she’d wanted to hide, she’d sat behind her cabin. Heath rushed around the building, hoping that he would find her sitting in the grass.

      The spot was empty.

      The beast inside him forced his attention to the lake. The surface was still. Everything seemed fine, but the edge of panic grew stronger and stronger as Heath approached the water.

      Save our mate.

      The beast growled at him. It forced Heath forward. He stumbled into the water. His mind was slow. It couldn’t catch up. Once it did, alarm flared.

      “Zane grabbed her,” Jude growled. “He has her down…”

      Heath didn’t stick around to hear her finish the sentence. He dove beneath the water’s surface. His beast rippled out of him. It was sleek and pushed through the water effortlessly. He swam like he never left the lake territory, like he’d been swimming every day for the last ten years.

      There wasn’t much he could see through the dark. The sun couldn’t penetrate more than a few feet beneath the lake’s surface. What Heath needed to find was deep. It sat at the bottom of the seemingly endless lake. The longer he swam, the more it felt like a magical power had carved out more space. The lake was cavernous.

      It was a whole new world.

      But no matter where he searched, he couldn’t find Buffy. He was starting to think that his beast had lied to him. Maybe she wasn’t in the lake, after all. The beast snarled in response. It wasn’t lying, and it certainly wasn’t wrong.

      Heath just had to keep going.

      There was magic at work.

      Zane was unlike them. The magic of the prison around him had become a part of him. Not only had the magic molded the lake bed, but Zane himself. Heath hadn’t wanted to think it possible, but he couldn’t ignore what he was feeling down there.

      If he’d been able to shout Zane’s name, would the beast recognize his friend? Would Zane know who he was anymore? Or was he nothing more than the embodiment of vengeance? Heath didn’t care. All he wanted was Buffy. It would have been nice to reason with Zane, but if the man was gone, Heath would take his mate back by force.

      She belonged with Heath, not Zane. The monster in the lake couldn’t keep stealing her from him. But before Heath could find Zane, the water currents shoved him back. They hit him like two fists. He thought of the waterspouts above the surface. That must have been what Zane was doing.

      Below the water’s surface, the spouts were invisible. Heath couldn’t see them coming. Not when another slammed into the back of his head. His beast growled. Fire sparked in the back of his mouth. Heath made the beast swallow it. The fire would have consumed the last of his oxygen.

      That wasn’t something he could risk right now. He needed to remain beneath the water until he found Buffy. Once he found her, then they would shoot toward the sky above.

      Neither of them would die here. Heath wouldn’t allow it. He was tired of having those he loved die. His life had just begun. It couldn’t end so soon. Buffy was made for him, the same way he’d been made for her. It didn’t matter who was her sire. Buffy was her own person.

      She was the light in his life. One he wouldn’t let flicker and go out.

      Heath whipped his tail through the water. He was trying to feel the currents before they hit. Each time they slammed him, they shoved him back. Which meant Heath was going in the right direction. All he had to do was keep swimming.

      Like a water serpent, he propelled himself down toward the lake’s bed. He should have met it already. The spell was tricking him. It was dragging the lakebed further and further away. It must have wanted Zane to find a mate.

      Buffy didn’t belong to him, though. Heath wanted to scream it through the waters. He would have used the last of his breath if he thought it would change anything. He knew that Zane wouldn’t let her go, though. If the monster knew what Buffy was to him, Heath would have to relive loss all over again.

      Heath had failed one lover. He wouldn’t fail this one. Buffy needed him. She hated water, this lake in particular. If Heath couldn’t save her from this, then he didn’t deserve her light.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      Her beast shoved forward. She could feel it trying to take control, like it did every time she blacked out. The creature could give her solace while she drowned. It would send her human consciousness to the back, but Buffy wasn’t ready to give up. Neither was her beast. It wanted to fight.

      It had something to live for. Buffy had something to live for.

      She had a mate.

      And that mate was not Zane.

      Her beast thrashed. It shoved against the grip of the water. Buffy had never been a violent creature. She was a soft as the color of her scales. She was much happier in a field of flowers than she was trading blows with another shifter.

      Down here, beneath the dark and murky water, her beast conjured a will to live. Not just that, but a will to survive. That meant fighting. It would bite and claw its way to freedom for Heath.

      If only the monster that brought her down here would show its face. She would sink her teeth into it. She would tear flesh from bone. The creature never appeared, though. It stayed far away. She could feel its magic brushing against her scales. It was searching for something, but Buffy didn’t know what.

