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Chapter 1

Saphira Margala had hardly had a moment to catch her breath all day.

The Baby Dragon Cafe had been extremely busy—which was a good thing, she reminded herself, even as her feet ached.

It was freshly spring, the very end of March. More and more people were coming out to town, spending their lunch breaks and evenings walking around Main Street, which resulted in better foot traffic for the cafe.

The days were getting longer, too, the sun shining bright for more hours, and everyone wanted to enjoy the warmth. If she stepped outside, Saphira was sure she would see at least half a dozen dragons flying above the valley, basking in the changed weather after the long, cold winter.

Starshine Valley was a haven for dragons and their riders. The small town was nestled between gorgeous, snow-capped mountains, and the terrain was perfect for flying, giving them beautiful views of forests and hills and lakes.

Saphira loved to watch the adult dragons in flight, mesmerized. She stood by the windows now, sneaking a glance at the majestic beasts. They were a little larger than the biggest breed of horse, so they cut distant but sharp silhouettes in the sky. They were such stunning creatures, absolutely breathtaking.

If only baby dragons could be so serene.

The little monsters in question pulled her attention back to her cafe, which was packed with customers lounging on various pieces of furniture and at tables. Some of the patrons’ baby dragons were by their side in little beds or caves, while some jumped up into the dragon trees or nooks hanging on the stone walls.

The sight of the baby dragons in her cafe filled Saphira with pride. She had opened six months ago, and hers was the first cafe to allow the little draggos in, which thrilled the people of Starshine Valley. Most establishments were pet-free, and many even had signs that specifically said NO BABY DRAGONS ALLOWED in big, bold letters.

Unfortunately, Saphira was beginning to understand why more and more.

She picked up empty mugs from a nearby table, pushing in the wood chairs before taking the dishes back to the counter. As she walked past a bearded father sipping a cappuccino and his young daughter munching on lemon-raspberry cake, Saphira was careful to watch her feet around the baby dragon playing with the girl’s swinging legs.

“Oh, sorry!” a young woman said, as she almost knocked into Saphira from behind.

“No worries!” Saphira replied, side-stepping. Unfortunately, as she did, she accidentally bumped into a baby dragon sleeping in a plush bed. The dragon snapped awake, releasing a puff of flames at her legs.

Heat singed the edge of Saphira’s skirt, and she yelped back. The now familiar scent of burned fabric filled the air. Fantastic.

All her dresses and skirts now had scorch marks at the ends, or bite marks, or occasionally both. Saphira knew she should be practical and wear trousers or jeans, but she loved how a pretty skirt made her feel. (Her love for aesthetics over practicality was a real problem.)

But as Saphira glanced at the perpetrator, she could not even be angry. The baby dragon looked up at her with blue eyes, innocence writ on its adorable face. Kneeling down, Saphira petted the dragon’s scaly skin, and it happily leaned into her touch.

Baby dragons were as mischievous as human toddlers, but also just as cute, if not more so. Saphira loved them dearly, which was why when she dreamed of opening her own cafe, little draggos were always part of that vision. At twenty-five, she was perhaps a little young to be a business owner, but she was doing her best. 

Maneuvering herself back behind the counter, Saphira turned on the coffee grinder to prepare the next orders. She poured the cold drink into a crystal goblet and the hot one into a ceramic mug decorated with daisies, then placed snacks onto steel plates.

Once everything was ready, she placed it all onto a tray, weaving between busy tables and chairs with gossiping preteens and lovey-dovey couples before she reached her desired destination.

“I have a brown sugar cold foam cold brew for Mrs. Cartwright and a vanilla oat milk latte for Mrs. Li,” Saphira said, placing the drinks on the table in front of two old ladies.

They were sitting comfortably in lounge chairs by the big, open windows, a vase of fresh flowers and two glowing candles on their table.

Saphira bent down to the dragon beds on the floor by the ladies’ feet to give the treats to the baby dragons. One was an opala breed, with big, yellow eyes and iridescent white scales, while the other was an azura breed, with deep ocean-blue eyes and scales to match. Each was about a foot long with little wings.

“Beef jerky for little Thorn, and ginger candies for baby Viper,” she said, placing the steel plates in front of them.

Hands free, she then petted the baby dragons. They cooed in response, pleased, before digging into the snacks Saphira especially kept for her reptilian patrons.

“Thank you, darling,” Mrs. Cartwright said, her eyes crinkling behind her glasses. She set aside her knitting needles to take a sip of her cold brew, humming in satisfaction.

“You’re an angel,” Mrs. Li added, doing the same. “An absolute angel.”

Warmth coursed through Saphira; she beamed. “Let me know if I can get you anything else!”

“Some new wrists perhaps?” Mrs. Li asked, rubbing one of her wrinkled hands. “These are always giving me issues.”

“Make that two sets while you’re at it,” Mrs. Cartwright said, nodding in agreement.

“Hmm,” Saphira pretended to think. “I’ll check the kitchen and get back to you!” She winked, earning her a smile from the older ladies.

Just then, she heard a rumbling growl.

She looked down to see Viper had snatched a piece of beef jerky from Thorn, scarfing it down in two bites. Oh no. Saphira’s heart rate spiked with trepidation. Little Thorn wouldn’t like that …

As expected, Thorn shot a flame at Viper in response, and Viper hissed, gearing up to retaliate when Mrs. Cartwright gave her baby dragon a warning sound.

“Tch, Viper, hush,” Mrs. Cartwright said. “Quit fussing.”

“Thorn,” Mrs. Li said, tone stern. “Behave.”

The baby dragons relaxed from their fighting positions, and Saphira exhaled a breath of relief. Azura dragons and opala dragons were known to quarrel; however, because their riders were best friends, Thorn and Viper were forced to get along, which Saphira was glad for.

She couldn’t handle another disaster, not so soon after the last.

Only two weeks ago, she’d had to redo the bathroom’s plumbing after a baby dragon got over-excited in the bath, messing up all the pipes by using them as chew-toys. She hadn’t managed to stop it before it had mangled the lot. It had cost her a good bit of money, and she wasn’t keen on spending more to cover up the damages if two little dragons fought.

With a smile to Mrs. Cartwright and Mrs. Li, Saphira walked back to the counter, keeping her eyes peeled for more signs of trouble. Thankfully, the baby dragons all looked to be behaving.

She loved the little draggos, even if they were magnets for trouble. Baby dragons couldn’t fly beyond a flutter until they got a little older, which meant they were always jumping and bumping into things. Baby dragons also couldn’t control their fire, which meant they were constantly burning furniture.

Luckily, dragons matured after age two and continued developing until age five, at which point they were used for riding. Until then, however, they were a hazard. Saphira supposed she could have simply made the cafe dragon-proof—used only steel furniture and tables, which would be safe from bite and singe marks—but where was the fun in that? She had adored setting up and decorating the cafe to be the epitome of comfort. She had a vision, damn it!

The interior of the building had high ceilings and gorgeous exposed stone walls, with big, open windows, which let in a beautiful amount of natural light. There were comfortable lounge chairs by the tables in the front, then wooden farm chairs on the tables in the middle, and in the back, there were a few plush sofas with an abundance of soft pillows and warm throw blankets.

One of the stone walls was fitted with a large, wood-burning fireplace (the one place, she supposed, that was safe from baby dragon disasters). There were bookshelves in the back stacked with all her grandmother’s favorite novels, as well as some of her own. Hanging bulb lights provided a warm glow over the entire cafe, supplemented by the flickering flames of citrusy candles.

There were Mughal touches as well, in the fresco paintings and hand-carved wooden art she had hanging on the walls, along with framed photographs of stunning architecture and beautiful lines of Urdu poetry (which no, she couldn’t read, but yes, she had looked up the translations before purchasing), all nods to her heritage.

Saphira hated those establishments with bland, minimal designs; while her cafe could be considered a bit busy, it looked lived in, like a home. She loved it—even if she spent an undue amount of time rearranging and refurbishing details that the baby dragons had disturbed.

There was a garden out back that Saphira had plans to renovate for more space, once she had the time (and the money), but until then, the inner room was sufficiently cozy to house all her customers and their baby dragons.

It wasn’t the kind of cafe you went to for interviews or meetings; not even the kind of cafe you went to for studying or for work. It was the kind of cafe you went to for lattes on a first date, or to meet up with old friends over a pot of chai, or to read a book by the fire while sipping on a mug of hot chocolate with extra mini marshmallows.

A place where people connected—where you felt at home. Where you felt the very opposite of lonely.

Looking around at her cafe now, that was exactly how Saphira felt. She glanced at the baby dragons jumping between nooks on the stone walls, to the group of friends laughing over empty coffee mugs. The cafe was warm and full.

It was a dream come true. Saphira had worked in cafes since she was in high school, but she always aspired to having one of her own. She would sketch out the decor and make menus in the backs of her notebooks in class when she was supposed to be paying attention, and now those sketches had become a reality.

She wished Nani-Ma was here to see it.

Her grandmother had died a little over a year ago; she had been the only family Saphira had left. Saphira never knew her father, and her mother passed away when Saphira was little. It was Nani-Ma who had raised Saphira. Nani-Ma, who had made Saphira reach for her dream.

“When I’m gone, you must promise me,” Nani-Ma implored. “Promise me you’ll make the cafe come true.”

“I promise,” Saphira swore, holding tight to her grandmother’s hand.

A week later, Nani-Ma was dead, and Saphira was alone. She didn’t know how to make good on her promise to make her dream come true until she realized exactly how much of an inheritance her grandmother had left her.

And so, in her grief, Saphira clung to her dream, to the vision she had. She sold their cottage up in the hills and bought this space on Main Street, living in the one-bedroom apartment upstairs. It took six months of tireless effort to bring her cafe to life, and then, in October, it opened.

Six months later, at the end of March, and sales were doing well. The baby dragons caused a bit of trouble, but Saphira received a small payment from town for allowing dragons into her cafe, which helped.

Owning dragons was expensive—more costly than housing the finest horse—and it wasn’t merely the upkeep. Because dragons caused so much uncontrollable and unforeseen damage to the town, riders had to pay a special tax, the proceeds of which went toward refurbishments.

Such as that time when a garneta dragon who was just learning to fly accidentally crashed into the electricity lines and cut the power for the evening. Or that time an opala and an azura dragon fought on Main Street and demolished the gazebo. Situations like that.

Because of this, Saphira received a small stipend from the town for creating a space that dragons could enter. At first, she thought the extra cash was brilliant. Why didn’t all businesses allow dragons into their establishments and receive the payment? How silly they were!

Her feelings of superiority were quickly quashed after her first month, in which the stipend was spent on repairing nearly every piece of furniture in the cafe. And it had been the same every month since opening six months ago—the money slipped from her fingers before she knew it, and she had to dip into her savings to keep up with repairs. She had not anticipated just how unruly the baby dragons would be.

Saphira was now clear out of savings, hardly keeping her head above water. But so long as nothing burst into flames this week, she was sure it would be okay …

Unfortunately, her optimism only lasted about an hour.

“Flare, no!” a little girl’s voice called. Saphira looked to where the girl was chasing after her baby dragon. It was the girl who had been eating lemon-raspberry cake with her father—Aziz, Saphira believed his name was.

“Everything okay, Aziz?” Saphira asked, stepping out from behind the counter.

“Hana, we need to get Flare down,” Aziz told his daughter. “Sorry, Saphira, Flare’s just a little hyper, is all.”

But the baby dragon looked to be more than simply overactive. He had climbed onto the table and now jumped into the air, attempting flight.

“Flare, stop!” Hana called, tone petulant as the dragon landed on the back of a chair. The little draggo had mischief in his eyes, and before Hana could catch him, he jumped from the chair again, trying to fly.

Saphira grabbed some fried bitter gourds—baby dragons loved them!—holding her hand out for Flare. As he came closer, he caught the scent, turning towards her. His eyes widened with glee, and he jumped toward her, but the sight of the gourds seemed to excite the baby dragon too much. Leaping into the air, wings fluttering, he opened his mouth. Saphira saw red light at the back of his throat.

She knew what that meant.

Without hesitation, she ducked, covering her head just as flames shot over her. A few moments later, the heat faded.

Heart pounding, Saphira stood.

The smell of burned rubber and hot steel filled the air. The cafe went quiet, all eyes turning to the mess. Oh God. Slowly, Saphira turned, and that was when she saw.

Her espresso machine. The center had collapsed completely, and Saphira froze, staring at the melted mass. Her hands were shaking.

“Oh no, I’m so sorry,” Aziz said. He reached into his pocket, pulling something out. “Here’s a copy of my insurance—I’m sure they’ll cover it.”

He handed Saphira a small card with information on it; riders were accustomed to carrying around copies of their Drakkon insurance for instances when their dragon was expressly to blame for damage.

“No worries,” Saphira squeaked, trying her best to give Aziz and his daughter an unbothered smile. She fought back the tears pricking her eyes. “Thank you.”

Distantly, Saphira heard Aziz scolding his daughter as they exited the cafe, but she hardly focused on it.

Saphira knew the insurance wouldn’t cover such an expense. Drakkon insurance only covered up to a certain amount, and Saphira had signed a waiver at the very start of her business, acknowledging this fact and the risk she was taking by allowing baby dragons into her establishment.

Insurance had not covered the damaged bathroom pipes, and it would not cover a ruined three-thousand-dollar espresso machine.

Panic flared through her. What was she going to do? She didn’t have the cash to buy a new espresso machine and, without it, how was she meant to run a cafe? Most of her sales came from overpriced lattes.

Anxiety spiked through her, tears welling in her eyes. She quickly blinked them away, forcing herself to take a deep breath, to stay calm. She would not freak out in front of her customers.

Maybe it wasn’t such a disaster, she told herself. After all, her menu was vast. Surely she would still be able to turn a profit, even without the espresso machine! It would only be a few weeks, she reasoned. Just until she could save up to buy another one.

Saphira knew one thing for certain, though: she would not give up. She couldn’t. Not when she had invested everything into this cafe. Not when she had promised Nani-Ma.

“Everything’s fine!” she called out to the cafe, donning her biggest, brightest smile. “Sorry about that! But you know how the baby dragons get!”

That earned her a few laughs, and in no time everyone was back to sipping their drinks, chatting amongst themselves.

For the next few days, Saphira ran business as usual. She made pastries and small plates, as well as snacks for the baby dragons. She had her teas—black, green, and herbal—and other types of coffee—pour-over, drip, cold brew. She had chai and refreshers and cocoa and matcha … but no espresso.

And suddenly, it seemed like everyone wanted espresso!

The Baby Dragon Cafe’s specialty, after all, was dragon-roasted coffee. The coffee beans were roasted by dragon flames until the beans developed sweet and rich profiles, full of body and texture.

Since the beans were roasted for longer than light, medium, and even dark roasts, the beans held a special, decadent flavor that shone in lattes, which Saphira particularly loved to pair with oat milk to pull out the nutty flavor. (It made for a great cold brew, as well, but that was always too bitter for Saphira—she preferred life to be sweet, in every aspect.)

“I’m sorry,” she said, refusing yet another customer who wanted a latte. “The new espresso machine is on its way! Things will be back to normal in a day or two, just hold on!”

But the words were like acid in her mouth because they were a lie.

That night, panic set in. Payday was coming up in two days, and she hardly had enough money in her bank to pay her assistant.

Saphira sat in her apartment, scared and alone, always alone. It was why she loved working in the cafe so much, being surrounded by people all day. When she was alone with her thoughts, she tended to spiral—as she was doing now.

Tears spilled onto her cheeks, anxiety pricking through her. She always cried too easily, Nani-Ma said.

“You must love life,” Nani-Ma would say, holding Saphira’s face in her hands as she wiped away Saphira’s tears. Saphira heard her grandmother’s voice in her head now. “Love it, even if you don’t have the heart for it.”

“I’m trying, Nani-Ma,” Saphira said to her empty apartment, her voice echoing in the silence.

All she ever did was try to love life, but it was like life didn’t want her love. Why else would everything be so hard, all the time? She wanted to rest. For things to be easy.

Wiping her tears, Saphira went down the stairs, to the cafe that was her dream. It was so quiet, everything empty and still. Without the rush of customers, Saphira could appreciate all the details that made her cafe hers, but the feeling wasn’t the same.

An empty house wasn’t a home; it was just another building.

From the windows, she saw that Starshine Valley was silent, all the shops closed. Saphira stepped closer to the windows, gazing up at the night sky, looking at the stars. Thousands of them were visible, shining bright and sure.

It was how the small town got its name. Out here, nestled between the mountains, you could see more stars than you could count, and their light shone down on the valley constantly. 

Between the stars, she caught the silhouettes of a few dragons and their riders, out for a ride, and that familiar longing filled Saphira, the taste of it bitter at the back of her throat. She had always wanted a dragon of her own—had wanted one desperately—but she did not belong to one of the Drakkon families: those who had owned dragons for generations.

Years ago, she had made peace with the fact that she would never have a dragon of her own—which was around the time she had come up with the idea of the Baby Dragon Cafe, a place where she could be around dragons every day, even if she would never have one to call her own.

She had brought that idea to fruition; she had opened her cafe and surrounded herself with dragons daily. All with the help of Nani-Ma.

Nani-Ma, who had given Saphira everything, and all she wanted in return was for Saphira to make her dreams come true.

She looked around her cafe, at all the details she had meticulously designed, every inch of it intentional, every piece lovingly curated.

And then she saw the ruined espresso machine.

Saphira had made her dreams come true, yes, but how to sustain it? She had no idea.

Which was why Saphira remained lost in thought—until she saw the flames.




Chapter 2

Aiden Sterling was having an absolutely horrible day.

To make it worse, his phone rang for the umpteenth time this past hour. He pulled his phone out of his pocket, glancing down at the screen for a quick moment—another cousin—then promptly declined the call. He was currently missing family dinner, which was a sacred and bimonthly ritual for the Sterlings, and they were all taking turns calling him.

All except for the one person who would never call him again.

Danny, his younger brother.

Danny, who was dead.

And not to speak ill of the deceased—but Danny, the cause of his current headache. When Danny had passed away two years ago, he had surprised everyone by leaving his unhatched baby dragon egg to Aiden. Though Aiden and Danny were brothers, and only a year apart at that (“Eleven months!” his mother loved to interject, whenever anyone said they were a year apart), the pair could not have been more different.

Danny was loud and obnoxious and instantly loved wherever he went. Aiden, on the other hand, was quiet, shy, and awkward. Danny had spent his days riding his dragon, rescuing abandoned or lost animals, such as chimeras, griffins, phoenixes, and dragons. Aiden, on the other hand, preferred to spend his days at home, particularly in his garden, where no one could bother him.

At twenty-eight years old, he was perhaps too young to be such a recluse, but it was what he preferred. Everything was simpler in the safety of his home. He knew exactly what to do there, how to treat his flowers, and they always responded kindly to his attentions. He greatly preferred the company of plants to people and sorely wished he was in his garden now.

Instead, he was in town, chasing after a baby dragon, which had been hatched only six months ago by his parents in an attempt to force Aiden into making a decision regarding the dragon egg. He was to either give the dragon to his family or take care of it himself.

Because the egg was the last thing Danny had left him, Aiden refused to give the dragon up—which was why he was now running down Main Street.

The streets were empty at this time of night; all the shops were closed. However, the little monster Aiden was in charge of loved the fountain in town, and Aiden had brought him here in hopes that it would get the baby dragon to behave.

Sparky had been a nightmare all day, and Aiden’s patience had run dry eighteen hours ago. First, Sparky kept Aiden up all night with his wailing because the dragon’s teeth were emerging. Then, this morning, he had chewed through half of Aiden’s flowers, all but ruining his garden.

The baby dragon next proceeded to create a massive mess in Aiden’s peaceful home, attacking Aiden whenever he tried to intervene. Now, after a visit to the fountain, Sparky was in better spirits, but that only meant he kept running off, forcing Aiden to chase after him.

It was maddening.

Aiden looked up at the night sky, scowling at the twinkling stars. Wherever Danny was, Aiden was sure he was getting a good laugh in. For the tenth time that day, Aiden considered selling Sparky off. And for the tenth time, his conscience forbade him.

Sparky was all Danny had left him. It might have been as a joke, since Danny knew Aiden was never interested in dragons, but nonetheless, Aiden would not abandon his brother’s parting gift.

No matter how much of a nuisance it was.

There the little monster went now, leaping from Aiden’s arms and firing flames into the sky.

“Sparky, no!” Aiden called. Heat flared against his face, and he closed his eyes against the fire. Baby dragons couldn’t cause too much damage—mature dragons could properly melt a human’s face clean off—but that didn’t mean baby dragons couldn’t cause any damage at all.

Aiden looked around to ensure there hadn’t been a disaster; luckily, there hadn’t. A ding sounded in the air as a door opened. He turned to see they were standing in front of an establishment called the Baby Dragon Cafe.

“Is everything okay?” a voice called, stepping out.

His gaze fell on what must have been the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, and suddenly, Aiden felt hot for altogether different reasons.

She was a head shorter than him, wearing an oversized cardigan and a dress with what looked to be singe marks on the hem. Her skin was a warm brown. She had a gold nose piercing and dark hair pulled up into a loose twist. When she looked at him with arresting brown eyes, he was all but pinned to the spot.

He vaguely knew of her and the cafe. Starshine Valley was small; everyone knew everyone, to a certain extent. Even if Aiden hardly ever left home, he heard enough from his massive family. His cousin, Emmeline, sourced the coffee for the cafe, and just because Aiden wasn’t talkative didn’t mean he was a terrible listener, too.

The woman was a Margala … What was her name? He was suddenly desperate to know, and irritated that he didn’t know it already. From what he recalled, she was a few years younger than him and not from one of the Drakkon families, so they hadn’t crossed paths before (to be fair, Aiden crossed paths with very few people).

“Y-Yes, sorry,” Aiden stammered, running after Sparky, who was making a beeline for the open door, practically skipping with glee. The beautiful Margala woman yelped as Sparky scurried past her feet and entered the cafe.

“Sparky!” Aiden cried, and was promptly ignored. “I’m so sorry,” Aiden said to her, worried that she’d be angry, that he’d already ruined things before they had even properly met, that he didn’t even know her name.

But she surprised him by laughing, holding the door open to let Aiden rush in behind his baby dragon. Gold bangles jingled on her arm. As he walked past her, he caught a whiff of her perfume: roses. He momentarily forgot about his demonic pet and inhaled the sweet scent.

“Who is this little angel?” she asked, adopting a baby-voice as she regarded Sparky. Aiden always considered people talking to baby dragons as deranged—and in baby-voice, even more so—but the act was quite endearing from her.

Sparky, it seemed, agreed; he lit up.

“Are you hungry?” she asked, squatting. Sparky cooed, a sound Aiden had literally never heard from the dragon. “Is this cute little draggo hungry?”

She went to scoop Sparky in her arms then, and alarm flooded through Aiden.

“No, I wouldn’t do that!” he cried, but it seemed his concern was for nothing. Where Aiden would have received a growl and a bite, the woman received a compliant little dragon. Sparky went into her arms willingly and happily (Aiden couldn’t blame the baby dragon, really).

She scratched under Sparky’s chin, and the dragon closed his eyes, smiling. Huh. Aiden had never seen the animal so well-behaved.

“You are hungry! Do you want a little treat?” she asked, still speaking in that baby-voice. She carried Sparky behind the counter and pulled out a massive glass jar of black chips, pulling a few out. They looked and smelled like pieces of burned naan.

The woman popped one into her mouth (which he found insane), then fed one to Sparky, who went crazy with glee, nuzzling his head against the thick fabric of her sweater. She gazed at the little devil with affection, and the little devil gazed back with equal adoration.

How did she do that? She had gotten farther with the baby dragon in six minutes than Aiden had in six months. He’d gotten more scratches and bites and burns than he could count!

“You said his—her?—name was Sparky?” she said, turning to Aiden now. Being on the receiving end of those magnificent dark eyes, Aiden jolted.

Sweat broke out on the back of his neck, and his heart beat unevenly fast. It took him a few moments to remember she had asked him a question and was patiently awaiting an answer.

“Yes, his name is Sparky,” Aiden managed to say. “Again, I’m sorry.” He needed to come up with something clever to say beyond apologizing. God, what was wrong with him?

He stepped toward her, reaching for Sparky. The dragon immediately growled. Ah, there was the misbehaving animal that Aiden knew so well.

The woman laughed. “I don’t think he likes you very much,” she said, smiling at him.

“No one does,” Aiden muttered darkly, but she didn’t hear. He cleared his throat. “Again, sorry. I’m Aiden, by the way. Aiden Sterling.”

“Saphira,” she replied, and a bolt of pleasure ran through him to know her name. Saphira. “And no worries, I love baby dragons. I don’t think I’ve seen Sparky around before …”

She trailed off, as if realizing something. Her gaze shifted to him, and he saw her connect the dots of who exactly Aiden was.

“Oh—you’re Danny’s brother,” she said. “I’m so sorry for your loss; I know those are very belated condolences, but …” She trailed off.

Usually Aiden hated it when people brought up Danny’s death, but she was genuine, her brown eyes wide. He felt a lump rise in his throat.

“Thanks.” He cleared his throat. “I appreciate it.”

Everyone in Starshine Valley had known Danny to some extent, and everyone knew how he’d died, as well. She was right; the condolences were a bit late. Danny had died over two years ago now, but Aiden still appreciated it. 

Even so, a wave of grief hit him. Aiden shifted on his feet. “Well, I didn’t mean to be a bother.” He reached for Sparky.

“You’re not a bother,” she said, stepping forward to hand him the baby dragon. Sparky was soothed and came to him calmly as Saphira passed him over.

When she did, her hand brushed against his, and an electric current shot up his arm. His pulse quickened as he regarded her.

Realizing he had been passed over, Sparky snarled. He bit Aiden’s hand, clearly displeased.

“Ah!” Aiden cried, shifting Sparky to his other hand. “God, I hate him.”

“But he’s so cute!” Saphira said. “Aren’t you?” Sparky cooed as she petted his head. But the moment she retracted her hand, Sparky took the chance to try and bite Aiden again.

“Stop it!” Aiden scolded. Saphira giggled.

She had a dimple. For reasons he couldn’t explain, this was quite devastating to him.

He wanted to banter with this lovely woman, to strike up conversation, but he had had a long day, and he was tired, and he didn’t know what to say. This was why usually before going out, he prepared things to say ahead of time, rehearsing the lines in his head.

But she had taken him by surprise.

Ordinarily, if he found himself in such a situation, he bolted the first moment he got. Strangely enough, at the moment he didn’t want to leave, even if he was feeling awkward and unsure. So he just stood there, like an idiot.

Saphira looked at him curiously, with big, open eyes. There was something so bright about her, so quietly warm. She shone like starlight.

A tendril of hair had come loose from her hair; it was a perfect little spiral. He wanted to trace his finger along it.

Aiden fidgeted, nervous. This was why he didn’t go out; he never knew how to act!

His gaze strayed behind Saphira, where he saw what looked to be the ruined remains of an espresso machine.

“Looks like Sparky isn’t the only mischievous one,” he said, gesturing. “Did a dragon do that?”

As soon as the word left his mouth, he inwardly cringed. That was a dumb question. Of course a dragon did that! God!

“Ah, yeah,” she replied, sighing. “I love the cafe being open 
to the little draggos, but they make it a bit difficult to stay open.” She considered the melted espresso machine, the mess of metal that remained. “A baby dragon cafe is a great idea in theory, but in execution, too many flames.”

Her eyes welled up with tears, and she quickly blinked them away. He was overwhelmed by the urge to do something, then, though he didn’t know what.

“Can I … um … help?” he asked.

“No, no, it’s okay!” she said, forcing a smile. “I mean, it isn’t, obviously, but it’s fine. Not like actually fine, but it will be. I think.” She took a deep breath. “Well, I’ll let you go!”

She was dismissing him. Of course she was dismissing him. He was so useless.

Saphira stepped forward, and his heartbeat quickened. For a moment, he thought she would touch him, and he stopped breathing, but she was only giving Sparky one last pet. She looked up at him with eyes he could drown in.

“Goodnight, Aiden,” she said. A shiver ran down his spine.

Aiden turned away from her, heading toward the door. But he only made it two steps before he stopped, an idea forming in his mind.

“Wait,” he said, turning back. She was already heading up the stairs, but stopped at his voice.

“Does Sparky want another treat?” she asked.

His heart beat fast. Maybe this was a bad idea; maybe she wouldn’t want to; maybe he shouldn’t even ask. But before he could overthink it further, he blurted the words out.

“Yes … no, I mean—would you be willing to train him?”

Her eyes widened with surprise. Aiden had looked for trainers before, but he’d had no luck. Anyone who was good with dragons tended to have one of their own and didn’t want another to train because they could be such a handful.

Yet here Saphira was and, as far as he could tell, she didn’t have a dragon of her own.

“But you’re his rider,” she said. The rider–dragon bond was special, unbreakable. As such, riders always trained their own dragons.

But Aiden had tried for the past six months and made no progress. The Sterlings were one of the most esteemed Drakkon families anyone could belong to; he came from generations of riders. Every other member of his vast family had taken to their dragons instantly, but here Aiden was, still struggling—a failure.

Perhaps Saphira could help him. She clearly loved dragons and was good with them and …

“I’ll pay you, of course,” he said, walking toward her. She was on the third step, and he had to look up at her to meet her eyes.

“I don’t know,” she said, trailing off, but her gaze went to the espresso machine. Say yes, a voice chanted in his head. Please say yes. The more he thought about it, the more desperate he was for her to agree.

“An advance upfront—how about two thousand?” he said. “Then weekly—is five hundred okay?”

Her jaw dropped. “That’s a lot.”

“I can afford it, if that’s what you’re worried about,” he said.

“No, I’m not,” she said. “I know who your family is.”

Her eyes went to Sparky, then. She came down a step, and his breathing hitched. They were standing close enough to touch now. Blood rushed in his ears.

“Okay,” she said, meeting his eyes. “Deal.”




Chapter 3

The next morning, Saphira woke up a little before dawn to get ready for work. Gold bangles jingled on her arm as she changed into a yellow dress that reminded her of vanilla custard.

Her stomach rumbled on cue as she loosely braided her hair back. She wondered if there were any elaichi buns leftover from yesterday. Saphira had hardly slept last night, so maybe breakfast would revive her. She was hardly ever functional before her morning caffeine fix.

Just as Saphira contemplated exactly what to eat, the doorbell rang downstairs. She stepped out of her small apartment and headed for the stairs leading to the cafe, wondering who could be here at this hour. She didn’t have any deliveries scheduled for this early. The sun hadn’t even risen yet; the world was still dark.

As she opened the side door to find a tall and handsome figure standing in front of her, Saphira recalled precisely why she had barely been able to sleep last night.

“Aiden!” she said, voice high. “Hello!”

Images flitted through her mind: the dark cafe, a gorgeous man, a baby dragon. She’d thought the encounter had been a dream—it was surely something her overactive imagination would have scripted—but no, Aiden Sterling stood in front of her, his adorable pet in tow.

“Morning,” Aiden said, voice gravelly from disuse.

A shiver ran down her spine at the deep timbre of his voice, not at all helped by how good-looking he was, a fact impossible to ignore. Everyone in town had had a crush on him at some point, but he was a famous recluse, hardly ever spotted or seen. Even less so since Danny’s death.

He had a simple style, free of embellishments except for a signet ring on his left hand, which looked to be a family crest with a black stone in the center that matched his thick hair. Stubble covered his chiseled cheeks and sharp jawline. His inky eyes made it difficult for her to see what he was thinking or feeling, and she stared.

He was so mysterious, in an incredibly sexy way. Saphira had noticed as much last night, but she was noticing it all over again, even in the twilight.

In Aiden’s arms was a sleeping baby dragon, all snuggled against Aiden’s chest. Saphira practically melted at the sight. Before she could properly swoon, though, a gust of wind blew into Aiden from behind, pushing him forward. He bumped into her in the doorway, the light from inside casting over his face.

His eyes widened. “Sorry.”

She laughed. “That was my grandmother scolding me for not inviting you in sooner,” she said, stepping aside. “Come in, come in.”

Saphira closed the door behind him, keeping the morning chill out. The cafe was warm. It wasn’t quite yet time to turn the heating off at night, but soon spring would bring about the most perfect weather: sunshine and breezes and fluttering flower petals in the wind.

“Let me get you something for him,” Saphira said, stepping away from Aiden to grab a little bed for Sparky.

Sparky was a basalta dragon, a bigger breed, which meant Sparky was one of the bigger baby dragons, too. He had black scales and purple eyes. Basalta dragons were the most expensive of the dragon breeds because of how rare they were. They were also rumored to be the best breed for the illegal sport of dragon racing, but Saphira didn’t know much about dragon racing beyond the rumors she’d heard.

Saphira wasn’t part of one of the Drakkon families, so her exposure to dragons had been mostly through the cafe, and here she really only saw the babies. The closest she came to fully grown dragons was when they flew high above the valley, where she could watch them from afar.

After getting the bed, Saphira set it down on the floor by the bar, and Aiden carefully put Sparky into it, looking stressed. It wasn’t until Sparky was safely asleep in the little bed that Aiden exhaled a breath of relief.

“It’s early,” Saphira said. “No wonder the little guy is still sleepy.” She yawned. “Wish I could join him.”

“I like being up early,” Aiden replied. She gave him a funny look.

“By choice? If I didn’t have to wake up at this ungodly hour to get the cafe ready, I’d sleep in ten times out of ten.”

His lips twitched. He didn’t smile easily, she noticed, which would have been daunting, now that she was employed by him, but there was something about him that made her feel entirely at ease.

“It’s nice being up before everyone else,” he said. “Everything is quiet and peaceful. It’s even better in the spring, when the birds are in full voice.”

“That’s lovely,” she said. “I’ve never thought about it that way before, but you’re right—there is a certain level of solace opening up the cafe in the morning before everyone is in and the rush of the day takes over.”

“Speaking of rush, that’s why I came by so early,” he told her, pulling out his phone from his trouser pocket. “I wanted to get your bank information so I can send over the first payment, and I wanted to catch you before anyone else got in.”

She gave him a curious glance. “You don’t like people much, do you?” she asked. Saphira hardly ever saw him around.

Aiden was quiet. Saphira wondered if perhaps she shouldn’t have said that. She couldn’t get a good read on him. He was a bit … grumpy, but she didn’t feel it was in an antagonistic way, as if he was angry with her or the world. Again, there was something about him that made her feel unperturbed.

Unfortunately, Saphira had a bad habit of thinking the best of people, as Nani-Ma always told her. “My silly girl, falling in love with strangers left and right,” Nani-Ma would say with a fond laugh, shaking her head.

It wasn’t always in a romantic way; Saphira simply craved human connection. She interacted with so many people on a daily basis that it was easy to feed that addiction. The downside was at the end of the day, after everyone had gone, she was left alone.

“Can I have your bank information please?” Aiden asked, shuffling on his feet. He talked as if he had practiced the lines in his head.

“Sure,” she said, reeling off her cell number quickly. “You can transfer the money there,” she said. “And then you also have it if you ever need to text me.”

Saphira cringed internally at that last bit. Was that necessary? Fortunately, Aiden’s expression softened.

“Good to know,” he replied. She watched as he typed on his phone and, a moment later, her phone dinged with a notification.

Surprise lit through her at the sum. He had said last night he would give her an advance of two thousand dollars, but to see it in her bank now was still a shock.

She hadn’t even started training Sparky yet, but she desperately needed the money. This would immediately go to buying a new espresso machine, the prospect of which left her both pleased and relieved.

Guilt riddled through her at exactly how much he was paying her, but he must have been desperate, something she didn’t understand at all. He was a Sterling, from an ancient Drakkon family. His ancestors had been riding dragons since dragons were first domesticated. Why would he need her help?

Her gaze strayed to where Sparky was still asleep in his little bed, and warmth spread through her at the sight, silencing the questions in her head.

She wanted a dragon of her own just as badly as she needed the money. And though Sparky wasn’t hers, and never would be, this was perhaps as close as she could get.

“Is it there?” Aiden asked. Saphira blinked, shifting her focus back to him. He was looking at her closely, and her heart hammered at having been caught with her thoughts wandering.

“Y-Yes, thank you,” Saphira said, putting her phone aside and giving him a bright smile. He nodded.

“Alright, then, I’ll get going,” he said. Turning on his heels, he headed for the door. She felt as if she was missing something. Alarm ran through her at the sight of his retreating back.

“Wait!” She chased after him. “What do you mean?”

He was already at the door by then, his long legs moving quite fast.

“You received the money, yes?” he asked bluntly.

“Yes, I got it, but I don’t—”

“You’re going to train Sparky, correct? That was the agreement?”

She blinked, confused. Her eyes flitted to where Sparky was asleep, then back to Aiden, who was fidgeting. Had she offended him? He looked uncomfortable.

He stared at her awkwardly, and she felt awkward in turn.

“You mean train him right now?” she asked, astounded. Saphira blinked. “But I have to work!”

“Oh.” His cheeks turned pink. For a moment, it looked as if he was silently admonishing himself. A wave of discomfort passed through her; she had felt so in sync with him earlier, but now they seemed at cross-purposes, and she didn’t enjoy the feeling at all.

“Yes.” Saphira nibbled on her lower lip. “I guess we should probably figure out the logistics of how this will all work?” she said, trying to regain their previous ease. He nodded. “Cool. But first, coffee.”

She headed back into the cafe, going straight to the bar. After a beat, Aiden followed her. Saphira pulled cold brew out of the fridge. She preferred lattes, but had been making do with other drinks while the espresso machine was down. Her menu also had fusion drinks, such as chai lattes and falooda shakes and rooh-afza refreshers.

Aiden arrived at the bar, and she gestured for him to sit down. He sat on one of the stools, and finally, they were at eye level. Saphira took the moment to get a better look at his face. He had long eyelashes framing bottomless black eyes that she wanted to dive into. The rest of his face was crafted with harsh lines, as if he had been carved from stone, but there was a softness around his mouth as he watched her pour coffee.

“What would you like?” she asked.

“I’m good, thank you,” he responded, watching with alarm as she pumped an obscene amount of vanilla syrup into her cold brew.

“I’m making you something either way so might as well tell me,” she said, pouring oat milk into her coffee, then mixing. When it was the right color, she took a sip. The caffeine hit was immediate, and she savored the sweet and bitter taste in her mouth, humming to herself.

“I don’t like coffee,” he said, sounding fully and absolutely serious.

Saphira gasped, a bit dramatically, but he had said something quite horrifying. She clutched her heart as if she had been shot.

“No!” she cried. “I’m so sorry, but it’s over, I can’t work with you, how do you not like coffee?! I don’t trust people who don’t like coffee. Like, what are you trying to prove? Also, why deprive yourself of the deliciousness? It makes no sense!”

“I’m sorry, that was a joke.” His lips twitched, and he cleared his throat. “Clearly one you took personally.”

Oh, he was a joker! Saphira felt tickled by that, even if she hadn’t picked up on the joke when he’d made it.

“Phew.” She caught her breath. “What a relief. Okay, back to our original arrangement.”

Aiden smiled then, which felt like a personal victory to her. She hadn’t seen him smile before, and it was a small smile, but even so. He had a lovely smile.

He thought about it for a moment, then said, “I can have whatever you’re having, just with a lot less sugar. I don’t know much about coffee.”

“Do not even worry! For I am an expert.” Saphira made his drink with only a reasonable amount of vanilla syrup, then finished it off with cold foam. She powdered cinnamon over a stencil of a heart, then passed it to him.

It was not until she had put the drink in front of him that she realized the heart design was probably a bit too much. She cringed inside.

“It’s my usual,” she explained, cheeks warm. “It’s the easiest, and I’ve done it the most, and everyone likes it, and—”

“It’s cute,” he said, putting an end to her misery. His gaze went from the heart up to her, and her heartbeat kicked up a notch. He didn’t look as if he thought she was weird. She really didn’t want him to think she was weird, or too much. She could be a bit overenthusiastic sometimes, and he had already shown himself to be more of the strong and silent type.

But he didn’t look as if he minded; he looked pleased.

She smiled.

“Okay, now try it,” she said, watching carefully as he took a sip. She watched the long line of his throat move as he swallowed, getting a little distracted.

“It’s really good.” He looked surprised. “I’ve never had this before, but I like it.”

Saphira clapped to herself. “Yay!”

She took a sip of her drink then, as well, the both of them quiet for a moment in her cafe, and she was startled by how comfortable it felt, even though she hardly knew Aiden at all, and he certainly did not know her.

“To business: what am I supposed to do with Sparky all day?” Aiden asked.

“The cafe runs from eight to five,” she said after a pause, “so I can train Sparky afterwards, wherever is convenient for you.”

Aiden thought about it. “I’d figured Sparky could hang out here during the day,” he said. “Since you have the beds and nooks and other baby dragons for Sparky to socialize with.”

“Well, if he was trained, yes, that wouldn’t have been too difficult,” Saphira replied, thinking about it. “But since he isn’t trained, from what I can tell, that might be hard. The big three things for training a baby dragon are learning to control fire, learning to socialize, and learning to fly.”

Saphira’s intense desire to have a dragon of her own had led her to acquire this knowledge, the better to furnish her daydreaming with concrete details.

A little shiver ran through her as she realized those very daydreams would be becoming a reality with Sparky, now.

“Yes, he doesn’t know any of those things, and he really is terribly behaved,” Aiden said, voice turning to a grumble. He rolled up his sleeve, showing Saphira a bite mark on his forearm as evidence for his claim.

Saphira frowned. It was a small wound, nothing nasty at all, but even so, the sight made her unhappy. She resisted the urge to reach out, touch a finger to his skin.

She cleared her throat. “Because he isn’t trained, I don’t think it’s a good idea to leave him at the cafe,” she said, refocusing. “I’d need to keep a constant eye on him so he doesn’t get hurt or lost—he’s a baby!”

Dragons needed to be looked after as closely as babies by humans because they were so vulnerable to predators, such as fully grown other magical animals like chimeras or griffins, or even other dragons. Mature dragons could handle themselves, which was why they were allowed to roam freely in the protection of the mountains and hills surrounding the valley.

The cafe was safe, but outside, riders needed to be careful of poachers—there were those who kidnapped dragons and sold them on the black market for the highest price. Because basalta dragons were so rare, Sparky would be even more of a target.

Saphira had heard that those dragons then got used for dragon racing. She wasn’t sure if the rumor was true, but when it came to safety, one could never be too cautious.

“You’re right,” Aiden said, releasing a sigh. “I should have considered that. I don’t know what I was thinking …” He seemed upset with himself.

“What have you been doing with Sparky all this time?” Saphira asked, drawing his attention. “Can’t you just keep doing that?” She stopped, realizing something. “What do you do, by the way?”

She didn’t know a lot about him, no one did. He was a very private person, and she was dying to know everything, now. She wanted to know who he was.

Saphira told herself it was simply because she was a curious person who liked getting to know people, but she couldn’t deny that there was something about Aiden in particular that made her more interested than usual.

They would be working together, after all; that was probably it.

“I have my own landscaping business,” he said, looking a bit reluctant to talk about himself. “I design gardens.”

“Oh, cool! Like The Bloomsmiths?” she asked. “I always see their sign around town.”

He scratched the back of his neck, looking away. “Uh, yeah … actually, that’s me.”

“Oh my god!” she exclaimed, thoroughly impressed. “That’s you? I LOVE your work! Spring is my favorite season in town because of all the flowers.”

He displayed things so gorgeously: the colors, the shapes, the varying heights, and purposeful empty space.

“It’s nothing,” he said, sheepish now.

“No, it’s not nothing!” she said. There was a symphony to his work which relayed the careful calculation and thought behind the arrangements, a true artistry. It made walking through town a treat, as lovely as walking through the streets in the middle of winter with snowfall descending. Except this wasn’t a natural phenomenon; this was him. “You make the whole town beautiful. It’s amazing.”

While he couldn’t quite meet her eyes, she could see he was pleased by her gushing.

“Since it’s spring, I’m going to be really busy,” Aiden said a moment later. “The winter was slow, anyway. I didn’t have much to do, so watching Sparky wasn’t an issue. But I’m already booked for private clients and public ones, like the town. I can’t exactly bring Sparky around.”

“Why not?” she asked, looking to the peaceful little angel.

“Because he’s a demon,” Aiden said flatly. “He’ll ruin everything. Hence why he needs to be trained.”

“Why don’t you ask your family to take him in or something?” she asked. He hesitated.

“Danny left him to me,” Aiden said, voice quiet. Losing his brother two years ago must have been unimaginably difficult; Saphira could see what a loss it was to Aiden still. “I can’t bring myself to give Sparky up, even if he is a menace.”

Saphira felt there was something else, some other reason Aiden wasn’t saying, but she didn’t want to pry.

“Is there anyone you trust who can look after Sparky during the day?” she asked. “Don’t you have a sister?”

“Genevieve,” Aiden said, nodding. “She’s too young—she’s nineteen, in college, and can’t handle the responsibility.”

Saphira had seen her around; Genevieve was friends with Saphira’s coworker/assistant/work-bestie, Lavinia.

Aiden sighed, frustrated, and Saphira got the sense that he was looking for any way to get rid of Sparky, which confused her. It didn’t make sense, because clearly he didn’t want to fully get rid of the baby dragon by giving him to the Sterling family to take care of—people who could take care of Sparky quite well—but, at the same time, Aiden didn’t seem enthused about spending time with Sparky himself. He seemed to be pushing the little draggo onto Saphira.

She shouldn’t think about it too much, she decided. She needed the money and wanted to spend time with the baby.

“I’ll figure something out for during the day,” Aiden said, finishing off his drink. “You can train Sparky during the evening, when you’re free from the cafe? I can drop him off here, if that’s alright.”

“Yeah, that sounds good,” she said.