      Wait. No, she did. The monster was searching for a bond. Jude mentioned that a mate bond could free this monster from the lake. It was why everyone thought Jude had invited her. The others thought that Buffy had been given over to the lake for this very reason.

      Spell breaker. That wasn’t Buffy’s reason, that wasn’t why she was there.

      Zane would find no such bond between him and her, because she was already bonded to Heath. Her mate might have had a lover in the past, someone he’d given his heart over to, but it’d always been meant for Buffy. It’d taken this long for them to find each other because they needed to grow into who they were now.

      The people they were back then might not have appreciated each other the same way.

      She hoped Zane would learn that in the future, that some woman would find his bond and teach him what it meant to be loved.

      Deeper and deeper she sank, but her fear was washing away. It went with the tide while she patiently awaited meeting Zane face to face. The monster wouldn’t kill her. Zane might have wanted to, but he wouldn’t. Buffy had the will to break free.

      Nothing would hold her back.

      She caught a flicker of movement above her. A beast pushed through the water. She shook free of the grip the water had on her and used her wings to propel herself toward the swimming figure. She thought it was Zane, come to greet her at the bottom of the lake. When she crashed into it, the creature flipped around to attack her and froze mid swipe.

      Heath’s beast looked at her through the shadowed water. Even if she couldn’t see him clearly, she could feel that it was her mate. The bond between them grew tight. It pulled them closer.

      She was so grateful to see him. It was over. They would swim to the surface together.

      Then, his beast was yanked into the depths. Her chest screamed in pain. She needed air. Her beast wanted to go after him. Buffy knew that she wouldn’t make it much longer. She needed to get to the surface.
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      Zane’s laughter echoed around him. It was familiar, but twisted. Heath could hear the edge in it, the one that wanted to drag across his throat like a blade. Zane wanted them all dead. Heath understood, but he couldn’t let it happen.

      His vision blurred. His breath was running out. He couldn’t hold it much longer.

      Still, Zane used his magic to pull Heath deeper. Soon, a figure appeared. It was shrouded by the murky water. It was Zane’s beast, but somehow different. Where there had been ridges along his body, there were now fins. His form rippled like the water was making it dance.

      Zane was beautiful. He’d become one with the water. Heath wanted to tell him that the change was glorious, but he had no voice. And the compliment vanished once Zane set his glowing eyes upon Heath. They were filled with rage, with a promise for pain.

      Heath looked up. He hoped Buffy had reached the surface. If she could get on the shore and away from this lake, then she would survive. Zane didn’t want her. She’d been a distraction, a lure. Zane wanted those who had hurt him. Starting with Heath.

      You left. No word. Nothing.

      Heath struggled against the grasp the water had on him, but it held his throat, his wings, his tail. All he could do was reach for the water. It gave him nothing. No handle. He was caught in Zane’s trap.

      You were the first to turn your back. Not a damn soul bothered to wonder where I had gone. No one thought that it was strange that I’d disappeared during Sybil’s spell.

      Heath growled. His vision was dim.

      His time was running out. Soon, his breath would expire, and he would begin to drown. That was what Zane wanted. He wanted to pull them all under and force them to suffer the way he had. Without air, without human lips, Heath couldn’t tell his friend that they wanted to save him. He couldn’t tell Zane that they were sorry.

      Because they were.

      As much as Heath tried to avoid feeling anything, he knew the heavy weight of guilt sitting in his chest was reserved for Zane. If they’d only made sure, if they’d ensured that the witch had done her job properly, then they wouldn’t be in this situation. But they’d all been hurting. No one had wanted to stick around and deal with their shame.

      Zane hit Heath in the gut. Heath clamped his muzzle shut, desperately holding onto his breath. When the next blow came and his lungs spasmed, he couldn’t fight it any longer. Bubbles rose to the surface. Heath looked up, watching his chance at life rise toward the ball of light in the distant sky.

      It wasn’t Marnie that he thought of in that moment. It was Buffy. Heath hoped that she was far away. Their time together had been short and not exactly what he would have liked it to have been. More time would have been nice, but Zane wasn’t letting go. Heath couldn’t struggle against the pull for much longer.

      Already, his vision was darkening. The ball of light above seared itself in his vision so that even when darkness finally came, he still saw the light. Buffy’s smiling face entered his mind. He could almost hear her laughter, drowning out Zane’s sadistic echoes.

      Heath’s beast, dissatisfied with Heath’s abandonment of hope, took over. It tried to sink its claws into the waterspouts. It tried to bite the currents, snapping uselessly. The dragon had a reason to live. It needed to hear Buffy say I love you. The beast would do anything to hear those words, to have a reason to live again.

      The beast’s resolution filled Heath. He grabbed onto it, like a lifeline, and let it drag him back to consciousness. The world around him was dim, but he had returned. He didn’t know if it was pure desperation or stubbornness that kept him alive, but he would take it.

      Zane roared. The water trembled. Heath fumbled backwards. For a moment, the lake released its grip on Heath. Hope surged in his chest. It tugged him toward the surface, like air in his chest. Just when he thought he was free, a tendril of water curled around his foot. It yanked him back.

      But it was only one small spout. When Heath looked down, a pale purple blur darted between Heath and the waterspout. Buffy’s body broke the connection between the spout and Heath. It allowed him to get away. He rose toward the light above.

      Moments later, another form joined him. Buffy swam around him, circling like a protective barrier. She wouldn’t let anything touch him. Together, they leapt out of the lake. Heath gulped down mouthfuls of air. He shook off the water still clinging to his scales and jumped into the sky.

      Buffy followed him. Together, they put space between themselves and the lake. He leaned close to his mate. He thought she would be trembling, that her terror would have her struggling to get air. Instead, she was cool and steady. Pride burned fiercely in his heart.

      His mate had come back for him. Buffy hadn’t abandoned him to his fate.

      Heath landed on the shore first. Buffy followed, landing just behind him. Her momentum carried her into him so that she bumped him. He huffed a laugh and reached back to rub his cheek against hers. She made a trilling sound like a cat.

      They weren’t quite done yet. Zane wasn’t ready to give up. Shapes rose from the water. They looked like the beast Heath remembered, the Zane they knew before everything was ruined. The shapes prowled toward Heath and Buffy.

      Heath put himself in front of Buffy like a shield. Nothing would get past him. Zane wouldn’t win today. Heath was never giving in again. He wasn’t going to let the world decide his fate for him.

      A thunderous sound erupted behind them. Flames licked the air. They caressed the water beasts and sent clouds of steam billowing into the sky. The white-scaled beast that slid to a stop beside Heath winked, an all too human gesture. On the other side of Buffy, a black dragon slowly stomped up beside them.

      Flames were trying to escape the corners of the black dragon’s mouth. His eyes on the water-beast before them, he let loose a ball of flame. Another cloud of steam erupted into the air. Between the clouds wove a gleaming beast. Burnished scales caught the light. Jude opened fire, releasing a steady torrent that cut through the water-beasts.

      Above the lake’s surface, the clan had come back together. There was no way Zane would win against them. He couldn’t drag them all under. He couldn’t fight against their fire.

      Heath understood why Jude had called him and Buffy to her side. The clan needed all the help it could get just to contain Zane. He couldn’t imagine what their friend would be like once they released him from the lake.

      The water-beasts disappeared. Once he was sure they were all gone, Heath turned to make sure Buffy was in one piece. He still expected her to cower in fear. Instead, her eyes were brighter than he’d ever seen them. She pranced from foot to foot before shooting into the sky. He watched her circle overhead. Jude joined her so that they became an ouroboros, infinitely chasing each other’s tails.

      Asher hunkered down and kept his eye on the lake. Heath knew the beast was still working off his hangover and that was why he didn’t want to join in the fun, but Cole did the same. While the women rejoiced above, Asher and Cole kept watch over Zane’s lake.

      Not wanting to miss another moment of his life, Heath leapt into the sky. He chased after his mate. Buffy spun away from him. Her delight was obvious for anyone to see. He playfully snapped at her tail. When he missed, she would tap his nose with it.

      This was what he’d been waiting for. All this time, Heath had been dead inside. He hadn’t allowed himself to live. It’d taken Buffy to breathe life back into him. If it hadn’t been for her, he would have let himself die down at the bottom of that lake. Or, he would have left long before he had the chance to reconnect with his family.

      None of them were related by blood, but they were his brothers, nonetheless. And it seemed he had a sister now. Heath never expected to return to Michigan. He never thought he would find his family again. To be home, with his brothers, and to have a new leader at the head of his clan, one who cherished them all, meant more than life to Heath.