Aiden stood, and just then, they heard a bit of a commotion as Sparky woke up. He looked around, taking in his surroundings until his eyes landed on Saphira. The baby dragon perked up, excited.

“Sparky, no!” Aiden scolded, as Sparky jumped onto a chair, then the table. Unhappy at being reprimanded, Sparky hissed at Aiden, then puffed a little ring of smoke in his direction, which Aiden waved away.

“You know, with baby dragon training, the rider needs to be trained, as well,” Saphira said, coming out from behind the bar. She gave Sparky a little snack, which he ate happily. “It’s important for the rider–dragon bond, something you two need to work on.”

Aiden didn’t seem enthused by the prospect, which she found strange. Why wouldn’t he want to bond with his dragon?

“Don’t worry about that,” Aiden said, standing in front of her. “And thanks, for everything.”

“There’s no need to thank me,” she said. It was a mutually beneficial agreement, after all.

He blinked, and she was distracted by the flutter of his dark lashes. She wanted to touch the curve of them, feel the feather-light touch against the pad of her finger.

She looked up at him, gazing into his dark eyes, wondering what thoughts were running around in that handsome head of his as he watched her. His gaze was scorching, and heat traveled up her spine, spreading across her chest.

He was quiet, standing perfectly still, until his throat moved as he swallowed. He smelled like coffee; his lips were still wet. She had the strangest impulse to go onto her tiptoes and have a taste.

The thought sent her heart racing. She was frozen in place, in a trance—

“Um, hello?” A voice called, interrupting the moment. Saphira turned to see a girl at the side door.

Aiden stepped back as if scalded.

“Bye,” he blurted out, grabbing a hissing Sparky and leaving in a hurry. Saphira felt dizzy.

As soon as Aiden was gone, Saphira’s coworker marched over. “What is going on?” Lavinia Williams demanded to know, both her eyes and mouth wide.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Saphira said, not meeting Lavinia’s eyes as she started pulling chairs down from atop the tables. She looked at the clock—there was hardly twenty minutes before the cafe opened! There was so much to be done!

If only her heart could stop beating so fast …

“Excuse me?” Lavinia said, stepping in front of Saphira. Lavinia was short and curvy, with curly hair and big doe eyes, and at that moment, she looked to be on the verge of full-blown laughter.

“Can you quit your yapping and get to work, perhaps?” Saphira said, mouth twitching. She always felt like laughing when she was with Lavinia, which was perfect since they saw so much of each other.

Lavinia was twenty-two years old and had been working as Saphira’s assistant at the cafe since it opened, while she was on a gap year before starting veterinary school in the fall. She had big ambitions to take care of magical animals.

“I will quit yapping when you tell me who that gorgeous man was and why he was here at the crack of dawn when no one else is awake,” Lavinia said. “Did he stay the night? If you have a secret boy-toy you haven’t told me about, I am literally going to quit!”

“Oh my god, no,” Saphira said, cheeks burning. “He did not spend the night! Good lord!”

“Okay, so what was he doing here so early?” Lavinia asked, giving Saphira a suspicious glance.

“We were only talking!” Saphira said, voice high. Then she narrowed her eyes at Lavinia. “And what have I told you about interrupting when the adults are talking?”

It was a running joke between them, that Lavinia at age twenty-two was a small child, while Saphira at age twenty-five was a fully grown adult.

“Yes, yes, the children must not interrupt,” Lavinia said, bowing her head. “Apologies.”

“Exactly.” She fanned herself, and Lavinia smirked. “Don’t look at me like that!” Saphira ordered.

“I’m just waiting for you to tell me what’s going on!” Lavinia replied. “Who was that, anyway?”

“Aiden Sterling,” Saphira said. “He’s paying me an exorbitant sum to train his baby dragon, which means I can order us a new espresso machine.”

“Exorbitant enough to pay for one-day shipping?” Lavinia asked. Saphira nodded. “Oooooooh. So you were simply being an astute businesswoman.”

“Yes,” Saphira said. “Exactly. One hundred percent that.”

“Love it. I fully support this decision,” Lavinia said. “And he gets bonus points for being super hot.”

“You know, I didn’t notice,” Saphira said, tucking a wayward strand of hair behind her ear.

“Right … right … why would you notice? You were only gazing into his eyes like you wanted to crawl into them.”

Saphira made a cry of outrage while Lavinia giggled.

“I don’t have time for this! I have a cafe to run!”

“You can multitask!”

They both laughed. Sapphira and Lavinia had known each other for years; they had both worked at a tea shop up in the mountains together until Saphira had opened up this place of her own and Lavinia had jumped ship to join her. The tea shop was more high-end, while Saphira’s place on Main Street was much more homey. A big part of that hominess was Lavinia.

“Okay, now we seriously need to get to work,” Saphira said, a statement she often found herself making when she and Lavinia got distracted while chatting.

They got back to preparing the cafe, and Saphira ordered the espresso machine, choosing the fastest delivery so it would be delivered by tomorrow morning. They were still working on prep when a knock sounded on the side door.

“I’ll get it,” Lavinia said, going over.

“It’s probably Theo,” Saphira told her. Lavinia opened the door to reveal a scrawny boy with a mop of dark wavy hair and warm brown skin. He wore a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up, a streak of flour across one forearm.

“Morning, ladies,” Theo Noon said, carrying in boxes of heavenly smelling baked goods.

“Morning,” Lavinia said, going to her tiptoes to kiss Theo’s cheek. He was a full foot taller than her and was the baker’s assistant, here to make the delivery from the bakery.

Lavinia took some of the boxes from him, giving him a fond smile. Theo was also Lavinia’s childhood best friend—strictly her friend, as Lavinia always said whenever Saphira asked if perhaps there was something more between them.

“What do you have for me today?” Saphira asked, excited to see what Theo had brought. There were the usual items—croissants, muffins, scones, cookies—but she wasn’t interested in those. She wanted to see what Theo had made.

Theo was still a lowly apprentice and delivery boy at the bakery, not allowed to make things of his own for the menu yet. But Theo was really into South Asian fusion desserts. Saphira loved that, and it was perfect for her cafe. She wanted to keep desi touches in her cafe, to feel like Nani-Ma was still with her, and to hold tight to her heritage. So Saphira had struck a deal with the bakery to allow Theo to bring in one original recipe of his own every week as an exclusive for the Baby Dragon Cafe.

“Today’s special is a mini gulab jamun Bundt cake,” Theo said, opening the box to show them. The toffee-colored cakes smelled divine—cardamom and saffron—and were decorated with white icing and rose petals.

“Ooh, I love this,” Lavinia said, going to swipe one.

“Thanks, Theo,” Saphira said. “Can I get you a drink before you head out?”

“I’d kill for an iced latte,” Theo said. His gaze shifted to the espresso machine, which was largely covered with a massive “OUT OF ORDER” sign. “Oh.”

“The new one is coming in tomorrow!” Saphira told him. His face lit up.

“Nice! Go team!” He high-fived her, then stuck around the chat until the cafe officially opened, and customers began coming in, at which point Lavinia became too busy to entertain him, and so he waved goodbye.

The regular customers were equally relieved when Saphira told them the espresso drinks would be back tomorrow. They had missed their lattes and cappuccinos, but everything would be better, everything would be okay.

Saphira had come much too far to give up. As she ate a bite of the gulab jamun cake, she thought of Nani-Ma. I’ll make you proud, she promised.




Chapter 4

Saphira had just sat down for what felt like a moment at the end of the day when she saw a striking figure appear by the front door. Her pulse skyrocketed in the most ridiculous manner.

She ordered herself to calm down—he was her employer!—then stood to answer the door. The cafe was quiet and empty; all the customers had gone, and even Lavinia had left after helping Saphira close. Her legs ached as she walked over. They were sore from standing and running around all day.

But when she opened the door, a burst of energy shot through her, like she’d downed a shot of espresso from the yet-to-arrive machine. She tried to tell herself it was from seeing the baby dragon, and not his rider.

“Sparky!” Saphira said with enthusiasm. The baby dragon perked up; he was happy to see her as well, which only made her happier. He recognized her and her cafe.

He lit up when Saphira smiled.

Aiden gave the baby dragon in his arms a look of disbelief. “I swear he was just hissing at me two seconds ago,” Aiden said, glowering.

Saphira bit back a laugh. “Come in,” she said, scratching Sparky’s black scales.

After Saphira closed the door behind them, she held her hands out for Sparky, wondering if he would come to her.

Sparky responded by leaping out of Aiden’s arms and jumping straight into hers, with such a force that her feet faltered. Aiden reached a hand out to steady her, his touch light at her elbow, and an electric current ran through 
her.

Her cheeks felt warm. She avoided looking at Aiden, then, turning her full attention to Sparky: “Hello my little golu-molu, how are you?”

Sparky cooed, clearly delighted to be smothered with affection. Saphira risked a peek at Aiden, who was watching with an amused expression on his face.

“What?” she asked.

“Sparky isn’t used to this kind of treatment,” Aiden replied.

“It’s what he deserves! My little cutie-pie.” Saphira spoke in her babiest baby-voice, which she suddenly realized might have been weird. She stopped, glancing at Aiden, but he didn’t look freaked out—only vaguely entertained.

Saphira still couldn’t read him well; he was stoic and severe. Actually, he came off as a bit harsh because he was so quiet, while she was so loud, but if she looked closely, she was starting to catch the little subtleties of his expression: a crinkle around his eyes, a laugh line by his mouth.

And for some reason, Saphira was looking quite closely.

She convinced herself it was decidedly not because of how distractingly handsome he was, but because she wanted to be a good trainer for his baby dragon. However, at the same time, it did feel important to acknowledge just how gorgeous he was because, wow …

“Can I get you something?” she asked, recalling her manners as she walked deeper into the empty cafe. She let Sparky down and he trotted alongside her. “We have leftover gulab jamun cakes. Theo dropped them off this morning and he always makes an extra few for me. He knows how much I like them, especially with chai.”

Aiden frowned, then, but so quickly she thought she might have imagined it. She kept speaking.

“Speaking of … I haven’t had my evening tea yet, so I can put on the kettle, if you want, or make some proper chai?”

“Oh, no, thank you,” he said, and she realized he hadn’t followed her in. He still stood in the door frame.

Narrowing her eyes, Saphira walked back toward him. He stared at her, looking awkward. Then, he cleared his throat. “Well, I’ll leave you to it, then.”

Before she knew what was happening, he turned, about to step back into the street. She grabbed his arm. “Wait!”

He looked down at where her hand was wrapped around his forearm, and something dark flashed in his eyes. Saphira felt a flush rise up her cheeks. She released his arm, though the skin of her palm felt warm from the contact.

“Where are you going?” she asked, voice high. “Aren’t you going to stay?”

He scratched his jaw. “Ah … no.”

Saphira was horrified. There was no way to train the baby dragon without his rider there. “But how will you two connect?” Saphira asked. “Build on the rider–dragon 
bond?”

“I’m not worried about that,” Aiden replied. “I just want you to train him.”

He was being so callous. Saphira frowned. She didn’t understand.

“He’s your dragon,” Saphira said, hating how whiny she sounded. Maybe she didn’t know enough about this to be speaking on it; she wasn’t from a Drakkon family, after all. Even so, she continued. “You’re going to be his rider, Aiden. You two have to bond.”

Something opened in his expression then, a flash of intense emotion. For a moment, it seemed as if he was going to respond, but then he stopped himself. Aiden took a deep breath. His throat moved as he swallowed, and it was another moment before he finally spoke.

“I don’t want to get in the way,” he said.

“You won’t be in our way!” she said, trying to convince him. “You don’t have to do any work, really, you can just watch … for Sparky’s sake.”

She looked down at Sparky by her feet; he was rubbing his cheek against her leg, the scales of his face lightly scratching against her skin. He gazed at her with big purple eyes, and her heart squeezed with fondness.

She would kill to have a baby dragon to herself, to have one of her own, and Aiden did not seem to grasp what an honor and privilege he had. Yes, he was letting her train Sparky at the moment, but Sparky was his. Sparky would always belong to Aiden, and Aiden would always belong to Sparky. And yet, he was not interested in protecting that sacred bond.

Aiden was simply going to abandon Sparky!

“Sparky won’t miss me,” Aiden said.

Sparky did not look as if he’d miss Aiden, but Saphira would. The thought struck her with surprise. She had been looking forward to spending time with him all day. She wanted to know him. The desire was a seed buried deep in the soil of her heart.

And now he was just leaving!

“You really won’t stay?” she asked again.

 She couldn’t think of anything clever to say, some reason to entice him. All she had was the truth: disbelief and disappointment.

But why should he care? He didn’t know her; he had no reason to be swayed by her emotions.

But when he turned his dark eyes to her, the breath lodged in her throat. Heat flushed through her as she held his gaze.

For a moment, he looked convinced. He was clearly at war about something, going back and forth in the depths of his mind.

He took a step toward her. She inhaled the scent of his cologne, a rich mossy scent, mingled with mint.

“I’m sorry, Saphira,” he said, voice low. A muscle ticked in his jaw, and the deep timbre of his voice reverberated through her. “I must go.”

He touched her hand, then turned to go. As she watched him leave, her skin tingled, feeling scorched from the contact. She felt the feather-light touch all throughout her body, and she willed him to turn around, to stay.

Even so, he left.




Chapter 5

Aiden walked out of the cafe and into the cool night. Even though it was spring now, the evenings were still chilly. A shiver ran down his spine, and he told himself it was from the weather and not the guilt needling his insides.

He tipped his head back and sighed. His eyes took in the sparkling stars studded into the velvety night. The shine of them made him think of the twinkle in Saphira’s eyes, how she’d lit up when she opened the door to him. Well, he was sure she was only happy to see Sparky, not him, but even if her sunlight wasn’t directed at him, he could still feel the warmth of its rays.

Which only made him feel all the more guilty to think of how the light had dimmed from her face when he said he was leaving. The memory almost made him turn around now, but he kept moving forward, walking down Main Street, then toward the hills where the little cottage he called home was.

The less he was involved, the better. For one thing, Aiden would only be a hindrance because Sparky didn’t even like him. The last thing he needed was for Saphira to see how hopeless—how clueless—he was with his own baby dragon, while she was such a natural.

As for the rider–dragon bond: he knew Saphira was right. It was important. But he also knew he couldn’t bond with Sparky because of what it would mean. Aiden fiddled with the signet ring on his left hand. It had a dark basalt stone in the center, alongside the Sterling family crest.

If Aiden bonded with Sparky, that would mean that once Sparky matured, Aiden would have to ride him. Bonded dragons grew depressed if their riders neglected them, especially young dragons. Dragons whose riders had passed away usually bonded with another family member, while elder dragons were content to retire.

A young dragon like Sparky would need his rider. While dragon riding was a beautiful and harmonious practice, some families did not stop with simply riding—they raced, which had long been an outlawed sport due to the danger it posed for both the dragons and their riders.

Unfortunately, the Sterlings were the forerunners of dragon racing. It was an open secret in the valley that every Sterling received their own dragon egg at age twenty-one, trained them, then got into racing. Aiden had never wanted to, which was why he’d never received a dragon to begin with, but his brother had.

Danny had been a champion racer—a true credit to the Sterling name.

It was something Aiden never understood—how could Danny participate in something so dangerous? Just for fun?

“It isn’t dangerous if you know how to fly,” Danny would always respond whenever Aiden protested.

He’d say it with his signature look: a gleam in his dark eyes, his messy hair perpetually askew from the wind, a smirk tilting his lips. Danny had perfected the devil-may-care attitude.

He was always so full of life, and he especially loved the thrill of dragon racing, something Aiden never could relate to, nor approve of.

Danny always liked danger, and it was the end of him. Danny did not die while racing, but while on a mission rescuing a nest of chimeras from a forest fire.

But Aiden wasn’t as brave as Danny—he knew that if he bonded with Sparky, he would be pressured into joining the races that were his family’s pride and joy, and Aiden wouldn’t have the strength to refuse. Not with Danny gone. Someone needed to defend the good Sterling name.

His younger sister was too young to have a dragon of her own at the moment, but Aiden would do whatever it took to make sure Ginny never got involved with racing, either.

Which left Aiden.

When Danny died and Aiden found out that Danny had left Aiden a dragon egg from his own dragon, a great basalta named Cinder, who had passed away with Danny, Aiden had no intentions of ever hatching that egg. He also had no intentions of giving the baby dragon up, for it was all he had left of his brother, after all. Aiden was content with doing nothing—he wasn’t particularly focused on the dragon egg and its future, anyway, not when his only brother and best friend was dead.

Aiden was too sad to do anything, and it didn’t matter. Dragon eggs were perfectly fine if they weren’t hatched right away, but they did need to be taken care of so the egg wasn’t damaged, a task he had left up to his parents and their extensive team of dragon caretakers.

Drakkon families always had numerous dragon eggs in their stores, so each family member could have a dragon of their own when they came of age. Genevieve would soon take one of her choosing to hatch when she turned twenty-one in two years. Aiden never chose one, and had no intention of doing so; his family had often tried to persuade him to change his mind, but he never did—not even when Danny had left one specifically for him over two years ago.

Then, six months ago, Aiden received a call to inform him that his dragon egg had hatched, and it was time to decide. He had been upset, but his parents told him quite gently that the egg had hatched on its own, something which apparently happened from time to time. Aiden didn’t know enough about dragon lore to dispute their claim, but he was suspicious they had meddled a little in the matter (as overbearing parents did) in order to force him to make a decision.

He either had to give the baby to the family, or train it himself.

Well, he sure as hell wasn’t going to give the dragon up, so he surprised them all by choosing to raise the dragon himself—which had been his own personal hell these past few months.

Until he met Saphira—a beacon of light in the darkness. With Saphira in his life, Aiden felt everything would work out.

As long as he kept focused on what was important: Sparky. With Saphira training him, Sparky would be alright and, more importantly, he would be safe. Away from the Sterlings, away from racing. It was why Aiden needed to stay out of it—it was best for all of them.

Aiden needed Sparky to be alright, even if he didn’t particularly love the little monster. It was why he hadn’t given Sparky up to any number of his cousins or family members—Sparky was all Aiden had left of Danny. Sparky was Danny’s dragon Cinder’s egg, and Danny loved Cinder deeply; the pair had one of the deepest rider–dragon bonds that Aiden had ever seen. 

Aiden would not let the baby dragon get caught up in all the danger of racing.

Sparky was in good hands with Saphira. As Aiden made his way home, he recalled how she had smothered Sparky with kisses, how affectionate and bright she was. He admired that about her.

Aiden was so used to being closed off that it was jarring to see someone be so open, so free. It could make even a man like him want to stick around, if only a bit of her light could shine on him.

He had almost done it, too, when she had asked him to stay with her big brown eyes, but he had to be firm. Racing was dangerous because dragons got too excited and bloodthirsty. The race usually ended with either one of the riders or the dragons or both being injured, if not dying. Which was why it was illegal, but of course Drakkon families had their particular protected interests.

With a start, Aiden realized he was home, standing in front of his door. Sometimes he got so deep in his own head, he forgot about everything else around him. Usually he enjoyed the winding road that led up to his cottage, taking in the sight of all the leaves returning to the trees, the buds that would soon bloom. But he hadn’t noticed any of them today, he was so lost in thought.

Pulling out his keys, Aiden let himself into his home, inhaling the smell of mint. He had a bunch of mint plants all around the house; mint tea was very calming for him. Aiden was not a big coffee drinker, which was why he had been surprised that morning when he had genuinely enjoyed the concoction Saphira had made for him. (Distantly, he wondered if it was the coffee, or just her, that had appealed to him so greatly.)

Setting down the keys on the front table, Aiden turned on the lights, revealing the comforts of his home. He liked to keep the place clean, which was why it was sparsely decorated with the necessary furniture and some potted plants.

There was a bit of a mess toward the dining table, he noticed, courtesy of Sparky this morning, who had not been happy to leave Saphira’s cafe and return home with Aiden. Sparky had sent all of Aiden’s mail flying this way and that, and Aiden picked up the stray envelopes now, setting them down in a neat pile atop the table.

With a sigh, he looked around. His home was quiet, and it felt eerie. Aiden had scarcely had a moment of peace since Sparky was hatched. He decided to revel in it, and went to the kitchen, pulling out ingredients to make himself dinner.

Aiden cooked in peace, making a chicken and rice dish that he hadn’t made in a long while. Usually with Sparky jumping from one corner of the house to the next, Aiden was resigned to making quick meals and eating them even more quickly before Sparky caused some sort of lasting damage.

After he finished cooking, Aiden sat down and ate his food. As he did, he looked around his little home, a strange feeling in his chest. He had been expecting to enjoy this, but instead he felt … lonely.

And when he felt lonely, he missed his brother. Like a toothache you could ignore all day when you were out and about, talking and laughing, but that hurt all the more the moment you lay down to sleep, the pain suddenly underscored in the silence.

Whenever Aiden missed Danny, he always felt guilty, too, for all those times Aiden would get irritated or impatient with his brother. Danny was always hyper—a bit like Sparky—and sometimes (okay, maybe a lot of the time) Aiden just wanted some peace and quiet. He wouldn’t want to hang out with Danny, go out on some grand adventure—he just wanted to stay home.

And now that Danny was gone, Aiden thought of all those times he could have simply said yes. All those times he could have sucked it up and spent time with his brother. His best friend.

Maybe he should stick around when Saphira trained Sparky.

Usually Aiden didn’t enjoy being around people, especially new people, but there was something inexplicable about her. The way she looked at him, curious. He thought she might actually see him and understand, if he would let her.

He didn’t have to bond with Sparky … Sparky could still be safe. He could just watch! He was more interested in the trainer than the dragon, anyway.

The doorbell rang, interrupting his thoughts. His heart leapt painfully, and he clutched a hand to his chest. Was it her? Conjured from his thoughts?

Aiden stood and went straight for the door, his heart pounding. But when he opened the door, he saw someone else entirely.

It was his cousin, Emmeline.

“Oh.” He deflated. “What are you doing here?”

“Hiya,” she said, kissing his cheek, seemingly ignoring his dour mood. In a cloud of perfume, she let herself in, her heels clicking on the floor. Aiden closed the door behind her as she took off her coat to reveal an expensive-looking silk dress.

Her eyes were lined with kohl, and her lips were painted with blood-red lipstick. To the naked eye, she looked as if she had just come back from a glitzy party, but he knew her well enough to know this was just a regular day for her.

She hung up her coat, then turned to him with a dazzling smile. “Gee, it’s great to see you too! I’m well, thanks for asking. Yes, of course I’ll have some dinner, that’s so sweet! What did you make?”

Emmeline made her way to the table, sitting in Aiden’s seat. She tossed her long black hair back, then began eating from his plate, which was pretty much untouched. Aiden had been too distracted by his thoughts to focus on eating.

Grabbing a second plate, Aiden served another portion for himself, then sat down next to Emmeline at the table. Neither of them was really annoyed with the other; they were accustomed to the other’s nature.