      This was the start to a new chapter in his life. Hell, it was a whole new book.
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      Buffy expected the others to look at her, to watch her out of the corners of their eyes. Now that they knew who her sire was, they had every right to suspect her of betrayal. Yet, no one treated her any differently. Asher taught her a secret handshake that made Heath growl every time they did it. She and Jude went shopping to outfit a nursery, even though it was in defiance of the agreement she and Cole made.

      It seemed that everything was right with the world again.

      “Are you sure about this?” Heath asked, holding one of her boxes. His eyes shifted to the water beyond the cabin and then back to her.

      She knew what he was trying to say. The lake. The thing that had terrified her the entire time she was on her supposed vacation. In the end, she’d chosen to stay. Heath offered to move into the nearby town with her. They’d even looked at some houses on the other side of the local park.

      Buffy couldn’t imagine leaving this row of cabins, though. She wanted to be near her best friend. Especially if Jude planned on having a baby. Jude was going to need all the help she could get.

      When Buffy looked to the water, she felt nothing. When Zane brought her down there, Buffy had been forced to face her fears. Turns out, surviving showed her that the lake wasn’t as bad as she’d thought. Sure, she wasn’t going to go swimming or scuba diving any time soon, but the lake wouldn’t keep her awake at night.

      “I’m certain,” Buffy said, her heart feeling light.

      She took the box from Heath and brought it into his cabin. When his stuff had come from Wisconsin, it’d been minimal. There were a few boxes of clothes and a handful of grooming items, but nothing major. Buffy almost felt ashamed of how much she’d accumulated at her previous address.

      The boxes just kept coming. The moving crew unloaded box after box. She set hers down and took stock of the ones filling the cramped space.

      “We’re going to need to downsize some of this,” she muttered to herself.

      “We can find space for it,” Heath said before bending to kiss the top of her head. “If you want to keep it, that is. I don’t remember how much storage is in here, but I can build a shed. I can be handy when the need arises.”

      Buffy grinned and turned to her mate. “I have a great need for you to be handsy.”

      The movers let out nervous laughs as they retreated.

      “I said handy, but if you need me to be handsy, I can do that, too.” Heath’s warm touch was welcome.

      His hands roved over her body, from her thighs to her butt to her waist. When his hand slid under her crop top, she sighed and leaned into him. A purr slipped up her throat and rumbled in her mouth. She wanted his fingers to slink lower.

      Lower.

      Lower.

      His growl echoed her purr. Together, they stumbled back and crashed into the counter. His mouth descended on hers. The taste of him was sweet, his teeth anything but as they ravaged her lips. He found the waistband of her shorts. His breath caught when they found nothing beneath.

      “You’ve been planning to seduce me all day,” Heath whispered in her ear.

      Buffy grinned, but didn’t say anything. She wound her arms around his neck and locked her legs behind his back. He began to stagger down the hall to his bedroom when someone dropped a box. They both froze.

      Over Heath’s shoulder, Buffy saw a familiar white-haired shifter averting his gaze. Asher’s jaw was tight. He grumbled something, rubbed the back of his neck, and retreated. Buffy heaved a sigh and dropped her feet to the ground.

      Heath growled, but let her go.

      As perfect as her life might seem, there was still so much on the horizon for them. Jude and Cole would be trying to have their first child soon. Buffy would become a protective aunt. She would have to if they couldn’t find a way to free Zane from the lake. Especially if Zane refused to come around and a battle erupted.

      She ran a hand through her hair and looked back to her mate. No matter what happened in the future, she had someone by her side. Heath was everything she ever needed. This clan was the family she’d always wanted.
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      Buffy watched her mate lean over the barrel grill. The bottom was loaded with charcoal briquets and chunks of mesquite wood. He flashed a wink and then puffed out his chest. His eyes tightened at the corners right before a plume of flame spewed from his lips. The flame washed over the coals.

      They grew hot, but it wasn’t enough to ignite. Before Heath could summon another mouthful of fire, Asher leapt up to the grill. He took a swig of brown liquor before spraying it over the coals in the form of a fireball. Heath had to lean back. Buffy was sure he’d be missing some of his eyebrows later.

      The coals finally caught after several attempts. Buffy laughed.

      “If the fishing tours fail, you guys could always strike up business as firebreathers for carnivals.”