Besides, Aiden didn’t really have friends—since he and Danny had been only a year apart, Aiden never needed friends because he always had Danny—but Emmy was the only one of his many cousins he was close with.

“Ooh, this is good,” Emmeline said. Then, she looked around. “Where’s Spark? Asleep?”

“No.”

“Okaaaaay.” Emmeline paused, waving her fork around. “Where is he? What’s going on? You haven’t been picking up anyone’s calls, so I’ve been sent to check in on you, being your favorite cousin, and all.”

“Don’t tell Oliver,” Aiden said, referencing one of their cousins.

Emmeline rolled her eyes, stabbing a piece of chicken with her fork. “Ollie knows his place. And if he doesn’t, I will be sure to remind him of it.”

That got a little smile out of Aiden. Despite being a year younger than him, Emmeline was incredibly strong-willed and bossy.

“Back to the important stuff: where’s Sparky-Pie?”

“With a trainer, actually,” Aiden replied. “First day.”

Emmeline’s face lit up with intrigue. “A trainer? That’s an interesting development.”

“Yeah.” This response earned him another eye-roll.

“The monosyllabic responses aren’t cutting it. I need details.”

So Aiden told her about last night—how Saphira had been so good with Sparky, how she could clearly use the extra cash, and how he could clearly use the extra help. Asking her to train Sparky seemed like the easiest solution to all those problems.

Aiden didn’t find anything strange about the arrangement he had created, but Emmeline reacted so enthusiastically, he was concerned. She practically cackled.

“Why are you being weird?” He frowned. “Please don’t.”

“I love Saphira,” she said, ignoring his request. “I supply her coffee, but of course, you already know that.”

“Yeah.”

“She’s sooooo sweet and nice and cute.” She gave him a pointed look, which he ignored. “She really is ace with the baby dragons. I’ve seen her at the cafe, and she’s amazing. So patient and kind and cheery! You wouldn’t expect it, given all she’s been through, and how she’s doing everything alone.”

“Oh.” What had she been through? Why was she alone? Aiden was desperate for more information, but didn’t want to seem like he was, or Emmeline would never stop being a menace about it.

“She doesn’t have any family around?” he asked. Aiden did not keep up to date with everyone in town—he hardly kept up to date with his extended family’s situations.

“Nope,” Emmeline replied, taking a sip of water. “She was raised by her grandmother, who recently passed away. Her only family left, I think. Saphira used the inheritance to open up the cafe.”

“Are you guys close?” Aiden asked. Emmeline was a social butterfly, friends with everyone, but not super close with anyone—except for family—from what Aiden could tell.

“I definitely like her a lot more than I like some other townspeople,” Emmeline said, responding after considering his question for a moment. “And she’s the only person in town who knows how to make a proper chai, so I can go into the cafe every few days for a fix.”

Which meant that they were friends; if Emmeline didn’t like Saphira, she wouldn’t be a regular at the cafe.

“When I started working with her, I made it my business to do a thorough background check and get details,” Emmeline continued, “but the inheritance thing, Saphira told me herself—basically everyone knows. You can tell from the cafe, as well, the touches that are an ode to her grandma—just pay attention next time. Even some of the recipes, like the karak chai and Kashmiri tea, are from her Nani-Ma.”

“I was paying attention,” Aiden grumbled. Though he had been paying more attention to her than the cafe.

Emmeline gave him a knowing look, as if reading his thoughts. He glared.

The cafe was an extension of Saphira—he would do better to remember it next time he visited.

It was no wonder she was so determined to see the cafe succeed.

“What about her parents?” Aiden asked.

Emmeline lifted and dropped a shoulder. “Not sure about the dad; he was never part of the picture, I don’t think.”

“And her mother?”

Emmeline’s dark eyes widened. “That’s where it gets really juicy … her mother died during a race.”

“Fuck,” Aiden breathed. It was so common for people to die from the races, that even if Aiden had ever heard of Saphira’s mother’s passing, her name would have been one of many.

“I know,” Emmeline replied, sitting back and blowing out her cheeks. “Her mother got the dragon from a poacher, and you know how those things go.”

People who weren’t part of Drakkon families had a tough time acquiring dragons of their own because it was so expensive, and it wasn’t just about money—dragons were highly exclusive. Even with money, they were hard to procure, which was why those who were keen turned to the black market.

“What type was it?” Aiden asked.

“Opala,” Emmeline replied.

Aiden was glad it wasn’t a basalta; the Sterlings were the Drakkon family in charge of the basalta breed. The opalas were managed by the Cartwrights, and Aiden knew even if Saphira’s mother had the money, the Cartwrights wouldn’t have sold to her. They were picky about who they let into their little Drakkon club.

Dragons on the black market were even harder to tame because, more often than not, they had been kidnapped and kept in bad conditions until they were broken in by the poacher, then made fit to sell.

When a dragon and their rider were not properly bonded, the race never went well, which must have been what happened to Saphira’s mother.

“You know what everyone says about non-Drakkon riders,” Emmeline continued, shaking her head.

Aiden did know, and it was nothing nice. He was aware it mostly came from a place of snobbery and classism because non-Drakkon riders weren’t ancestral riders, but unfortunately there was also some truth to how non-Drakkons—who weren’t born and raised around dragons, with generations of knowledge to guide them—couldn’t ride as well, which normally wouldn’t matter. However, in the races, where even skilled riders were in danger, not having the proper technique could be deadly.

The whole culture fed into itself. Drakkon families held the money, power, and fame, so some non-Drakkons thought if they could get ahead in the races, they would receive the same respect and social standing, which was why they tried—maybe why Saphira’s mother tried, as well—but it hardly ever boded well, only further reaffirming the Drakkons’ belief of superiority and entitlement.

“It’s all such nasty business,” Aiden said, scowling. He had always hated dragon racing, but the idea that it had hurt Saphira so personally made him hate it in an entirely new way he couldn’t quite put into words.

“I agree it’s wretched,” Emmeline said, shrugging. “But that’s the way it is—what can we do about it?”

Worry needled through Aiden. “Does Saphira know?” he asked. “About her mother?”

Emmeline shook her head. “Don’t think so. You know the racing gossip tends to stay private, like the races.”

Aiden swore under his breath. He needed to protect Saphira from this knowledge; it would only hurt her. And he seriously needed to stay away from her, too.

Dragon racing was what killed Saphira’s mother, and if Saphira found out his family was involved in that very business, she wouldn’t be pleased at all. The last thing he wanted was for her to hate him.

And that was the original plan anyway—to stay away.

But then why did he feel so damn disappointed?




Chapter 6

It had been two weeks of training Sparky, and Saphira thought she was doing quite well, actually. She spent the first week familiarizing herself with Sparky, getting him to feel safe and comfortable with her before getting into proper training.

Training a dragon was quite delicate because you had to do it while the dragon was still a baby. By the time they grew up, they were too chaotic and difficult to control and refused to learn anything. So the early days were crucial.

Saphira had slowly gotten Sparky to not be so hyperactive, to be a bit calmer. He did not need to be continually jumping off of surfaces and biting things, or be in constant motion. She spent a lot of time playing with him, using treats to reward good behavior, and Sparky seemed to be responding well to her commands.

Saphira had also tried to make Sparky mellow out a bit with Aiden, to not growl or bite so much each time Aiden came to pick Sparky up, but that was difficult with Aiden still refusing to attend training with Sparky.

Aiden had complimented her for her attempts last night. When he had come to pick Sparky up, Sparky had gone to Aiden willingly, with no hisses or scowls, and no scratches or bites, either.

Aiden had been hesitant, waiting for something to go wrong, but Saphira gave Sparky a stern warning glance, and Sparky had settled calmly by Aiden’s leg.

She had breathed a sigh of relief while Aiden had been impressed. “You’ve tamed the little monster,” Aiden said. Sparky remained well-behaved, a sight which made Saphira’s chest swell with pride.

“My little goglu is such a good boy!” Saphira said, petting Sparky. She scratched the black scales under his chin, and Sparky cooed.

“Are you sure?” Aiden had asked. “Maybe he’s just tired.”

“No, he’s not tired. He really is good!” Saphira had said, indignant on Sparky’s behalf.

“Why don’t I try and provoke him, just to be sure?” Aiden had asked, dark eyes lit with amusement.

“No!” Saphira had grabbed Aiden’s hand before he could poke the bear, and Aiden had stopped mid-motion. Too late, she had realized he had been teasing her. The corner of his mouth had been tilted.

Until he had looked down to where her hand was on his. Her stomach flipped as she had followed his gaze to see her own hand covering his, her thumb pressed against the pulse of his wrist. Her hand had looked so small against his.

And then he pulled away.

Even after he had gone, her heart rate took some time to calm down.

There were brief moments such as those scattered throughout the week that left her desperately wanting more, but he was only ever there for a moment, gone in the next. She was irritated he never stuck around. He was such a grump and a bore.

It made her be more affectionate with Sparky, so Sparky did not notice the fact that his rider could not even be bothered about showing up, let alone bonding with his dragon.

In a selfish way, Saphira enjoyed having Sparky all to herself. She was having a great deal of fun with him. Even though she was exhausted by the evenings, it was really exciting and just plain lovely to have Sparky around. He was a lively little creature. And, for a while, she could pretend that she really did have a dragon of her own.

She either trained him in the cafe after closing, or they went for walks, Sparky fluttering and hopping beside her. Sparky really liked her, and she could see he was doing his best to be a good little draggo.

Before Sparky, her evenings were usually spent in her quiet cafe, or her quiet apartment. She was used to the silence ever since Nani-Ma passed away, but Sparky brought both places back to life. It was nice not being alone.

Almost too nice, she worried. She might have been getting too attached. Perhaps she needed a second opinion.

Saphira finished up setting the tables that morning, then grabbed her strawberry lychee refresher and went to find Lavinia.

Her coworker/bestie was in the kitchen, prepping some vegetables for sandwich orders that might come in through the day.

The kitchen was in the back, and it was a small bit of space, just enough to cater to the needs of the cafe-goer’s orders of small meals that needed to be thrown together, not fully cooked or baked.

“Lavinia,” Saphira said, taking a sip of her drink, then offering it to her friend to try it. Lavinia took a hands-free sip, since she was busy cutting up a tomato.

“That’s good,” Lavinia said. It was sunny and warm out today, and the drink was refreshing. Lavinia had her own—though slightly modified with basil—version of the drink on the counter. “What’s up?”

“Do you think I’m getting too attached to Sparky?” Saphira asked, leaning against the counter. 

Lavinia thought about it, setting the tomato slices aside. “Hmm, I mean, it’s been two weeks, right? How attached could you be?”

“I would die for him,” Saphira said, only partially joking. Saphira always felt things very intensely—something Nani-Ma would both laugh and lament about.

“Mm, okay,” Lavinia said. “So maybe that is a bit extreme.”

Saphira groaned, burying her face in her cold hands. “He’s just so precious! And I’ve always wanted a baby dragon, you know that.”

Lavinia set the last of the tomato slices aside. “Yes, but he isn’t yours, you do remember that, right?” She went to wash her hands, and Saphira followed her, only slightly moping. “Not trying to be a bitch about it, just a reality check,” Lavinia added.

“Ugh, I know,” Saphira said. “But Sparky’s actual rider is never here! What choice do I have?”

Before Lavinia could respond, there was a knock on the side door. They both checked the clock.

“Must be Theo,” Saphira said, going to answer the bakery delivery. Lavinia grabbed her refresher from the counter and trailed behind her out of the kitchen.

Saphira opened the side door to let Theo in, and felt a warm breeze as she did.

“Good morning, ladies,” Theo said, giving them a smile.

“Morning, Theo,” they chorused.

Saphira took some of the boxes, while Lavinia closed the door behind him. The baked goods smelled heavenly, and she allowed the scent of dough and sugar to calm her.

She and Theo set the boxes down on the bar, from where they would be placed into the display case, the extra going to the kitchen until it was time for refills.

After they had set the boxes down, Theo gave Lavinia a side hug, then came to give Saphira a kiss on the cheek.

“What’s the special?” Saphira asked, excited to see. Theo opened one of the boxes to show her little shooters of milky cake.

“Ras malai tres leches,” Theo said. “It’s a cardamom and rose-flavored twist on the regular dessert.”

“Ooh, yum!” Lavinia swiped a shooter.

“Hey!” Theo protested.

“Quality check, duh!” Lavinia grabbed three little spoons, then passed them around. They all took a bite; the cold cake was particularly refreshing on this warm morning.

“Divine,” Saphira said.

“Seriously so good,” Lavinia said, humming with delight. Theo’s cheeks went pink, and he looked at his shoes shyly. Saphira wondered if it was because of the compliment, or Lavinia.

“Back to what you were saying …” Saphira started, but she was distracted by another bite of the dessert, and how delicious it was. “Theo, this is just too good. I’m going to eat them all myself!”

Theo smiled, pleased. Lavinia rolled her eyes.

“Don’t gas him up too much,” she said. “One compliment was more than enough.”

Lavinia had to be the pesky best friend since she and Theo had known each other since they were little kids.

“What were you guys talking about?” Theo asked.

“Sparky and his sexy rider,” Lavinia said, giggling to herself.

Saphira made an affronted face. “I do not remember even once referring to Sparky’s rider as sexy!”

“You didn’t have to,” Lavinia said. “It was implied by your dreamy sighs and fluttering eyelashes.” Lavinia clutched her hands to her chest, batting her eyelashes like she was going to have a seizure.

“My eyelashes do not flutter!” Saphira protested. “And nor do I dreamily sigh! This is slander!” Her cheeks felt hot.

Theo laughed. “Aww, she’s blushing, too!” He squeezed her cheek, and she swatted him away, trying to glare, which only made him and Lavinia giggle.

“Saphira has a crush!” Lavinia chanted, and soon Theo joined her. “Saphira has a crush! Saphira has a crush!”

“Children, please behave.” Saphira took the cake away from them. “That’s enough sugar for today.”

She was adequately embarrassed by then, but it was alright—it was only Lavinia and Theo, after all.

“Okay but seriously,” Lavinia said, turning to Theo to catch him up to speed. “Saph is worried she’s getting too attached to Sparky-Poo.”

“Thoughts?” Saphira asked.

Theo considered it for a second, taking a sip from Lavinia’s refresher.

“Loving too much is never a bad thing,” he said, shrugging as if it was that simple. And maybe it was.

“Aww,” Saphira said. She threw her arms around his neck, hugging him tight. He made a choking sound to let her know she was suffocating him.

“Well except maybe like right now, I can’t breathe.”

She released him, and they laughed.

“Okay, now I gotta bounce before I test Suki’s patience,” Theo said, referencing his boss. He took a final sip from Lavinia’s refresher, and she walked him out. As Saphira filled the display case with the baked goods, she heard Theo and Lavinia chatting for about ten minutes by the door, saying goodbye.

When the clock neared eight o’clock, Saphira went to the front door and switched the door sign to OPEN. Almost immediately, customers arrived for their early morning fixes. Saphira stood behind the bar, working her new (gorgeous) espresso machine, which was perfect.

Things were going well. Later in the day, Saphira watched as a new pairing entered the cafe. She had seen the artsy teenage boy before with his parents, but today he was here with a girl. He’d brought a baby dragon with him—one of his family member’s, since he was too young to have his own—and was attempting to impress his date. It looked to be working, too.

The baby dragon—a red-scaled garneta—peacefully rested in its little bed, drinking some karela juice from a bowl that Saphira had brought over. Dragons loved bitter and spicy tastes, and the garneta was content in his little bed, while the teenagers seemed to be equally delighted in each other’s company.

Saphira loved watching the people in her cafe, their relationships, their humanity. It was a busy day, but even so, she caught these moments in between: a husband wiping cream off his wife’s chin; a mother splitting a muffin with her daughter; friends laughing so hard their eyes filled with tears; an old man reading quietly and contentedly on his own.

The sights made Saphira’s chest swell with adoration. She wished she could wrap her arms around everyone—around her whole cafe!—and give them all a big hug.

Because the weather was warmer, she served a lot more iced chais and refreshers, but the old ladies still wanted their hot drinks, and Saphira always loved brewing a fresh batch of karak chai. She served the baby dragons their little treats, earning an affectionate singe at the end of her skirt, which was simply part of her style now.

Aiden paid her at the end of each week, which was good because she could use it for little repairs here and there. She knew she needed to sit down and do some sort of proper financial planning, to really optimize her funds, instead of constantly putting out little fires here and there, but she didn’t have the time nor the brain space to tackle such a project.

Saphira hated math. Why couldn’t she just run her cute little cafe without having to do any math at all? It seemed unfair.

Theo had offered to help her out with the numbers once because he had a business degree, but she refused because he was already so busy with the bakery, and she couldn’t afford to pay him for such an arduous role.

But she was thankful for the exorbitant amount Aiden was paying her, even if she was a little upset that she only saw Aiden for a minute each day when he dropped Sparky off, then another minute when he picked Sparky up.

Each time, Saphira asked if he would stay, and he always said no—but there was something about it she couldn’t place: like he wanted to stay but was saying no for a reason she couldn’t understand.

Saphira did not know him well enough to ask, but she was still annoyed he would not try to bond with Sparky at all. And perhaps she was a bit annoyed that he didn’t seem to want anything to do with her, either.

As Saphira wiped down the bar, she did not think it was healthy for someone to be that alone—that isolated.

Her line of thought was interrupted by a customer coming up to place an order. She blinked at the good-looking stranger.

He was not one of the usuals—he must have been from the next town over. Starshine Valley had a few towns, each with their own magical creature: dragons, chimeras, griffins, or phoenixes. This man was handsome in an angular, model kind of way, and quite a few of Saphira’s patrons turned their heads to stare at him as he walked up to the counter.

People that attractive always stressed Saphira out a little bit. He was tall with dark brown skin and shiny black hair. He had a clean-shaved face with a lethal jawline and high cheekbones, and his eyes were a deep, rich brown, framed by long lashes. He wore an all-black suit, sans tie, and had rings on almost every finger of his hands.

“Lovely cafe you’ve got here,” he said, smiling at her. “I’ll have a flat white to go, please.”

“Thank you.” Her face felt warm. “And got it—coming right up.”

He paid, then moved a bit to the side, watching as she made the drink. She glanced over at him, and he gave her a charming smile.

“I’ve heard your dragon roast is superb.”

“Oh, thank you,” she said, smiling broadly as she finished off his drink. She slid it over to him in the to-go cup, but he made no move to take it.

“Where do you get your coffee from?” He leaned his elbows on the counter, giving her a private smile. “Let me guess, Inferno?”

It was the name of Emmeline Sterling’s dragon-roasted coffee company.

“Yes, that’s the one,” she replied, wondering why he was asking when he so obviously already knew the answer.

The Baby Dragon Cafe’s specialty, after all, was their dragon-roasted coffee. Since the beans were roasted for longer than light, medium, and even dark roasts, the beans held a special decadent flavor.

Emmeline Sterling’s small coffee-roasting company was taking off lately; almost half the coffee shops in town sourced from her.

“What if I told you I could get you a coffee that had an even better roast?” he asked, eyes glittering. “Not as dark as dragon-roasted coffee, but with a deeper flavor profile.”

“Um …”

He pulled a card out of his pocket and slid it to her. On it read TEMPEST, and beneath that, Luke Hayward.

“I own a chimera-roasted coffee company,” the man—Luke—told her. He must have been from down by Bayview, then, where all the chimera and chimera-owning families were. “We’re just starting out, so I’m sure I can get you a better deal than the one you have now.”

“Oh, that’s alright, thank you,” Saphira said, sliding the card back his way. “I’m happy with Inferno, but I do appreciate the offer.”

Luke only gave her an easy smile. “In case you change your mind,” he said, sliding the card back to her. He picked up his drink, then winked at her and was on his way. She watched him go until he made it to the door, just as someone else was walking in.

It was Emmeline Sterling. She cut an unmistakable figure, and the moment she saw Luke, she snapped something at him. Saphira couldn’t hear what was being said, but she knew enough to tell Emmeline looked severely pissed off, while Luke just looked amused. He took a long sip of his drink while still looking at Emmeline over the cup.

Then he left, and Emmeline stalked to the counter, her heels clicking angrily on the floor. When she made it to Saphira, she was out of breath, her left eye twitching behind all the smoked-out kajal.

“Everything okay?” Saphira asked, intrigued to see the always calm and collected Emmeline so frazzled.

With shiny, sleek clothes, massive heels, and perfect lipstick, Emmeline was supermodel gorgeous. Saphira had been working with her since the cafe opened, and knew Emmeline from before a bit, as well, from around town.

“Ugh, that asshole,” Emmeline huffed. Along with her killer looks was a striking personality that could be intimidating, but Emmeline was always friendly and kind with Saphira. She was social with just about everyone, but Saphira could tell Emmeline truly liked her, and they were friends.

“I told him I was loyal to you,” Saphira said, raising her hands in defense. “So I hope you aren’t worried about him poaching business from me.”

“Don’t worry, babe, I know you would never go behind my back like that,” Emmeline said. “And I also know you aren’t stupid enough to go into business with him—but it’s the principle of the thing.”

Emmeline scrunched her nose, where she had an elaborate nose ring pierced on one side. It was something only Emmeline could pull off. Saphira stuck to a simple nose pin for her piercing.

“The audacity of him to show up here! An intentional provocation!”

“So I gather you two know each other, then?” Saphira asked, slightly amused to see the usually so professional Emmeline so riled up.

Emmeline made a disgusted sound. “Know is a bit of a stretch. Hate would be more accurate.”

“Okay, let’s take a deep breath,” Saphira said, forcing Emmeline to breathe with her. They took a deep inhale, then released a long breath. Saphira then got to work making Emmeline’s usual—a strong karak chai—and gave her the drink with one of the ras malai tres leches shooters. That seemed to cool Emmeline off a bit.

“So, how’s training going?” Emmeline asked, back to her usual self. She even looked a bit … giggly. “Aiden told me about your little arrangement.” Something glinted in her eyes, but Saphira did not understand it, so she didn’t question it.

“It’s going well,” Saphira said, smiling to think of the baby dragon. “Sparky is such an adorable little munchkin, I love him so much.”

“Isn’t he? I love the little monster.”

“He’s not a monster!” Saphira protested. “He’s my angel!”

Emmeline laughed. “Sorry, sorry, it’s just what Aiden always calls him.”

Some of Saphira’s smile faded, and Emmeline raised a quizzical brow. Saphira sighed. “Your cousin refuses to show up to any training sessions. Doesn’t he want to bond with Sparky? It’s weird.”

Emmeline made a thoughtful noise, taking a sip of her chai, and Saphira continued, “Sparky is doing so well! I only want Aiden to see that, and I can’t understand why he doesn’t care.”

She nibbled on her lower lip. What if Aiden was staying away because he didn’t trust Saphira was doing a good job? And he didn’t want to see her being a disaster and embarrassing herself? It was a bit of a far-fetched thought, but that was the point she was at in trying to comprehend Aiden’s distance.

“A word to the wise about my cousin,” Emmeline said. “I love him to bits, but he can be impossible sometimes. Very closed off. And Danny’s death didn’t help matters at all. Even though it’s been two years, still, it’s like ever since then, he’s become even more closed off—a locked treasure chest, if you will.”

“I get that,” Saphira said. She truly did. After losing Nani-Ma, all Saphira wanted was to close herself away from the world, to just disappear. “But it isn’t healthy to be so isolated. I try to get him to stay but he doesn’t want to. Maybe he hates me.”

Emmeline’s lip twitched. “I don’t think he hates you—he would have never come up with the idea for you to train Sparky if he did. And I know he doesn’t show it, but he does really love Sparky. He wouldn’t entrust him to just anyone.”

“Oh.” Saphira’s cheeks felt warm.

“Yeah.” Something curious glinted in her eyes. “You know, I was actually surprised when I heard he had hired you to train Sparky. It was an uncharacteristic move on his part.”

“Well, he could clearly use the help,” Saphira said, voice high.

“I suppose.” Emmeline made a thoughtful sound. “But I have never known my cousin to be so easily accepting of help …”

“Well, maybe he saw that I needed help, as well,” Saphira argued. “My espresso machine was a complete disaster, and I can’t exactly run a cafe without one.”

Emmeline smiled. “I’ve never known my cousin to be so altruistic, either.”

Saphira didn’t know how to respond to that, but her heart was beating uncommonly fast for some strange reason. “He is a bit reserved …”

“He’s at the Starshine Public Gardens today, lost between shrubbery,” Emmeline said, taking a bite of her cake. An idea turned in Saphira’s mind.

“What about Sparky?” Saphira asked.

“Probably being babysat against his will,” Emmeline replied. Public town spaces like the gardens often had a babysitting area for baby dragons which—much like human toddlers—they did not enjoy.

Saphira looked under the counter and grabbed her purse. “Lavinia!” she called. Lavinia popped her head out of the kitchen, where she had been taking a break.

“What’s up?”

 “Can you cover closing for me?” Saphira asked. There was only half an hour left before the cafe closed.

“Of course, but where are you going?” Lavinia asked, arching a curious brow. She stepped out of the kitchen, giving Saphira a close look.

“I’m going to prove to Aiden that he’s missing out on not being there for Sparky’s training,” Saphira said, lifting her chin. She sounded a lot more confident than she felt, but it was time to take matters into her own hands. She wouldn’t keep waiting around for Aiden to be there, and Sparky needed him.

“Oooh, I love this,” Lavinia said, looking inordinately pleased for reasons Saphira could not decipher.

“Me too,” Emmeline added, looking equally pleased.

Taking a deep breath, Saphira stepped out from behind the counter, and went for the door. She chanced a glance over her shoulder and found Emmeline and Lavinia whispering and giggling to each other. Saphira narrowed her eyes at them. They waved, giving her innocent smiles.

Saphira didn’t have time to pry into exactly what they were giggling about.

“Emmy—do you know where in the gardens he’ll be?” Saphira called.

“I think the rose garden!” Emmeline called back.

“Thanks!” Saphira straightened her back, steeling herself.

She was a woman on a mission.




Chapter 7

Saphira walked out of the cafe and onto Main Street. It was a sunny day, the sky a perfect paint-tube shade of cerulean blue, and the grass along the sidewalk an equally perfect green. All the rain these past few nights had paid dividends, and the scene was idyllic now.

The weather was balmy, like a caress—a lovely spring day with a light breeze, the type of weather that made you wish to always stay outdoors. Saphira’s thoughts strayed to the overgrown garden behind the cafe, how she had originally dreamed to make it into a play area for the baby draggos by this spring to enjoy the warm weather. Unfortunately, she hadn’t gotten the chance—nor did she have the money.

Saphira ambled down Main Street, passed the ceramics store, where they held pottery classes. Then she passed the Rolling Pin Bakery. Inside, Theo was restocking the fridge. As he caught sight of her passing by, he tapped the nonexistent watch on his wrist, then mimicked crying. Saphira laughed and waved as she walked by.

Dragons flew high above, their jeweled scales glimmering in the sunlight, flashing white, black, red, and blue. The dragons enjoyed the hills around the valley, while the chimeras preferred to be down by the lake, the griffins lived in the dense forests, and the phoenixes built their nests up high in the mountains.

While Starshine Valley was pretty big, it was divided into little sections to cater to the magical animal that inhabited that part of the area. The divisions made each bit into a cozy little town. Dragons were the most common magical animal, which was why the Main Street running through the valley was the biggest, while the Pines—where the griffins resided—and the Heights—where the phoenixes resided—were smaller areas.

Saphira walked past the Animal Hospital (where Lavinia hoped to one day be a veterinarian), the one nice restaurant in town, the stationery store, the florist, the pizza parlor, the live theater … all quaint joints where you could easily run into people you knew.

She loved Starshine Valley, and she loved Main Street best of all. She couldn’t imagine ever living anywhere else. As she ambled further along, a woman a few years older than her walked by with an azura baby dragon in tow. Saphira looked over her shoulder and saw the woman was heading for the Baby Dragon Cafe, a sight which made her want to float off the ground with joy.

She loved her cafe so dearly. She just needed to figure out 
how to make it a lasting success. Aiden paying her was definitely wonderful, but she had a sinking feeling that what she really needed was to pay off the last bit of her mortgage on the cafe, something she thought she would have done by now.

The monthly payments automatically depleted most of her money, but if she paid it all off in one go, that would be a huge help, plus she would fully own the cafe. That way, she wouldn’t feel the need for constant money in case of yet another baby-dragon-created issue; she would already have savings set aside. Nani-Ma, too, would want Saphira settled and secure.

Ugh, but Saphira didn’t want to think about the financials, not when she was out in the sun. She never liked math, and she had unfortunately had to do way too much accounting as a small business owner these last six months.

Luckily, just then Saphira got to the Starshine Public Gardens, which were gorgeous. She saw the little sign that said The Bloomsmiths, and it drew a smile to her mouth. There was something special about being able to recognize and notice Aiden’s handiwork all over the town she loved.

Saphira made her way to the main building, where there were information pamphlets about the history of the gardens, as well as maps pertaining to the different areas. She quickly found the babysitting area for the little draggos.

There were about five baby dragons behind a fence in a little play area, wreaking havoc, while there was someone at a desk with a computer guarding them. The babies were being chaotic, either playing or fighting with one another, she couldn’t quite tell, but she spotted Sparky’s black scales immediately.

The moment she found him, his gaze went to her, and his purple eyes widened, his little face lighting up. Sparky shot to the fence, squealing. With a smile, Saphira crouched down and petted him through the fence, and the baby dragon purred.

“I’m just here to pick Sparky up,” Saphira said, standing up to speak to the kid in charge, a teenager whose nametag read “Thomas.” Because the babysitting area was inside the main building, the baby dragons were not at a huge risk of being poached, hence the easy security of a teenage boy.

“Ma’am, I need to see your ID please,” Thomas said, blinking nervously.

The usage of “ma’am” in reference to her was a low blow, making her feel ancient at age twenty-five, when really she was so young and spry!

“Here you go,” Saphira said, pulling her ID out of her purse. She showed it to him, and he referenced his computer. His eyes widened; he suddenly looked severely stressed.

“I’m sorry, but you’re not his owner,” Thomas said, looking as if he was about to cry because of the confrontation. “They’re really strict about that kind of thing, so I can’t let you take Sparky, I’m sorry, please don’t be angry with me.”

“Oh, gosh, sorry, I have the Drakkon ID, too,” Saphira said, feeling embarrassed by how concerned she had made Thomas.

She had a Drakkon ID courtesy of Aiden, who had signed a form to show Saphira was a caretaker for Sparky, which allowed her to freely take Sparky places without his owner present. She wasn’t used to having to show it anywhere, so when Thomas had asked for identification, she had assumed her regular ID would have been enough.

Usually dragons didn’t go anywhere with strangers anyway, but the Drakkon ID was to ward off poachers. Her ID was silver, temporary; the permanent IDs were golden, and a class symbol of their own.

Saphira took her silver card out and showed it to Thomas. The ID clearly stated her information and Sparky’s. Thomas exhaled a long breath of relief.

“Okay, phew, thank goodness,” he said, wiping his brow. “I thought you were a poacher for a second, trying to pull a fast one on me.”

Thomas laughed nervously, and Saphira suddenly felt incredibly insecure.

Was it that obvious that she wasn’t from a Drakkon family? Was it so clear to a complete stranger that she didn’t have a dragon of her own?

Before she could wonder whether or not to be offended, Thomas brought Sparky out, and Sparky leapt into Saphira’s arms, his paws against her chest as he licked her face. He was still small enough that such an action wouldn’t hurt her, but she knew as he got bigger, she would need to dissuade him from jumping into her arms or she would get knocked over by both the force and his weight.

“Hi, baby, I’m happy to see you, too,” she said, laughing. All else was forgotten as she set Sparky down and gave him a treat from her purse. Then, she headed for the rose gardens, Sparky trotting happily alongside her.

Saphira had been to the gardens many times to enjoy their beauty, so she knew her way around. When they got close to the rose gardens, Saphira’s heart rate rapidly began to increase.

She was nervous. Taking a deep breath, she crouched down and scratched Sparky’s chin.

“Let’s go show Aiden how much you’ve learned, okay?” she said, voice quiet. She had no idea if Sparky understood or not, but Sparky looked up at her with big purple eyes, clearly listening.

With Sparky hopping beside her, she walked down the stairs, which were covered in wisteria and ivy. She walked through the lilac lane, which smelled wonderful, until they made it to the geometric rose garden, which was dotted with paper-white, candy-pink, and vibrant reds.

The rose gardens looked to be empty, but she spotted one tall figure. Saphira stood on the edge a moment, unnoticed by Aiden, watching him. Everything was beautiful, and he was a key element of that beauty.

Saphira took the moment to appreciate just how handsome he was. Aiden was always in such a hurry when he dropped off Sparky or picked him up that she had barely gotten a proper look at him these past two weeks, so she relished the chance now.

He was on his knees in the dirt, hard at work wearing a T-shirt. His arms caught her attention—she had only ever seen him in full-length sleeves, so he looked practically undressed to her.

Saphira stared at his hands as he worked, the long, elegant fingers, the veins leading up his forearms, then the shape of his biceps. Heat flushed through her, and she had the inane urge to bite him.

He was a little tanned from being in the sun all day, and his skin was glistening, but aside from ogling him, which she really needed to stop doing now, he looked so at peace as he worked, so calm. Like he really enjoyed this. His body language radiated serenity.

Sparky nudged his head against her leg, looking up at her, and she took a deep breath. “Let’s go show Aiden what a good boy you are,” she said, petting his head. Sparky licked her fingers, then trotted forward.

As they approached, Aiden looked up—shock rippled through his face as he registered her, followed quickly with … delight? Yes, delight. He was pleasantly surprised to see her. For some reason, that only made her more nervous. But she reminded herself she was a woman on a mission.

“Hey,” she said, as he stood up. She tilted her head back to meet his eyes, and she saw the moment he registered who else was with her. His brows crinkled with tension.

“What’s Sparky doing here?” he asked. “I left him inside.”

Saphira frowned, feeling protective of Sparky then, who seemed to be picking up that Aiden was not completely overjoyed to see Sparky there. Sparky was half hiding behind her leg, one paw holding onto her ankle.

“I wanted to show you how we’re progressing,” Saphira said, keeping her voice bright and upbeat. She turned to Sparky, then, smiled reassuringly. “Sparky, say hi to Aiden.”

Sparky hesitated, but she nodded at him. Tentatively, Sparky released her ankle, then trotted forward to get to Aiden, who seemed to be bracing for something to go wrong. But Sparky went up to Aiden and rubbed his nose against Aiden’s leg.

“Yes, I noticed he’s much better behaved,” Aiden said, though he still sounded stressed.

“Pick him up,” Saphira told Aiden. Sparky was waiting.

“He’ll bite me,” Aiden replied automatically. Saphira frowned.

“He shouldn’t.” Saphira frowned.  “We’ve been working on that. When was the last time he bit you?”

Aiden thought about it. “Actually, I can’t remember. I didn’t notice.”

Irritation flared through her at that. For one thing, she had been working diligently to train Sparky, and Aiden hadn’t even noticed, and for another, Aiden didn’t even care enough to try and be affectionate with Sparky, let alone bond with him.

How could he not want to pick Sparky up every moment he got? Saphira loved being around the little draggo, holding him in her arms, smushing his little face, keeping him always as close as possible.

Aiden must have sensed Saphira was peeved because he bent down and scooped Sparky up. Sparky got a bit hissy for a moment, but then he seemed to remember Saphira was watching and glanced over his shoulder at her. She gave him a stern glance, and Sparky begrudgingly remained calm.

“Impressive,” Aiden said, giving Saphira a small smile. His dark eyes were warm, the expression on his stoic face soft. “You’re doing such an amazing job.”

She was pleased by the praise. While she could get irritated easily, she also got over it quickly as well, something that would always make Nani-Ma shake her head. “Where are your nakhre, girl? You’re supposed to give people a hard time, especially boys!” But Saphira was too soft-hearted for it all.

Especially because she could tell Aiden meant it.

He set Sparky down, and Saphira said, “Okay, now watch this.” She turned to Sparky. “Sparky, sit.” Sparky obeyed, sitting down.

“Good boy!” Saphira scratched his chin.

“He’s not so hyperactive anymore, either,” Aiden said. “Well done.”

“I wanted to show you how we’re getting along,” she said, facing him. “Since you’re never there at training.” A bite entered her tone. For a second, it looked as though he wanted to say something—but then he thought better of it, and didn’t.

Instead, Aiden looked around. “Do you want to see what we’ve been working on?”

“Oh, yes! But is it alright? I mean, I know you’re currently at work …”

“It’s okay,” he replied, waving a hand. “I have another team working by the pond, but we’re pretty much done for the day in this section. I already sent everyone else home, and was just working a bit myself and lost track of time.”

“I can see why,” she said, looking around. “It’s gorgeous here.”

He looked happy that she liked this place he so clearly adored. “Shall we go?” Aiden asked.

She nodded. “Sparky, come on.”

Saphira stepped in line with Aiden, Sparky trailing behind them.




Chapter 8

It was jarring for Aiden to see Saphira in the gardens, jarring to 
see her anywhere, really. He was so used to only seeing her at the cafe, or in his mind, late at night, and now here she was, plucked out of his dreams, and in one of his favorite places, no less.

At the same time, it felt as if this was exactly where she belonged: her brown skin illuminated golden by the sunlight, a soft breeze playing with her wavy hair, surrounded by flowers that matched her dress.

He wasn’t an artist by any means, but the image was one he felt the desire to paint, if only to capture her beauty, to immortalize her for the world to appreciate.

“So what have you been working on?” Saphira asked, pulling him from his thoughts, which had progressed to considering how difficult painting could really be. Aiden cleared his throat, running a hand through his hair.

“We’ve been cleaning up the parterres,” Aiden said, pointing to the clean shapes.

Saphira made a thoughtful sound. “What’s that?”

He sometimes forgot not everyone knew the specific gardening jargon he did. “Sorry—it’s those geometric shapes. They’re made up of plant beds and low hedges,” he explained, “which are then separated and connected by the path, so you can walk along it and see.”

“Oooh pretty. There’s a bit of formality to it that makes me feel like I’m in Pride and Prejudice.”

“Yes, they’re the kind of thing you’d often find at great estates. Each parterre contains a particular species of rose.” He pointed. “So here we have old garden roses, which are double-flower blooms that emit a really strong fragrance, but they only bloom once per season, unlike modern roses.”

As they reached the section of modern roses, he pointed again, showing her. “These are what you’ll most likely find everywhere. They were bred after 1867, and continuously bloom, and they have a larger bloom size, as well. Plus, they have a longer vase life. The downside is that they don’t have as strong a fragrance, and are a bit less hardy and disease-resistant than the old garden roses.”

They continued on, and he pointed out the next section of roses, which were all pink. “And these are the wildflower roses, which usually have five petals, and are always pink! It’s actually super rare to find a red or white wild rose.”

Aiden stopped then, suddenly feeling self-conscious. Was he being lame? He must have been boring her with his superfluous botanical knowledge. He stopped, feeling awkward.

Silently, he admonished himself. He knew girls loved flowers, but that didn’t necessarily mean they loved all the random facts about them. His family members would always tease him about his obsessiveness. “Girls want flowers, not a history lesson!” Emmeline would tease.

But it was just so fascinating!

“Sorry,” Aiden said, rubbing the back of his neck. “I don’t mean to bore you.”

“No!” she said, brown eyes wide. “You’re not. I think it’s cool!”

Aiden was not one for swooning, but if he was, he most certainly would have swooned in that moment. His gaze went to the rose bush, and his eyes fell immediately to a perfect rose: perfectly in bloom, the petals lush and bright.

He picked it, careful of the thorns, then handed it to her.

“Thank you,” she said, taking it and pressing it to her nose. Surrounded by all these roses was heady, as he now associated the scent with her.

Aiden stared as she breathed in the fragrance, watching her chest expand with the inhale, then deflate with a large exhale. Heat warmed through him.

Quit being weird, he reminded himself, averting his gaze.

“What’s your favorite flower?” Aiden asked. “Is it roses?”

She smiled. “Oh, that’s easy! And no, not roses. I’m actually not sure what it’s called in English but Nani-Ma and I love the amaltas trees.”

He hadn’t heard of them before. “What do they look like?”

“They’re usually in bloom around the end of June, and they have these beautiful yellow petals all raining down from thin branches.”

“Oh! The golden shower tree.”

Saphira’s eyes lit up with excitement. “Is that what it’s called?” He nodded and she said, “Makes sense … I love them. There aren’t many in Starshine Valley, but there were a few trees up by our old house, in the hills.”

Her smile deepened at the memory, the dimple making an appearance on her cheek. He resisted the urge to press his finger just there.

“What about you?” Saphira asked, waving the rose at him. “Is it roses?”

With her holding the stem, it would have been impossibly easy for roses to be his favorite.

It was usually a difficult question for him, for each flower had its own beauty, its own purpose.

“Ah, that’s like asking a parent who their favorite kid is,” he said.

Saphira laughed. “Parents definitely have favorites. I lucked out being an only child, but I bet yours have a favorite.”

“Oh, definitely,” Aiden replied. “It’s Ginny—she’s everyone’s favorite princess. Gets treated like it, too.”

“As she absolutely should,” Saphira concurred.

“As she should,” Aiden agreed.

They continued walking to another part of the gardens. This was lovely, being here with her, so lovely in fact that Aiden had been able to forget why he was supposed to be staying away from her and Sparky both.

Although he couldn’t help but feel proud when he saw how well-behaved Sparky was. He appreciated all the hard work Saphira had put in to make Sparky so.

Still, they shouldn’t be here. He didn’t want to get close to either of them. The farther away he stayed, the safer Sparky would be, and Saphira, too. She would be hurt to learn his family partook in the races that killed her mother, and he wanted to protect her from that.

Unfortunately, she looked so pretty, he didn’t have the strength to tell her to leave. He wanted to be around her, to spend time with her. Usually, he didn’t want anybody to see him because he knew they wouldn’t understand, but he had an uncanny desire for her to know him, to see him.

Maybe he should let her in.

Aiden glanced at Sparky, who had been well-behaved this entire time, bouncing along with them. Sparky barely paid any attention to Aiden; his focus was all on Saphira.

“I can see why you lost track of time in here,” Saphira said. “It’s so peaceful.”

“It can be hard work, gardening, but always satisfying,” Aiden said.

“I can understand that—it’s the same way in the cafe. The hours fly by, and even though I’m exhausted by the end of it, it’s rewarding, too. I love seeing the cafe full of people.”

They kept talking, walking along the gardens, and Aiden had no idea where the time went. Without his notice, the sun began to set around them, the sky a blaze of pink and gold.

“Look,” Saphira said, voice soft. She had tilted her head back to look at the sky, her eyes wide. “How can anyone be blue when the sky is pink?”

There was amazement on her face, a smile tilting her lips, and all he could think as he looked at her was: “How can anyone be blue when they’re standing next to you?”

Saphira turned to him, and he realized he had said that last part out loud. Embarrassment flushed through him, but she didn’t seem offended by his saccharine words.

Aiden took a step toward her and, as he did, their hands brushed. Her breathing hitched. She was still holding the rose, but she moved her fingers, a feather-light touch against his knuckles. Desire beat through him.

Then, the rose stem moved in her hand; she let out a little yelp as a thorn pricked her. Panic shot through him.

“Are you okay?” he asked, holding her hand to inspect it.

A prick of red blood bubbled to the surface, and instinct took over: he brought her finger to his mouth and sucked on the wound.

Saphira’s soft gasp brought him crashing down to reality, but he was frozen in place, her finger in his mouth, the salt of her blood on his tongue.

Blood rushed through his body, his heart pounding painfully against his chest. Saphira’s eyes were wide and dark.

His chest tightened as he felt her pulse quicken against his fingers from where he held her hand. Her lips parted, her breathing shallow.

Alarm bells rang in his mind as the moment liquefied around them. He felt compelled to do something insanely stupid like kiss her palm.

Before he could decide, Saphira’s gaze strayed to the ground. She blinked, stepping back, removing her hand from him.

“Where’s Sparky?” she asked, voice high. Aiden looked around; Sparky was nowhere to be found. A potent concoction of emotions shot through him: anxiety, worry, guilt.

Aiden had a feeling Sparky hadn’t liked the fact that Aiden was taking up Saphira’s attention. He shouldn’t have been distracting Saphira; they should have been focused on Sparky.

“You guys shouldn’t have come here,” Aiden said. This was all a bad idea—even as he could still feel the imprint of her finger against his lips, a sensation he knew would never leave him.

Hurt flashed on Saphira’s face. She stepped away from him.

“Where is he?” she asked, voice breaking as she looked around. Aiden searched for him as well, trepidation coursing through him. The gardens were open to the public; anyone could walk in. Anyone could find a stray baby dragon and take him for their own.

His stomach turned at the thought, and he searched harder, running over to the next section. Then the next, where there was a bush of vibrant purple dahlias … or what was left of them.

“Sparky!” Saphira cried, rushing up behind Aiden to see the baby dragon had eaten most of the flowers and ripped up the rest of the bush.

The panic of losing Sparky was quickly replaced by a pit in his stomach as he regarded the destruction. This was all his fault. He should never have let Sparky run loose in here. Luckily, the dragon hadn’t destroyed any of the prized collections of the gardens, but still. This should have never happened at all.

He lost his head around Saphira. Lost all sense.

“Bad Sparky,” Aiden snapped, pulling the dragon out of the bush. Sparky’s eyes widened, his mouth falling open. “You can’t go off on your own like that. Very bad!”

Then, Sparky’s head drooped low, his little shoulders hunching over. With a little sniffle, Sparky walked away—something dragons only did when they were too low-spirited to bounce or jump like usual.

Regret panged through Aiden; he shouldn’t have snapped at the little guy. But Sparky needed to know he couldn’t wander off like that; it wasn’t safe!