      Asher hooted. “That would be the best promotion! I’m calling my manager tomorrow to ask if I can film a video of that. I’ll become a viral sensation.”

      Jude clamped a hand on his shoulder. “The last thing we need is a hoard of horny women clamoring to get to you here at the lake. How about you lay low for a little while?”

      “That’s exactly what we need, though!” Asher reasoned. “Zane could have his pick of hotties.”

      “We aren’t going to throw women into the lake until Zane picks a mate. That isn’t the plan,” Jude reminded the young shifter.

      Buffy had the worst mental image of Asher standing over the water, a line of women trailing behind him as he chucked ladies into the lake. It was both funny and terrifying. Buffy wasn’t going to let Zane pull anyone else down there. She had survived, but she was a shifter. She had her dragon on her side.

      The beast had come around. It seemed that they were on good terms for the first time in her life. Maybe it was the fact that she didn’t have to hide anymore. Maybe it was her mate’s love that coaxed the creature out of her. All Buffy knew was that she no longer had blackouts. This wasn’t how she expected to get rid of them, but she was happy with the results.

      Across the way, over coals and sizzling chicken, her eyes met Heath’s. At first, she thought she saw the shadows from the first day they met. Then, he turned, and the sun caught his face, revealing the light gracing his smiling eyes. Her breath returned and she heaved a contented sigh.

      That was what her beast had been looking for the whole time.

      Jude sidled up to her and pressed a drink into her hand. It was a deep pink and had a sprig of mint garnishing the top.

      “It’s not alcoholic,” Jude assured her. “Just blended watermelon and some mint syrup I bought at the farmer’s market. The farmer told me how to make it.”

      On a hot day, the drink was refreshing. Buffy had chugged half before she caught herself. Jude laughed, clearly pleased with herself, and leaned into Buffy’s shoulder.

      “Did I tell you about my cousin? The one that runs the Colorado mountains now?”

      Buffy shook her head. “We haven’t had time to catch up.”

      Jude nodded. “Well, Jasper was having a tantrum all over Colorado and no one could figure out why. All my male cousins rushed home to wrestle Jasper into submission. Turns out, Jasper’s beast knew that his mate was nearby. He wasn’t having a tantrum. He was looking for his mate.”

      Buffy tilted her head. The story was strikingly similar to her own. While her beast didn’t rampage, it had stolen control from Buffy. Her beast was softer, but that made it more underhanded in its search. Had her beast been looking for Heath the whole time? She’d been so far away from him that her beast had come up empty-handed every night.

      “Wait,” Buffy said. “How did you know about my blackouts?”

      “I didn’t, but I did have a hunch that something was up. You stopped texting. When you stopped sending memes, I got worried. I’m sorry it took me so long to reach out to you.”

      Buffy threw her arms around her friend’s neck. She didn’t care that she sloshed her delicious drink. Hugging Jude tight, she fought back tears that burned her eyes.

      “I missed you,” Jude confessed.

      Her life had been so lonely. She hadn’t seen it at the time, but looking back she could tell just how isolated she’d been. Now, despite the fact that she was sired by their enemy, Buffy had found a home with this clan. It was official. Buffy had pledged her loyalty to Jude days ago. This was her clan. It was her home.

      “We were always each other’s clan,” Buffy whispered, realizing that it was true.

      Jude hid her sob of joy in Buffy’s shoulder. It was nice to have her back, to be on the same wavelength. Being unable to talk about the things under their skin had managed to push them apart. All it took was a bit of understanding, and Buffy got her best friend back.

      “Let go of my mate!” Heath barked. “That’s my action you’re stealing.”

      And she’d gained not only a clan, but a mate, too.

      “You can have her back when the food is finished,” Jude retorted.

      That earned her a snarl. Buffy, unable to resist the lure of her mate, squeezed her friend tight one more time, and bounced back toward Heath. He welcomed her with open arms and laid a kiss on her head. Buffy responded by gently nipping his shoulder. His grip on her tightened, promising a rowdy night once everyone went back to their cabins.

      For the time being, Buffy was content with teasing Heath. It would be more than worth it later.
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      If you enjoyed my writing, I’d like to invite you to sign up for my email list and receive book 1 of my Best-Selling Mountain Wolf Protectors Series FREE! Also, by signing up for my email list, you’ll be first to know when I release a brand-new book!

      
        
        >> Get your free book here <<
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