“What is wrong with you?” Saphira asked, coming to stand in front of him. She was livid, and the sight frightened him cold. He had never seen her be anything but sunshine, but she was a storm now.

“It was an honest mistake!” Saphira scolded. “How could you yell at him? He’s a baby! And now he’s devastated!”

“I’m—”

“He only wants your attention,” Saphira continued, lower lip trembling. “He’s your baby dragon.”

“I never wanted him,” Aiden said, voice soft. He had never expected this, never dreamt of it, and so he had never prepared. He didn’t know how these things worked; it all came so naturally to Saphira, but it didn’t to him.

His words only seemed to make Saphira more upset. She shook her head at him. “You’re so ungrateful,” she said, disappointed now. “If you don’t want him, then give him to someone who does.”

That was what Aiden thought he was doing by having Saphira train Sparky, by giving them uninterrupted time to bond. Before he could say as much, Saphira stalked over to Sparky and scooped him into her arms. She gave him a kiss, comforting him.

Aiden felt awful, so awful in fact that he couldn’t move. He was afraid he would throw up. It was only after Saphira had stormed off that he realized he shouldn’t have let her go when she was angry with him.

Aiden chased after her, but by the time he made it out of the gardens, she was long gone.

A lump rose in his throat. Aiden sat down on the curb, catching his breath. Suddenly, he had the feeling that Danny would be terribly disappointed in him. He felt like he wasn’t doing right by Sparky—he was mucking everything up.

He knew he had good intentions, but what he didn’t always know was how to execute those intentions. Everything made sense in his head, but it didn’t always translate that way to the real world.

However, Aiden knew enough to realize that he owed Saphira an apology.




Chapter 9

Saphira arrived back at her cafe, tears falling down her cheeks as she held Sparky, who fidgeted in her arms. She let him down, hands shaking as she tried to look for her keys in her purse. 

But then she looked down at Sparky with his head bowed, and her heart broke all over again. She scooped him up, giving him a kiss.

Abandoning the cafe door, Saphira walked to the gate leading to the garden in the back of the cafe. It was crowded and messy, even more so in the darkness of the evening, but she didn’t care. Saphira sat down amongst the overgrown bushes and weeds, hiding out in the greenery, sniffling to herself. She let the tears fall.

She was properly crying by then and didn’t even know why!

The evening with Aiden had been so nice; it was so lovely just walking around with him, talking and enjoying the beauty. Then there had been that heated, intense moment—god, but she had almost passed out when he brought her finger to his mouth and sucked. The sensation had shot through her like an electric current, and it was one that she desperately wanted to feel again.

Then the panic of not seeing Sparky, the worst thoughts running rampant through her mind: poachers stealing him away, her little baby; or Sparky getting lost and falling into a pond or fountain and drowning—even though technically dragons knew how to swim, but she hadn’t been thinking with logic. Only with breath-stopping fear!

When Aiden had found Sparky, all she felt was relief—until Aiden snapped at Sparky. Snapped! At a baby! Who did that?!

Did Aiden not know how special and wonderful Sparky was? He simply took the baby dragon for granted. If Sparky was hers, she would never do that.

Saphira wished Nani-Ma was here. Her grandmother would of course tease Saphira for being such a crybaby, but she would give her a good cuddle, too.

Sparky climbed onto Saphira’s lap, reaching to lick the tears away from her cheeks.

“I’m sorry, Spark,” she said. “I don’t know why I’m crying so much.” She attempted a smile. Sparky didn’t seem so upset anymore; he was more so concerned about her.

Saphira’s heart tugged. She loved this little draggo. He snuggled against her in her lap.

He had gotten a little bigger in the two weeks they had been training together—all minuscule changes, but she could notice it when she held him. Saphira didn’t want Sparky to grow up; that would only mean she wouldn’t be part of his life anymore.

Sparky looked up to find Saphira still upset. He sat up and rubbed his nose against her chest, putting pressure on her heart, as if letting her know he was there. Then, Sparky looked up at her, waiting for her reaction with wide purple eyes, which only made her own eyes well with tears again because Sparky was such an angel!

Worried, Sparky put his paws on her face to get her to stop crying, and she hugged him, holding on tight. Saphira desperately missed Nani-Ma, then. The old lady used to give legendary hugs. Her hugs could solve anything.

A noise sounded in the air. Saphira turned to see Aiden entering from the garden door, which was ajar.

“Sorry,” he said. “You left the door open.”

Saphira wiped her face, looking away from him. She had in fact left it open. She was embarrassed to be crying over something so small, even more embarrassed to be caught.

“I’m sorry, Saphira,” he said, standing in front of her. She was surprised to see him; she didn’t think he would have cared enough to apologize, but here he was. Saphira had to tilt her head back to look up at him. His head was surrounded with stars in the clear night, his face apologetic. “I shouldn’t have snapped at Sparky like that.”

“No, you shouldn’t have.”

“Can I sit?” he asked.

Saphira turned to Sparky, who was watching the exchange calmly, unbothered by Aiden’s presence. Well, if Sparky wasn’t holding a grudge …

“Okay,” she said, sighing. There was only a little bit of clear area where she was sitting, the rest was covered with weeds and branches. She moved over, making space, and he joined her, his shoulders bumping with hers as he sat down.

“Really, I am sorry,” he said, voice soft. He bumped her shoulder on purpose then, and she looked over at him. “I got scared and reacted badly, and I definitely shouldn’t have.”

Distantly, she knew that happened to people sometimes, that everyone dealt with their emotions differently.

“I’ll do better,” he added. “I promise.”

Saphira didn’t know if she should believe him, but she wanted to.

“I’ll stick around when you train him,” Aiden said. “I know that’s important.”

“Really?” she asked, pleased. He nodded. “Okay, you’re forgiven,” she told him.

Surprise lit his face. “I thought you’d be angrier for longer,” he said. “I deserve it, too. I’ve been awful.”

Saphira shrugged. “Life’s too short to be angry.”

His mouth hung agape at that, his face awed. She felt shy all of a sudden, and raised a hand to tuck her hair behind her ear. As she did, the bangles on her arm jingled in the quiet evening. Aiden’s gaze dropped to her wrist.

“You always wear these,” Aiden said.

He had noticed. It was such a small thing, but she was pleased he was paying attention.

He touched the bangles, his fingers brushing against her forearm. A shiver ran through her, and the evening was too warm to convince herself it was from the weather.

“They used to be Nani-Ma’s,” she told him. “You know technically only married women are supposed to wear so much gold, but I don’t really care.” She ran a finger over the bangles, jingling them. “It used to be a set of six, but my mom sold two of them.”

Her mother didn’t always make the best decisions, but Saphira couldn’t hold a grudge against someone she had never met. She hoped to one day make it a set of six again—when she had the money for it, of course.

“They’re pretty,” he said, voice soft. “You’re pretty.”

His piercing gaze scorched through her, making her cheeks warm as devastating pleasure settled in her chest at his words. Before she could think of how to respond, a gust of wind blew through the garden, upending a mess of leaves into their faces.

After the wind settled, Saphira saw Aiden’s horrified expression as he took in the state of the garden, how overgrown and messy everything was, a stark contrast to the neat rose garden he had shown her earlier.

“I know, I know, don’t say it!” she pleaded.

“It’s just …” he trailed off, at a loss for words.

He frowned as he looked around, until his gaze settled back on her. His lips twitched. Before she could ask, he plucked a stray leaf from her hair.

“Oh god,” she lamented, but laughter broke through. “You know I wanted to make this place into extra seating for the 
cafe. I had all these ideas.”

“You should do it,” he said. “That would be wonderful.”

Saphira sighed. “If only I had the time! Or the money. Or the energy …”

He paused, thinking. “Well, I could work on it for you, when I don’t have other jobs to do. Sparky could hang out here during the day, as well.”

Immense pleasure shot through her. “Oh, yes, okay!” She grinned. “That would be wonderful! Then when I have downtime during the day from the cafe, I can come spend 
more time with Sparky.”

Even though Saphira had been the one urging Aiden to bond with Sparky, and she appreciated this effort on his part, she also didn’t want to be left out. But if they were just in the garden, it would be easy for her to pop over and still be included.

“I know it’s important for me and Sparky to bond,” Aiden said, though he seemed hesitant about it.

“It seems like you’re afraid,” Saphira said, looking at him curiously. “Why?”

Aiden considered her question. She could see him mulling it over in his mind, going back and forth about something.

“I don’t know if I’m allowed to tell you this,” he started. “It’s kind of one of those Drakkon family secrets.”

For a moment, Saphira felt like a total outsider, then. Even if they grew up and lived in the same small town, she was reminded that they existed on two completely different planes—that he was from a Drakkon family, and she was not. She couldn’t help but feel inferior then, with her ordinary life, devoid of secrets she was meant to safeguard.

“You must have heard rumors about dragon racing,” Aiden continued, immediately intriguing her. She did love being privy to a good secret; it made her feel as though she was part of the club.

“Kinda,” she replied. “Not so much, though. Vaguely, I know it’s something that happens? But beyond that …”

“It does happen, and my family is … kinda … really involved in it.”

“Isn’t it illegal, though?”

“Yes, but like any other illegal activity, it brings in a lot of money, so the people in power willingly turn a blind eye to it. Especially because those involved are those on the Dragon Council.”

“Oh.” The Dragon Council was a branch of the government in charge of overseeing all the dragon-related affairs, such as the Drakkon taxes, insurance, stipends, and other such matters. “So what does that have to do with Sparky?”

Aiden swallowed. “Like I mentioned, my family is really into racing. The Sterlings have been winning the races for decades. I was never interested, so I never got involved, but Danny used to defend our family name. After he died … well, my father wants someone else to take over, keep up the good family name and all.”

Saphira was beginning to understand a bit now.

“So you’re afraid if you bond with Sparky, you’ll be pressured into racing?”

Aiden nodded. His brows were pinched with stress, but his facial features seemed to relax a bit when he saw that she understood where he was coming from. “When Danny left the egg to me, I didn’t even have any intention of hatching it, so I would never be in that position.”

While Saphira understood his fears, she thought having a dragon egg and not intending to hatch it was true insanity. It was a crazy privilege that he apparently could not recognize, which was jarring for someone like her. It was something people would kill for—and literally did, as poachers were notoriously savage—whereas Aiden saw it as something immaterial in his life. Almost inconvenient.

“So what changed?” Saphira asked. “I mean, regarding hatching the egg.”

“My family can be a bit … overbearing and intrusive.” Aiden sighed, running a hand over his face. “It wasn’t me who changed my mind. The egg was hatched under circumstances I’m still not completely clear on, but I have suspicions it was my parents meddling. So I had a baby dragon, and I thought if you trained Sparky, and I stayed away, it would be safer.”

Aiden clearly disdained dragon racing, which she was glad for because she could never approve of putting dragons in danger for the sake of an adrenaline-rush.

“What changed your mind about staying away?” she asked. He looked at her, so deeply that she felt a chill run down her spine.

“I saw how upset you were,” he said, voice quiet. “I couldn’t bear that, either, so I figured I might as well come clean.”

“Oh.” She blinked. He did care.

“There was another reason I thought it best to stay away,” He trailed off, unsure. “I don’t know if it is my place to tell you, or perhaps you already know, but I was also hesitant to spend time with you because well … I thought you’d hate me if you found out.”

“Found out what?”

Aiden swallowed. “Saphira, your mother died while racing on a poached dragon.”

Surprise rippled through her at the statement. “Why are you telling me this?” she asked.

“I’m sorry to have brought it up, but I don’t want to keep any secrets from you,” he said, voice miserable.

Saphira’s mother had died when she was only a few years old, so the grief of losing her had been dealt with a long time ago. As such, Saphira wasn’t entirely shocked by the information, but it was still jolting to hear. Nani-Ma had always skirted around the topic of Saphira’s mother’s death, but Saphira had gathered that it involved bad decisions on her mother’s part, a situation that could have been avoided. To find out now that she had died while dragon racing filled that blank in a way that made sense.

“I didn’t know exactly how she died, but my grandmother did tell me that my mother got involved with the wrong people, which led to her demise,” Saphira told Aiden after a moment.

Nani-Ma also always mentioned it was Saphira’s mother’s love of dragons that had led her astray, but she did not want to say that to Aiden. She was scared he would think the apple didn’t fall far from the tree, but she knew she wouldn’t be as reckless as her mother. She loved dragons too much. Training a baby dragon was different than acquiring an illegal dragon off the black market and participating in dangerous races.

“Again, I’m sorry to have brought it up,” Aiden said, looking both guilty and concerned. “I found out about it recently, and I didn’t know if you knew, and I didn’t want to know something that you didn’t.” He swallowed. “Are you alright?”

Saphira thought about it for a moment before replying. She did appreciate Aiden not wanting to keep any secrets from her, and it really was so long ago, now.

“Yes, I’m okay,” she finally said, nodding. And really, she was. “Just surprised that my grandmother never told me, or that the information never came from anyone else in town.”

“Gossip like that tends to stay within the Drakkon circles,” Aiden told her.

That made her feel strange. All of these people knew how her mother died, and she hadn’t.

Were they all quietly laughing at her behind her back? The daughter of a woman who reached for something that wasn’t hers? The Drakkon families could be intensely snobbish. Saphira felt humiliated then, even though she had no reason to be.

Suddenly, she understood why Nani-Ma never mentioned it to her. It was a shameful way to die, possibly one of the most demeaning ways to go in Starshine Valley.

Drakkon families already had this sense of entitlement around owning dragons, as if there was something special in them and their blood. They already disdained riders who poached dragons, thinking those riders couldn’t handle it, and Saphira’s mother had basically confirmed all those elitist views by dying the way she did.

Embarrassment echoed through her, making Saphira squirm.

“What are you thinking?” Aiden asked, voice soft. His gaze was intense as he regarded her, and though this was surely a difficult topic, somehow she didn’t find it difficult to talk to him.

“Just thinking about my grandmother,” Saphira replied, clearing her throat. “She must have known … she must have held onto it alone all those years to protect me.” She could appreciate Nani-Ma not sharing all the terrible details, but she was glad Aiden had told her now. “Thank you for telling me.”

He looked worried, and she gave him a smile.

“I don’t hate you—my mother’s death was surely caused by her own actions. It had nothing to do with you.” He released a long breath. “And as for worrying about Sparky—that’s a valid concern, but in trying to protect him you’re hurting him. He wants to bond with you. So maybe the races are something to worry about later?”

“You’re right.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Sometimes I get too much in my head about things and it gets all tangled up and then I get weird. Again, sorry.”

He sighed, and she found it terribly endearing how genuine he was. She had initially been nervous around him because she had thought that because he was so rich and handsome and privileged that he would find her to be strange, but here he was apologizing for being weird himself.

“Don’t say sorry only to me, I’m not the one you yelled at,” she said, turning to Sparky, who had been rolling around in the weeds, chewing on grass and entertaining himself.

Aiden whistled, and Sparky looked over. “Sparky, come here,” Aiden said. Sparky gave Aiden what could only be described as an arch glance before ignoring Aiden completely.

“You need to add some sugar,” Saphira advised.

“This is ridiculous,” Aiden muttered, but even so, he stood, going over to the baby dragon.

“Hey, Sparky,” Aiden said, adopting a bit of a baby-voice, which delighted Saphira. He was usually so serious.

Sparky seemed placated by the effort, as well. He perked up, then bounced to meet Aiden, who crouched down.

“I’m sorry, little guy,” Aiden said, scratching Sparky’s chin. Sparky replied by licking Aiden’s hand. All was forgiven and forgotten.

Aiden turned back to Saphira, both proud and awed. “The baby-voice is crazy, but it did work.”

“Exactly!” Saphira stood, coming to stand next to him. Aiden looked around, surveying the overgrown garden. His eyes widened.

“Looks like I’ve got my work cut out for me,” he said.

“You’re the one who offered,” she said, holding up her hands. “You can’t back out now.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.” He smiled. “It’s a nice space. It’ll be really beautiful once it’s cleaned up.”

He walked around to the side of the building, where branches were growing over the stone. Aiden looked closer, touching the dead leaves.

“It’s bougainvillea,” he told her. “The roots are still good, so it’ll grow again once it gets a little tending to.”

“Oh, I love bougainvillea! The bursts of pink are so pretty.”

Sparky seemed to notice then that Saphira and Aiden had walked across the garden from him. He let out a little growl, running to catch up with them. Putting a paw around Saphira’s leg, Sparky looked at Aiden expectantly, as if confused as to why Aiden was still here, taking up all of Saphira’s attention.

“You know, I don’t think he actually likes me that much,” Aiden said, looking from Sparky to Saphira. Baby dragons could be fickle, but it would be fine.

“Don’t worry,” Saphira assured him with a laugh. “We can handle it.”

Besides, how much more work could one little baby dragon be?




Chapter 10

Apparently one baby dragon could be a lot of work.

The next day, Aiden came by around midday to work on the garden, and Sparky spent his time hanging out with him there while Saphira worked inside at the cafe. She didn’t have much time to check in with them during the day—she barely had a minute to drop off a snack for Sparky and an oat chai for Aiden (she wanted to eventually have him try everything on her menu).

But after the work day was done and she had freshened up, she went outside to join them. Sparky bounced happily, realizing it was time for Saphira to give him her undivided attention. His euphoria lasted about a few minutes, however, as he stared at Aiden as if waiting for Aiden to leave.

When Aiden decidedly didn’t leave, Sparky stopped bouncing and started hissing instead.

“He was being good all day,” Aiden said, shaking his head as Sparky swiped a paw at him. “I don’t know why he’s giving me attitude now.”

“I think he likes having me all to himself,” Saphira said, frowning.

“Can’t blame him,” Aiden said, eyes glittering at her. Saphira’s cheeks warmed, a giggle escaping her, and Sparky growled. He jumped up between them, pawing at Saphira’s stomach.

“Oof.” Saphira turned her attention to Sparky, who was pouting. She gave him a pout of her own in response. “Can you be good? Pretty please, Sparky-Poo?”

Sparky had the decency to look chagrined.

“Good boy.” Saphira gave him a kiss, and he climbed off her.

She looked up to find Aiden watching the exchange, a fond expression on his face. She bit her lip, looking away. Saphira took a turn about the garden; Aiden had gotten a good amount of work done thus far. He had cleared out most of the old branches and was pulling out weeds now.

“Maybe we can help you?” Saphira suggested. “It’ll teach Sparky, too.”

“Sure,” Aiden said with a shrug. He turned to Sparky, adopting his nicest baby-dragon voice. “Hey, Sparky, do you want to help me?”

“Look, like this!” Saphira said, going to the bushes and pulling some old weeds out.

Sparky was intrigued by the task and trotted over. Even though Saphira was tired, she was energized by the lovely prospect of spending time with Aiden and Sparky.

As Aiden and Saphira both got to work pulling weeds out, Sparky came up between them, grabbing at weeds with his mouth and pulling. When he got his first weed out, Saphira clapped.

“Good boy!” she said. “You’re so good!”

She looked at Aiden, giving him a prompting look.

“So good,” Aiden added, though with much less enthusiasm than Saphira. Still, she could see he was trying, despite how ridiculous he found this.

Sparky perked up, pleased by the praise. With renewed vigor, the little draggo started pulling out more weeds. Aiden and Saphira got to work as well, the three of them working together under the sunshine, a soft breeze around them.

Birds chirped in the trees. Saphira smiled to herself, her heart warming.

It was such a cozy scene, and soon, she started having fun. Sparky was doing well, and Aiden looked so content when he was gardening. She could see why he found the practice so calming. There was something so grounding about touching the earth, feeling the grass and the leaves, elements of 
nature.

Until one weed in particular gave her a tough time. No matter how she tugged, it wouldn’t budge. Aiden saw her struggling, and came up beside her.

“Here, let me,” he said, putting his hand over hers, intending to help.

Saphira’s pulse scattered at the feel of his large hand over hers, his calloused palm encompassing her knuckles. He was sitting so close to her, his arm practically around her. She felt the warmth of his body around her, the strength of his muscles as they flexed with movement.

She turned her head to look at him, and his gaze flicked down to her mouth. She watched his throat move as he swallowed. Tension hung in the air between them, a hazy mist.

Desire pooled in her stomach. Blood pounded in her ears, her heart beating fast. His eyes darkened, lids lowered. Saphira held her breath, anticipation coursing through her.

Until the moment was cut short as Aiden let out a surprised yelp. “Ow!”

They both looked down to find Sparky had bitten Aiden’s free hand. The baby dragon growled at both of them. Saphira cringed. Oops. Sparky really did not like her paying too much attention to Aiden.

Saphira reached for Aiden’s hand and found it was bleeding. She frowned.

“Bad Sparky,” Saphira scolded. The baby dragon looked betrayed, then quickly set about having a temper tantrum. He ran away from them and jumped onto some weeds, blowing little fire bursts into the sky.

She and Aiden exchanged a wary glance.

“There’s a first-aid kit inside,” Saphira said, looking back to the little bite mark on his finger.

“It’s fine,” Aiden said. “Really.”

“Just wait, I’ll be back in a second.”

Saphira returned a moment later with a wet washcloth and bandage. Holding his hand, she tended to him, cleaning the blood away before gently wrapping the bandage around his finger.

“Thanks,” Aiden said, voice rough as his dark eyes peered into hers. He closed his hand around hers, then squeezed, and she felt a tightness in her chest, longing making her knees weak.

“Of course.” She squeezed back, lingering for a moment before standing to give Sparky a treat, but the baby dragon appeared to be angry with her.

Sparky gave her a dirty look, and when she tried to approach him, he bit at the air, growling. She squealed, jumping back.

Maybe he would be better tomorrow …

*

Sparky wasn’t the only moody baby dragon she had to contend with. The next day at the cafe, Saphira had to clean up a broken vase of flowers one of the little draggos had knocked over. Baby dragons were curious and hyperactive to a fault—like the most mischievous human toddler on steroids.

Luckily, things had been running smoothly at the cafe these past few weeks, especially after the espresso machine had come in. The lack of space in the cafe was clearly a problem, though, and the cause of the regular damage. Dragons needed open space to freely jump and play around, and Saphira was beginning to realize a cafe was perhaps not the best place for that.

But with Aiden working on the garden out back, that could potentially be a huge help—a solution to her problem. When she got a free moment, Saphira went to check in on them, stopping by the mirror in the corridor leading to the back door first to reapply her lip gloss.

Unfortunately, Lavinia chose that exact moment to notice her. She looked as if she had been looking for Saphira.

“Where are you going all dolled up?” Lavinia asked. Saphira’s face grew warm.

“I am not all dolled up,” Saphira protested. “And I’m just going to the garden.”

Lavinia was surprised by that. “Why? It’s a total mess.”

“Oh, didn’t I tell you?” Saphira said, voice high. “Aiden is actually going to help clean it up a bit.” Saphira knew for a fact she had not mentioned this to Lavinia before.

“Oooooh,” Lavinia sang, obscenely pleased by this tidbit of information. “No you did not tell me, little Miss Sneaky.”

“There is nothing sneaky about it!” Saphira replied defensively.

“Mmhmm. How long has this been going on?”

“Only since yesterday!”

“Which means you could have told me this yesterday, or this morning …”

It was a fair point. Lavinia was Saphira’s only good friend, even though she was younger than her. They had worked together for years, and—since they saw each other every day—they were used to updating each other on every minute detail of their lives.

Saphira had been the one who had checked over Lavinia’s essay applications for veterinary school; Lavinia had been the one who had been there for Saphira when Nani-Ma passed away. They were there for each other through everything, which made it hard to hide anything from her.

Saphira had already discussed with Lavinia earlier the revelation that her mother had died whilst racing, but she had not mentioned the development with Aiden and the garden.

Which begged the question: why was she hiding this from Lavinia?

Lavinia seemed to be wondering the same thing, looking at Saphira expectantly, but Saphira didn’t say anything. She knew Lavinia would tease her incessantly, something she seemed already keen on doing.

“Now the lip gloss makes sense.” Lavinia gave Saphira an evil grin.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Yeah, sure.” Lavinia wrapped an arm around Saphira and made kissing sounds.

“PLEASE. Your brain isn’t even fully developed.” Saphira shooed her off, but she couldn’t help laughing, too.

“No, but seriously, this is actually great,” Lavinia said, putting an end to the joke. “We could use the garden space for extra seating the way you originally planned to, especially since the weather is so good!”

“Exactly what I was thinking,” Saphira concurred. “See, I am making such astute business decisions.”

“Yes ma’am! She is a girl-boss and a yearner—a true multitasker!”

Saphira laughed out loud. “You’re the worst.”

“The best.”

Lavinia really was the best.

“And Aiden is going to be part of Sparky’s training, too!” Saphira said.

“Yay, I love that! How did you manage it?”

“Aiden’s family is apparently super involved in dragon racing,” Saphira explained, then felt guilty for revealing such information. But it was more of an open secret, she reminded herself. “It was why he was scared that if he bonded with Sparky, he would get pressured into racing and it would put Sparky in danger, but I told him not to worry about that now, since it’s more important for him to bond with Sparky.”

“Oooh. Yeah, I know a bit about the Sterlings’ intensity for racing because of Ginny,” Lavinia said, referencing Aiden’s younger sister Genevieve, who was Lavinia’s good friend, and any guilt Saphira felt about mentioning the Sterlings’ involvement in racing vanished.

“Anyway, were you looking for me?” Saphira asked. “It looked like it before.”

“Oh.” Lavinia blinked, a little hesitant. “Actually, yes.”

“What’s up?” Saphira asked.

“I applied for an internship at the Animal Hospital for experience before starting school in the fall, and I just heard back that they accepted me,” Lavinia said, but instead of being excited, she sounded worried. “Do you think you’d be able to spare me?”

“Oh my gosh, yes, of course! Congratulations! That’s wonderful, Lav,” Saphira said, pulling Lavinia in for a hug. “Do not worry about the cafe at all, seriously. I’ll figure it out. You should absolutely do the internship. I’m so happy for you!”

Lavinia released a sigh of relief, finally smiling. Now she looked excited. “Okay, phew. I didn’t want to leave you hanging, but it is such a great opportunity, hence why I was stressed.”

“You had absolutely no reason to be stressed, girlie.”

“It’s only three times a week,” Lavinia added. “So I’ll still be here for the other four days.”

“Are you sure you won’t get too tired?” Saphira asked, now concerned herself.

“You sound like Theo,” Lavinia replied. “He’s always telling me I’m working too much.”

Saphira smiled fondly. “I’m sure he’s just worried about you, like me.”

“It’s fine! I mean, I will be tired but I have to save up. Vet school isn’t cheap! But once I am a vet, I can be rich and rest.”

“Don’t forget about me then! I want to vacation on your private island.”

“Of course. I’m going to have two. One for me, and one for my acquaintances.”

“I’m hurt! I’m just an acquaintance?”

Lavinia laughed. “Okay, now go before all your lip gloss wears off.” Lavinia shooed her away. “I’ll cover for you in here.”

Saphira blew Lavinia a kiss, then headed outside. She said hello to Aiden, who was working on clearing out the mess while Sparky entertained himself on the side. When Sparky saw Saphira, he bounced to her, back to his cheery self. He played with her for a few minutes until she had to head back to the cafe.

It wasn’t until after closing, when she came out to the garden again, that Sparky began acting up. She brought a treat with her this time, which he happily ate, but again, he seemed to be waiting for Aiden to leave now that it was evening and Saphira was here.

“Forget it, bud,” Aiden said. “I’m sticking around.”

Sparky growled, but Saphira gave him a sufficient number of kisses to appease him.

“Is Sparky going to help me?” she asked. “Can you pick up these branches?” Saphira demonstrated for him, picking up stray branches and putting them into a pile so the area could be cleared.

Sparky set to the task, stumbling through the order a few times before understanding what he needed to do. When he successfully brought a branch to the pile, Saphira petted his head.

“Good baby,” she said. Sparky cooed, pleased, as Aiden watched the encounter.

“You’re doing really great with him,” Aiden said, coming to stand across from her. His cheeks were pink from the sun, the ends of his hair curled with sweat.

She beamed up at him. The space between them shrank; they were pulled together like magnets, neither conscious of the movement.

He smelled like moss and mint. She couldn’t get enough, the fragrance making her head spin.

She stared into his endless eyes—like the darkest hour of night—searching for stars. His lips tilted upward as he noticed her noticing him, but he was equally entranced. As his gaze fell to her lips, his eyelids fluttered.

She listened to the sound of his shuddering breath—or was that hers?—as they grew closer to one another. He brought his eyes back up from her mouth to meet her gaze.

“You have …” he said, voice hoarse as he raised his hand.

His thumb brushed against her cheek, and she felt a jolt of pleasure at the contact. Desire beat through her, tension thick in the air between them. Heat simmered low in her belly.

Heart hammering, Saphira wondered if there was actually something there, or if he just needed an excuse to touch her. Either way, she wasn’t complaining.

His hand lingered. She felt like she was glowing, like she would lift off the ground and become a star herself.

Then Sparky nipped at the end of her dress, and she felt the fabric tug down.

“Sparky!” She looked down. He was between her and Aiden’s legs, clearly annoyed by something as he glared up at her.

“Sparky, stop it,” Aiden tsked.

Sparky growled, then nipped at her dress again, this time biting the fabric with his teeth. He pulled, and before Saphira could stop it, the dress tore into a massive slit up her thighs. A gust of wind chose that exact moment to blow against her, lifting the fabric and completely exposing her legs.

Aiden stared, his mouth agape. A muscle ticked in his jaw as his cheeks turned red.

Saphira yelped, trying to cover her bare legs as embarrassment shot through her. Aiden’s gaze jumped away and up, to the clouds, his throat bobbing, desire evident on his face.

The wind settled, and Saphira let go of the torn fabric. Then, she started laughing, no longer embarrassed, just amused. Aiden looked at her, lips twitching, and he started laughing, too. He had such a deep, rich laugh. She loved the sound of it.

Saphira scooped an unrepentant Sparky up. “You are such a little menace,” she said, still smiling. Sparky responded by sulking. “Aww, are you angry we weren’t paying attention to you?” she asked in her baby-voice. “Is that it? Is Sparky upset?”

The baby dragon attempted to continue brooding, but Saphira’s laugh must have been contagious, for a moment later, Sparky cuddled against her, no longer agitated.

She kissed his little face. Sparky was a handful, but he was her little cutie-pie. She loved him already, as if he was her own, as if he belonged to her and she belonged to him.

Saphira looked up then. Her gaze met with Aiden’s, and she felt the same strong emotion rise in her chest, not just for Sparky, but for Aiden. It was an ache. She thought the sensation would pass—that it was just for the moment, but she was wrong.

The feeling settled deep within her, like roots in the soil.




Chapter 11

Over the next few days, Aiden continued working on Saphira’s garden, and Sparky continued being a little menace, though considerably less so when they fell into a routine and Sparky (begrudgingly) realized Aiden was there to stay.

Sparky was surprisingly possessive about Saphira. Aiden couldn’t even blame the little guy. And yes, he was ready to fight a baby dragon for the woman’s affection, and no, he wasn’t proud of that fact, but neither was he deterred.

He couldn’t even be upset with Sparky for being a little demon the other day, tearing Saphira’s dress. He thought about the sight of Saphira’s bare legs much more than he properly should.

He wanted her, badly.

The next day, it was pouring down, one of those proper spring showers, so no gardening was possible. Ordinarily, such days were spent inside his cottage, reading a book or deep-cleaning the already clean space whilst listening to a podcast, but today, Aiden found himself grabbing his raincoat, preparing to go out into the storm.

Tucking Sparky into his jacket, he made his way to the Baby Dragon Cafe, rushing in to keep from getting wet. There was still a considerable crowd at the cafe, people warming their hands against their steaming drinks.

Behind the counter, Saphira lit up with surprise when she saw him, waving. He put down his hood and waved back, droplets of water trickling down the side of his face. Aiden ran a hand through his hair, which was still slightly wet despite the hood he’d donned.

Usually, he went straight to the garden from outside, using the garden door, and Saphira popped out back from the cafe when she had a free moment. He preferred to avoid the people inhabiting the cafe, but Sparky needed to learn to be around other people, and baby dragons as well.

As he got to the counter, Saphira was finishing up latte art; he liked watching her work, how focused she got, but also the ease with which she did it, as if she had done it a million times before, which probably she had. She was confident and competent, which was unbearably attractive.

“Lavinia, give this to Amalia,” Saphira said, sending the drink off.

“You got it, boss.” Lavinia went off, and Saphira focused her attention on Aiden.

 “I thought you’d stay home today because of the rain,” she said, and the sound of her voice made his pulse quicken. He loved to hear her voice again after time apart, like hearing the opening chords of his favorite song.

“Hi, baby,” she said to Sparky, petting his head. Sparky purred.

“I figured Sparky needs to learn to be around other people,” Aiden said. “Can’t always just be the two of us with him.” Even if that was what he—and Sparky, for that matter—highly preferred.

Baby dragons hated being confined—it made them all the more mischievous—but the cafe was a very harmonious environment. Everyone looked comfortable, at home. Saphira had done an exceptional job crafting this cozy space.

He paid further attention to the details then: the carefully curated menu, the decorations, every little touch that was specifically designed for this place by her. The cafe only seemed more lovely to him once he saw her warm presence in every nook and cranny.

“Smart! And I know Sparky is going to behave, aren’t you?” Saphira asked the baby dragon with a bright smile. Sparky cooed in response. Saphira turned back to Aiden. “So what can I get you?”

“Hm, good question,” Aiden replied. He had no idea. “What would you recommend?” he asked, which seemed to be the correct response because Saphira smiled.

“Oh, I love it when people ask me this!” She got serious. “Okay, do you want something seasonal or something classic? Or something new?”

He considered it. “Maybe something new?” He wanted to put himself out there, which was the correct decision because Saphira squealed.

“Okay, give me two seconds.” She gave Sparky a little treat, then got to work at the espresso machine, then handed him a mug of what seemed to be a latte, except it had a greenish tint to it.

Far be it from him to question her, however. She looked at him expectantly. Holding his breath, he took a small sip, bracing for the green tint to mean the milk was curdled or expired or fungus-ridden.

But he was surprised to find it tasted perfectly fine; it was pretty good, actually, with a nutty flavor.

“It’s good,” he told her. “What is it?”

“A cappuccino made with pistachio milk.”

“Oh? I’ve literally never heard of that before.”

“It’s a new thing! I learned about it at this conference I went to for cafe owners. You’re the first person I’ve made it for, actually.”

He took another sip. “I like it.”

She grinned, pleased. Aiden knew that even if the coffee was shit, even if the milk had expired, even if the drink had been poisoned—he would have thought it was wonderful just to see her smile.

Aiden thought back to those moments in the garden again, the ones he had played over and over in his head like a scene from his favorite movie: his hand over hers pulling out weeds, the sturdy feel of her knuckles against his palm; their hands brushing in the soil, tantalizingly soft; a gust of wind lifting her skirt, the sight of her bare legs.

Even just the memory now made his blood rush.

Saphira seemed equally lost in thought, both of them leaning on the counter across from each other, pulling closer.

Until Lavinia interjected. “Hello! We have customers!”

Aiden sputtered back, face hot. Lavinia smirked; he knew of her a bit because she was friends with Genevieve.

He knew he should probably try and chat with her, since she was Saphira’s friend, but he just stared, saying nothing. Lavinia gave him a funny look, then disappeared into the kitchen.

“She doesn’t bite, you know,” Saphira said gently, and he felt like a massive jerk. She probably thought he was being so rude to her friend. He made a note to himself to do better.

“Sorry, I-I’ll get out of your hair,” he sputtered, setting Sparky down and grabbing his drink. “I’ll just be sitting over there.”

She was surprised. “You’re staying? I thought you hated being around people.” As evidenced by his awkward behavior with Lavinia just a moment ago.

“I do, but this place is amazing,” he said, looking around. “It makes even me want to stick around, and it’s all because of you.”

Her cheeks flushed pink, and pleasure spread through him at the sight. He loved to compliment her.

Aiden went and grabbed a table by the wall, helping Sparky jump up into a nook, like a prince up in his high tower. While Aiden took sips from his drink, he looked around.

He was glad it wasn’t as rushed as usual, and the rainy weather seemed to have put everyone in a subdued mood, so it wasn’t overwhelming for Aiden to be around this many people.

Aiden went to the bookshelves and perused the titles, grabbing a worn book; if it was read to the point of disrepair, it must have been good. He sat down with the title. It was a copy of Howl’s Moving Castle, the pages yellowed. When Aiden opened the flap, he saw there was a handwritten name on the inside, alongside a year.

This book was Saphira’s from when she was about twelve. He touched a reverent finger over the words, this artifact from her past, this piece of her. Every bit of knowledge gained about her felt like a treasure. He delighted in noticing her, in knowing her.

Which was why as he was reading, he kept sneaking glances up to watch her: the way she petted the baby dragons as she passed by tables, the smiles she had for every customer, the easy small talk she made. She was so vivacious and jubilant. She was radiant.

As the afternoon progressed and they neared closing time, he looked deeper and saw she was tired, as well. He noticed the quiet moments where she caught her breath or took a sip of an iced chai latte.

The way she twisted her hair up into a clip, little tendrils gradually slipping out. The swoosh of her skirt around her legs. The movement of her lips as she sang a song to herself—he could watch her just existing for hours and hours.

And she was so pretty. He didn’t think he had ever seen anyone this pretty before, ever. The fall of her brown hair, her devastatingly cute dimple, her perfect lips, always a millisecond away from a smile.

The shape of her body. He wanted to touch her everywhere. His hands itched from the urge.

Aside from ogling her—which he really needed to stop doing now—he noticed that she looked … happy, though, moving around her cafe. Like she really enjoyed this. There was a serene look on her face.

He loved that she was happy in what she was doing, even though he knew it stressed her out at times and made her tired. It made him overjoyed that she had something in her life she loved, something she was passionate about.

Aiden had seen too many people in his family doing things for no reason at all, living unfulfilled lives, or hating their jobs. In the beginning, nobody understood why Aiden was wasting his time with gardening, especially when he wanted to make a business out of it.

They thought it was plain silly. It was simply a hobby, they told him, not something serious or profitable—but it was what Aiden loved, what he knew he wanted to do.

It had been Danny who had been the first one to support Aiden, Danny who made everyone else shut up and support him too, especially when Aiden couldn’t voice how important it was to him.

Everyone laid off him then, and when things went well for him, Danny had the immense satisfaction of saying, “See! I told you so!” He would go around saying it to everyone, being his lovably obnoxious self.

Aiden’s eyes welled with tears at the memory. It hurt, but in a good way. He was so lucky to have had Danny as his brother, to have been loved by him.

Though Aiden’s drink was long since finished, he stayed around until the last customers had left, and it was time for closing. As Saphira started cleaning up, Lavinia came over to his table with a rag, probably intent on sending him away and getting down to cleaning to prepare for closing.

Aiden tried smiling warmly at her, but it probably came across as more of a grimace, for Lavinia’s eyes widened slightly with alarm. Aiden cleared his throat.

“I can help Saphira clean up,” Aiden said, pointing to the rag in Lavinia’s hands. “You could head out early.”

Lavinia considered that. “I was going to kick you out, but that’s a good idea, too,” she replied, handing over the rag. She smiled.

“It’s nice meeting you, by the way,” Aiden said, and luckily this was something he’d practiced earlier in his head, so the delivery was smooth. “I’ve heard a lot about you from Saphira.”

Lavinia was pleased by that. “It’s nice meeting you, too,” she said. “I’ve also heard a lot about you.”

Lavinia went to get her bag and say goodbye to Saphira. As she said goodbye, she said something else to Saphira, something that made them both turn to look at Aiden. He hoped Lavinia was telling her that he was nice and not rude. Whatever it was, Saphira looked happy by whatever Lavinia had said. She gave Lavinia a quick hug, and then Lavinia headed out, giggling to herself.

Aiden didn’t understand what she had to be giggling about, but he had stopped trying to understand why women did what they did a long time ago.

With a shrug, Aiden started wiping down the tables, then putting up the chairs. Sparky was napping by then, so Aiden was able to tidy up without any trouble.

Saphira walked over to join him with a rag of her own. “See, I told you she doesn’t bite,” Saphira said with a smile.

He smiled back, continuing to wipe down a table. As Saphira began cleaning the table beside him, he paused, looking over at her.

“I’ve got it,” Aiden said, reaching for the rag in her hands. “You should sit—you’ve been on your feet for hours.”

“It’s okay,” Saphira said, but he could tell she was tired.

Aiden put his hands on her shoulders, walking her backwards until she reached the lounge chair beside the little bed Sparky was napping on. Applying gentle pressure, Aiden made her sit.

“Really I—” she started, but he put his index finger to his mouth, shushing her, and she fell quiet.

In the quiet cafe, Aiden finished cleaning up, and every time Saphira tried to stand, he gave her a stern shake of his head, and she sat down again. He asked her what needed to be done, and where things were, and only after he had taken out the trash, and all the work was done, did he not protest when she stood.

“Thank you,” she said. “You really didn’t have to.”

“I wanted to,” he replied. He liked being of service to her. She smiled that easy smile of hers, and yet, no matter how easily she gave it to him, it never ceased to stun. His chest squeezed with tenderness.

“There was another reason I wanted to hang around today,” Aiden said, and while ordinarily, this would have been something he’d rehearsed in his head beforehand, he found he didn’t feel the need to practice what to say when it came to Saphira. Not anymore. “I can’t do training tonight—I have family dinner. I skipped last time and can’t skip again. It’s an every-other-week occurrence for the Sterling family.”

“That’s so fun!” she said, though fun was not exactly the first word Aiden would have used. “That’s alright, I can train Sparky alone.”

“I was thinking of taking Sparky with me,” Aiden said. “So he might bond with the other basaltas. I figured you could use a night off.”

“Oh.” She looked disappointed. He hadn’t expected her to be disappointed. He thought she would be glad to have a break for the evening. Aiden frowned, unsure.

Would she miss Sparky? Was that it? From the way her gaze lingered on the sleeping baby dragon, Aiden assumed this must be the case. Should he ask her to accompany him?

He didn’t want to, only because his family was quite a bit to deal with, and surely, she wouldn’t want the headache.

But the way she was hesitating … was she waiting for him to invite her along? Unsure, he rubbed the back of his neck. It was impossible to read people, what they wanted. He was getting better when it came to Saphira specifically, but even so, he couldn’t always tell exactly.

“Um, do you … would you want to maybe come with me?” he asked. “I mean, I’m sure you don’t want to, but on the off chance …”

“Yes!” Her eyes lit up. “I’d love to.”

Oh. He was surprised by her reaction again, though pleased she would be joining him. He was always pleased to spend more time with her. But then quickly the delight was overshadowed by stress. He’d need to message Emmeline ahead to make sure everyone would behave.

“What time?” she asked.

“I can come back in an hour to pick you up?”

“Perfect. See you then!”

Saphira petted Sparky’s head just as Sparky woke from his nap, then she headed up the stairs, presumably to get ready. Aiden left the cafe, pulling his phone out as Sparky trotted alongside him for the walk home. He called Genevieve.

“Hello?” she said, picking up. She sounded alarmed.

“Hey, Ginny.” He could understand why she was perturbed; he rarely ever called.

“Why are you calling me?” she asked. “Haven’t you heard of texting, old man?”

“A phone conversation is more direct.”

He could practically hear Ginny rolling her eyes.

“Anyway. I’m bringing a friend to dinner tonight.”

“Okaaaaaay. Why are you telling me this? I’m getting a pedicure, you know, and I really don’t like my me-time being interrupted for inconsequential reasons.”

“I’m just informing you so you are not surprised when I show up with her and make some sort of scene.”

“Her?” Genevieve practically shrieked the word, delight in her voice. “Since when do you have a girlfriend?”

“This is what I meant by making a scene. She is not my girlfriend. Please be reasonable, Genevieve.”

“So what’s your girlfriend’s name?” his sister asked, unrelenting.

“Saphira. And she is not my girlfriend! She is simply my friend who happens to be a girl.”

“Riiiiight. The last time you were willingly friends with a girl was in elementary school.”

“That is not true. The nail polish fumes are getting to your head.”

It most certainly was true. He had been six, and the girl in question had been his crush for the whole year. She had two perfect ponytails, and he’d followed her around the playground for a week in the spring until she threw a handful of mud at his face and told him to stay away.

Aiden frowned at the memory. “That was before you were born. How do you know about it, anyway?”

“Danny told me.”

Aiden looked up at the sky, scowling. He could practically see the clouds rearranging to craft Danny’s smirk.

“Please do not be insufferable about this.”

Genevieve made an offended sound. “I don’t know what you mean. I have never been insufferable a day in my life! How rude of you to say that. I’m telling Mum and Dad you’re bringing your girlfriend and you’re getting married.”

That would be a nightmare scenario. Not the getting-married-to-Saphira bit—that would actually probably be quite nice—but the bit about his parents.

“Ginny, don’t be mean to me,” he said with a sigh. “When have I ever given you a tough time?”

She was outraged then. “You give every single boy I have ever dated an awful time!”

“That is not true.” Again, absolutely true. It was his and Danny’s favorite pastime, another thing Aiden would sorely miss having his brother around for.

“It is one hundred percent true, and you know it.”

“Maybe you simply need better taste in boys,” Aiden said. He wasn’t even trying to be an asshole about it. Genevieve’s taste in boys was objectively abysmal, something everyone in the family agreed about.

“That is so not the point. And if you keep being rude …” She trailed off, not needing to complete the threat. Genevieve was the family princess, the youngest of all cousins, the most doted on and beloved. She was not someone whose bad side you wanted to be on if you wished to survive the Sterling family.

“I’ll convince the caretakers to let you go for a second ride tomorrow, okay?” Aiden appeased. Genevieve paused. She loved riding but was forced to focus on college and so was only allowed one ride per day.

“Unchaperoned?” She was technically still too young to ride unchaperoned. Only bonded riders could do so because it wasn’t an issue of safety for them. Aiden pinched the bridge of his nose. She was a menace.

“Yes, unchaperoned.” Within a mile of the house—an extremely tiny range—but he didn’t mention that to her now or she would protest. He’d explain the stipulation to the dragon caretakers later.

“Perfect. Then I will be so nice to your friend, Saphira, and ensure Mummy and Daddy are, as well.”

“Thank you.”

“Love you, byeeeee.”

She hung up, and Aiden ran a hand over his face, shaking his head. He loved his little sister to bits, but she was a handful.

Aiden walked the rest of the way home with Sparky. Once he returned to his cottage, Aiden got Sparky cleaned up (luckily, Sparky did not mind baths, or that would be an entirely separate tribulation to deal with), then showered himself and dressed. He took out his car—a sleek little thing his parents insisted he should keep if he would not take a dragon—and drove to Saphira’s cafe, parking in front.

Once there, Aiden took Sparky out of his dragon car seat in the back—he wasn’t fond of sitting in the car longer than necessary—and walked to the garden with him.

Aiden checked his watch; there was still ten minutes before he had told Saphira he would pick her up. He paced back and forth, restless.

Taking a steadying breath, Aiden rolled up his sleeves, glad to have already left his jacket in the car. He picked up a pair of shears, even though gardening now would surely ruin his clothes, and his family was very particular about looking the part. Aiden himself preferred his usual casual outfits, but family dinner was always dressy, so he was wearing a suit sans tie.

Aiden grabbed the shears and went to the overgrown shrubbery, cutting away at it. The act calmed him, along with the smell of the soil, the soft evening breeze. Sparky jumped up to catch the stray pieces, playing with them as they fell.

Then, he heard the door open. Aiden turned, and there she was.

The breath lodged in his throat. She was wearing a silk dress with her hair down in waves, half of it pulled back with a few strands framing her face. Like the first night they met, he had the impulse to trace his finger along the curls, but he was frozen in place, staring.

She was so, so beautiful.

He was so lost, in fact, that he did not notice the shears slipping from his fingers. They fell, the handle landing directly on his shoe. Aiden swore out loud as pain shot through his foot.

“God, are you okay?” Saphira asked, rushing over.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” he gritted out. His dignity, however, was not, but he didn’t have enough brain cells to think about that when she was so …

“How do I look?” she asked, nibbling on her lower lip. “Am I too fancy?”

“No, you’re … perfect.” It was the only word adequate enough, and even then it was lacking. “You’re perfect.”

Her dress was held up by thin straps, but a shawl was wrapped around her shoulders to ward off the cool night. As they walked to his car, Aiden a step behind her, the shawl dropped, revealing the curve of her shoulder. His pulse spiked violently at the sight of her bare skin, his mind going blank as a wave of desire hit him.

He clenched his jaw, hands tightening into fists at his side as tension hummed through him. He longed to touch her.

Aiden opened the door for her, and she sat in the passenger seat, smiling up at him. Before he could open the back door for Sparky, Sparky leapt onto Saphira’s lap. She yelped.

“Sparky,” Aiden scolded, but Saphira laughed.

“It’s okay,” she said, as Sparky got comfortable. She put her arm around the baby dragon.

Aiden got in the car and started driving. He rarely had cause to drive. Because he lived so close to Main Street, he usually walked, but the family estate was higher up in the hills and required driving.

It was, of course, made to be reached by dragon, so he supposed that would be a perk of Sparky maturing.

As he drove, Aiden stole a glance toward Saphira. Sparky was on his hind legs, leaning against the open window, wind in his open mouth. Saphira was watching him fondly, smiling to herself as the breeze tousled her hair.

Before he knew it, they arrived at the gates. He punched in the code, letting them in. Anxiety overcame him. He wished to stay in the little bubble, with just Saphira and Sparky.

He wished they could live in their own little world, and not interact with anyone. His family was opinionated and loud—what if Saphira got scared off?

She didn’t seem worried as he pulled up to the front, parking. The stable master greeted them almost immediately, taking Sparky with her to be with the other dragons. Sparky happily went with her to the stables; he knew he was well taken care of here.

Saphira watched Sparky going away, a concerned expression on her face.

“The dragons are housed on the other side of the property,” Aiden told Saphira, as they walked up to the front door. “They will take good care of Sparky, so no need to worry.”

“Okay, good.”

She released a breath, giving him a smile. She was wearing heels, he noticed belatedly. Her face was so much closer to his now, tantalizingly close. He could so easily steal a kiss.

Saphira looked around, and Aiden shook his head, trying to clear out the distracting thoughts related to her lips.

“I’ve never been to a Drakkon family home,” she said. “I didn’t realize it would be so … big.”

She looked overwhelmed then, taking everything in, the seemingly endless estate.

“You really didn’t have to come,” Aiden said. Her face fell.

“Did you not want me to?”

His eyes went wide. “No, of course I did! I love spending time with you. My family is … a lot.”

“But that’s so wonderful.”

“Is it?”

“Yes.” She wrinkled her nose at him, as if he was so silly. “I don’t have anyone.”

He mentally smacked himself, cringing. God, he was so insensitive.

“Now come on.” She rang the doorbell, and he heard it sound. A moment later, the door opened, and they entered.

Immediately, they were bombarded by noise, the children of his older cousins chasing each other across the well-lit hall, while the adults had loud and spirited conversations on various sofas and lounge chairs. A familiar maid appeared to take Aiden’s jacket and Saphira’s shawl.

Aiden felt overwhelmed, reacquainting himself with the usual Sterling environment, but then Saphira tossed her hair back, the bangles on her arm jingling, and it was enough to center him.

“Aiden’s here!” Genevieve announced to the household, seeing them at the front door. She picked up the end of her dress and came bounding over, revealing bare feet. She was nineteen, but looked younger, her dark hair straight and tucked behind her ears.

She stopped in front of them, staring at Aiden expectantly. He blinked at her, earning an eye-roll from his younger sister. Belatedly, he remembered his manners.

“Saphira, this is my sister, Genevieve,” Aiden said, introducing her. “Ginny, this is Saphira.”

“It’s lovely to meet you,” Saphira said, as she and Ginny hugged and kissed each other’s cheeks.

“Remember what we agreed …” Aiden started, but Genevieve got a mischievous gleam in her eyes, one that only spelled trouble. His stomach dropped.

“And he brought a date!” Genevieve announced loudly.

The house went silent. Everyone’s focus zeroed in on Aiden—precisely what he did not want. He glared at Ginny, but she only gave him a sweet smile in response, and it was impossible to be vexed with his baby sister for long.

He ruffled her hair, messing it up on purpose, and she swatted his hand away. They walked in, getting stopped every five seconds by different relatives who wanted to say hi, until the waves parted to reveal Aiden’s mother, Cecilia, striding forward in a cloud of perfume.

“Aiden, darling!” she said, coming to kiss his cheek. His mother was a tall woman with dark hair pulled up into an elegant twist.

“Mum, this is Saphira,” Aiden said, introducing them. “Saphira, this is my mother, Cecilia.”

“How lovely to meet you!” Cecilia said, squeezing Saphira’s hands. She turned to Aiden. “Ginny mentioned you’d be bringing a friend, but we didn’t believe her! Aiden, sweetheart, you should have told me. We would have prepared something special for your guest!”

“Oh, that’s so kind,” Saphira said. “I’m so happy to be here. Thank you for welcoming me into your home.”

Then came Aiden’s father, Edward. Aiden shook his father’s hand. Edward was always a bit formal and withdrawn, though still loving.

“Pleased to meet you,” Saphira said, when Edward shook her hand as well.

“Do we know your family?” Cecilia asked. Aiden cringed.

“I don’t think so,” Saphira replied after a beat. “I was raised by my grandmother, and she passed away last year.”

Before Aiden could attempt to change the conversation, Emmeline came over in high heels to hug Saphira, who released a breath of relief.

“Phew, a friendly face,” Saphira whispered.

“Saphira runs the cafe,” Emmeline told Cecilia and Edward. “She was the first client I had with Inferno!”

“Oh, how wonderful!” Cecelia said, clapping her hands together. Both of Aiden’s parents were clearly pleased by the information.

Genevieve had wandered over to the other room, but when she heard that bit of information, she rejoined them.

“Oh, Lavinia’s boss!” Genevieve said.

“Yes.” Saphira smiled warmly.

“I’ve seen your cafe, it seems lovely,” Edward added with a nod.

“Such a darling place!” Cecilia agreed. Saphira seemed pleased by the interaction, and Aiden was relieved.

They made it to the living room, where Cecilia whooshed Saphira away, introducing her to various aunts and uncles and cousins and kids. There were lots of people—lots of chaos. After a moment, Aiden swept Saphira away from his mother, whispering an apology in her ear, but Saphira shook her head, a starry-eyed look on her face.

Before she could say anything, Aiden’s younger cousin Oliver butted in, rushing over with huge eyes. While he was in his early twenties, Ollie had the face of a preteen.

“Hi, I’m Oliver,” he said, taking Saphira’s hand and kissing the back of it.

“Hi,” Saphira replied with a giggle. Aiden’s eyes narrowed into a glare. The kid was practically swooning.

“You’re here with this guy?” Oliver pointed a thumb at Aiden. Saphira looked amused, and Oliver scoffed. “He’s one of our more boring relations. If you want to have fun, stick around with me.”

Aiden was well and truly pissed off by then. Why was his cousin attempting to hit on the girl he was here with?

“Don’t you have something to do, Oliver?” Aiden gritted out.

“Not really.” He grinned. “Should we sit and chat?”

Before Aiden could reply with just exactly what Oliver should do, they were called over by Aiden’s grandfather.

“Maybe later!” Saphira said kindly. Aiden scowled at Oliver before he went with Saphira to see his grandfather, who was dressed in a smart suit and sitting on one of the sofas, hands holding his cane.

“Hiya, Grandad,” Aiden said.

“Who is this darling girl you’ve brought with you?” Grandad asked, furrowing his snow-white brows. “And why was she not introduced to me first?”

“Sorry, Grandad,” Aiden replied sheepishly.

“I’m so pleased to meet you,” Saphira said, as Aiden’s grandfather patted the space on the sofa beside him. Saphira sat, and when Aiden attempted to sit on her other side, Grandad shooed him with his cane.

Aiden frowned. Everyone was trying to steal her away!

“Why can’t I sit with you guys, too?” he asked. Grandad tsked.

“Where are your manners, boy? Get the girl a drink!”

Aiden was properly chagrined. “Right … I’ll be back.”

He went to the kitchen to grab two glasses, where he was intercepted by Emmeline, who was smirking. “I knew you liked her.”

Aiden knew that where there was one insufferable sister, there was bound to be another: as if on cue, Ginny bounced into the kitchen just in time to hear Emmy’s comment. She gasped.

“Oh my goodness, my big brother has a crush!”

“I am ignoring both of you, thanks.” 

Perhaps bringing Saphira tonight was a bad idea.

But when he returned to the living room, he found Saphira laughing with his grandfather. She fitted in so seamlessly. Everyone immediately loved her, which didn’t surprise Aiden in the slightest. He was in awe of how she instantly brightened up the room, how brave and kind she was despite all her grief and struggles.

It felt right, her being here with him. Goodness, but Emmy might have been correct: he did like her.

But that couldn’t be allowed. It was too complicated. Sparky was tied up in all this. He and Saphira had a professional relationship. He needed to be mindful of that.

Aiden handed Saphira a grapefruit rosemary spritz, joining her and his grandfather as Grandad regaled her with some dragon riding tale from his youth. A little while later, it was time for them to go in. Everyone stood to head to the dining room.

“Shall we?” Aiden asked.

“We shall,” she replied with a smile.

Inside, the long table was decorated with candles and flowers, each setting meticulously placed with intricate dinnerware and sparkling silverware.

“Wow,” Saphira breathed. “This is gorgeous.”

His mother always went overboard on these dinners, even though it was only his family. Aiden looked over at Saphira. She looked nervous.

“Sorry again if this is a lot,” he said, pulling out a chair for her beside his usual spot. She sat down, shaking her head.

“Don’t be! It’s been fun.”

Before he could respond, Oliver came over, sliding in.

“Can I sit here?” Oliver asked, pointing to Aiden’s seat beside Saphira.

Aiden was both enraged and perplexed. “No?”

“Ollie, quit while you’re ahead, kid,” Emmeline called from across the room.

Oliver skulked off.

“How old is he, anyway?” Saphira asked, amused.

“Twenty-one,” Aiden replied. She burst out laughing.

“You’re lying! He cannot be older than fifteen!”

“He sure acts like it,” Aiden grumbled, irritated that Ollie had tried hitting on Saphira, but Saphira only found it hilarious. She was still laughing, so much that Aiden started smiling, too. He loved her laugh. It sounded like bells ringing.

He smiled as she composed herself, but then she looked over at Oliver again, and another fit of laughter came over her. She covered her mouth.

“I’m so sorry,” she laughed, and he laughed, too. It was so easy to be happy around her, easy as breathing.

And Aiden knew he did love his family, even if they could be a lot at times. He was suddenly overwhelmed by sadness for Saphira, thinking about how she had no one. He vowed to be there for her, however he could.

Dinner was served, the usual multiple courses: oysters, halibut, truffle pasta, duck, etc. He found it a bit stifling, but he was used to the extravagance. Aiden enjoyed simplicity in all things—it was much harder to mess up when things were cut and dried. Saphira looked a bit stressed out by all the fanfare, looking over at him to follow what he was doing.

Aiden apologized again, but she bumped his knee with hers.

“Don’t,” she said quietly, when it seemed like no one else was looking. “It’s fun. Not for everyday, but you know.”

“This is their everyday,” Aiden said. “It’s even more formal when they host dinner parties with friends, and don’t even get me started on dinners for the Dragon Council.”

“Is your family part of the Council?” Saphira asked, eating some of her truffle pasta. “Sorry, I should probably know this …”

“No, don’t worry. Yes, my father is on the Council, he’s the basalta representative. There is one representative for each of the four breeds of dragons.”

“Does that mean you’re next in line for the throne?” Saphira joked.

“Um … kind of? Not that I want to be.”

Saphira’s eyes widened. “There’s an actual throne? I was kidding!”

Genevieve was sitting on Saphira’s other side and piped in, “It isn’t a literal throne, but the seat on the Council basically is.” She sounded disdainful. “It’s all very archaic.”

“Goodness. What happened to democracy?” Saphira asked.

“It is technically a democracy,” Genevieve replied, “but pretty much stays within the same family. A good old rigged system.”

“Well it won’t stay with the Sterlings after Dad, since I don’t want to get involved in all that,” Aiden said. Politics were too much. He was not cut out for it. He was content to stay in his garden, away from all that. He liked hiding out in his own private world.

He looked over at Saphira, wondering if she would hide out with him.

“What about you?” Saphira asked Ginny, curious.

“Unfortunately, it’s as misogynistic as it is archaic,” she replied, rolling her eyes.

They continued eating, and by the time the dessert course arrived, he was tired, aching to go home. Since Aiden and Danny were a year apart, and Danny had always been the talkative one, Aiden had never got into the habit of mingling so much. There had been more than enough socializing for today. Especially since he had spent so much time at the cafe earlier. He was content not to see anyone else for the next week (except Saphira, obviously).

Aiden was glad, at least, that his family had been welcoming toward Saphira, including her in their conversations and asking her questions about her work. There used to be a time when he was a teenager and in his early twenties that when he brought home whoever he was dating (on those rare occasions), his parents would be after him, asking a dozen questions such as, What is her family like? Where is she from? Does she ride? What breed is her dragon?

Fortunately, it had been so long since he had dated anyone that his parents were probably just glad that he had brought someone home to meet them.

Not that they were dating! So of course, it was not the same thing. His and Saphira’s was a strictly professional relationship.

Aiden was pulled from his thoughts as he felt heads turn in his direction. Too late, he realized he’d been asked a question by one of his aunts. He blinked.

“Your aunt was asking how Sparky is,” Saphira whispered, helping him out.

“Sparky is doing well,” Aiden said, as everyone seemed to be listening for his response.

“I’m sure much of the credit for that can be given to Saphira,” Emmeline teased.

“He never was adept with dragons,” one of Aiden’s cousins told Saphira.

“No, Aiden is really—” Saphira started, but her voice was quickly lost under those of his various family members as they joined in, laughing.

“Took him ages to learn how to ride!”

“And even then, he was hopeless at it, do you remember?”

“No wonder Aiden needs a trainer for his baby dragon.”

“It’s a good thing you’re helping him out, Saphira, or who knows how Sparky would end up.”

They were all true statements, but Aiden bristled all the same, feeling ashamed.

Saphira frowned. “He really is wonderful with Sparky,” she said, but no one seemed to pay her any mind.

It was all idle talk, and soon the conversation moved on, but Aiden’s mind dwelt on what they’d been saying. He felt inadequate.

“Hey,” Saphira said, voice quiet, just for him. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I just …” He trailed off. It was difficult to voice what he was feeling, to allow himself to be vulnerable. “I feel like a failure. No one else has had trouble with their baby dragons.”

“You are not a failure,” Saphira said and, just by her saying it, somehow, he believed it. “You’re doing so well!” Under the table, he reached for her hand as she was reaching for his. He held on. “We’re doing this together.”

She squeezed his hand, and the weight lifted off his chest. He felt he would float away, but the point of contact between them was anchoring him to the ground, exactly where he wanted to be: sitting beside her.

Her face was illuminated by candlelight. Her lipstick had worn off but left behind a pink stain, the same shade as her cheeks, which were rosy from laughing. Suddenly, he felt a tightness in his chest he couldn’t explain.

But as he held onto her hand, all he knew was that he wanted to hold onto her, never let her go.




Chapter 12

Dinner at the Sterlings was an entire event. At first, Saphira had felt a little out of place at the table, not knowing exactly how to act, what the correct etiquette was for the occasion, but then she would just look over at Aiden, and it was so easy to feel like she belonged. He was steady, solid beside her.

Saphira was a bit overwhelmed by his family, but still, they were all incredibly lovely. Genevieve was adorable, and Saphira already loved Emmeline. Aiden’s grandad was such fun, Ollie was hilarious, Aiden’s parents were so kind, and everyone else seemed great, too.

While Saphira could tell Aiden adored his family, she could also see that he was clearly ready to go home. So after dinner, when everyone else was settling in for more talking over green tea, she asked Aiden if he wouldn’t mind dropping her home now, since she had an early morning at the cafe.

“Of course.” He sighed with relief. She smiled, and he must have suspected she had made the request for his benefit, for his eyes crinkled. “Thank you, Saphira.”

A shiver ran down her spine. There was something so intimate about him saying her name, as if he savored the taste of it in his mouth. She wondered what else he might savor the taste of if given the chance …

Surely thoughts she should not be having whilst surrounded by his family! Saphira internally scolded herself.

They said their goodbyes, and he wrapped her shawl around her, his hands lingering on her shoulders. She felt the calluses on his hands through the fabric and longed to feel his hands on her bare skin.

Everyone had been acting as if she and Aiden were on a date, and even though she knew they weren’t, still she ached for what the ending of a date might entail.

They exited the grand house into the quiet night, and Aiden released a long breath. As she looked at his moonlit face, the shadows his jaw cast along his throat, she didn’t want to go home just yet. She wanted the night to last a little longer.

“I’ll ring for the caretakers to bring Sparky,” Aiden said.

“Actually, can you show me around the grounds?” Saphira asked. “I want to see the dragons.”

“Of course,” he said, offering her his elbow.

She took his arm, and he led the way, ushering her across the estate. Saphira was amazed by the mansion from the outside, how grand it was. The grounds were beautiful, meticulously groomed and crafted along the hill, but what she was really keen to see were the dragons.

When they reached the stables, her mouth fell open with wonder. Firstly, the stables were massive, double the size of what she’d expected. Secondly, she had never seen this many dragons in one place in her life. Some were resting within the stables, while others were playing in the field, and a few flew up above.

They were all basalta breeds, scales glimmering midnight black, eyes a gorgeous purple. And they were stunning.

The basalta breed was the most prestigious breed of dragon, even she knew that. Which meant that the Sterlings were amongst the most powerful and wealthy Drakkon families—if not the most powerful Drakkon family, for Aiden’s father was on the Dragon Council.

Suddenly, she felt way out of her depth, insecurity spreading through her. This was a whole different world than the one she was used to, and Aiden had been born and raised within it.

It was not even simply about the wealth the family enjoyed, it was this generational privilege and power and the dragons—things she couldn’t quantify, things she would never understand nor be a part of, no matter what she did.

Saphira looked at the stable hands, the caretakers tending to the dragons. Even though they worked with the dragons, they were the help. She was basically the help, as well, in her cafe.

Those baby dragons would never be hers. She was not on the same level as these Drakkon families, as Aiden, and she never could be.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the sight of a caretaker bringing forward a sleeping Sparky in his arms. She was glad to see him and thankful to the caretaker for bringing him back to her and Aiden.

“Shall we head home?” Aiden asked, offering her his hand.

Saphira recalled how, under the table, when she had reached for him, he had been reaching for her, as well. How he had held onto her and it had felt as though she was anchored. All the noise around her had dimmed, and it was just them.

Saphira took his hand and smiled. “Let’s.”

They went to Aiden’s car, where the caretaker deposited Sparky into the backseat. Aiden drove her home, meandering slowly through the hills. She looked out the window, basking in how lovely it all was, despite how overwhelming.

Everyone had been so kind. When she had first entered and seen how fancy his house was, she was scared they would disapprove of her—but the fear had been easily dispelled in the first few moments.

Slotting into his family had been so easy, so seamless. There were too many people at the table to keep track of, but she loved seeing Aiden with his family. Even if he was a little out of his depth, he was still comfortable around them.

He seemed to be equally comfortable with her now. Saphira was paying close attention to the little changes in his behavior, when he was more anxious, when he was more relaxed. She had watched him throughout the night, noticing when he looked overstimulated, when he looked calmer.

She enjoyed watching him. Even now as he drove, her eyes kept stealing over to him. He had chucked his jacket off, and his sleeves were rolled up, revealing the strong lines of his forearms.

One hand was on the wheel while the other rested lightly on the stick shift; he had long, elegant fingers, like a pianist, or a surgeon. The signet ring on his left hand glinted in the moonlight, the same light which illuminated his face in shifting glimmers as they drove by trees.

More and more, Saphira was understanding that Aiden wasn’t a grump or a bore, he was just shy and nervous. A recluse. He didn’t like being around too many people—but he did like her.

Or at least, she thought he did. But maybe that was her being optimistic.

They arrived at her place, and he parked in front.

“I’ll walk you to the door,” Aiden said, unbuckling his belt.

“Thank you.”

They stepped out, Sparky still asleep in the back, and Aiden locked the car, even though there was no danger at the moment. Main Street was empty, all the shops closed, everyone home for the night. The scene looked to her like a postcard, or an image from a snow globe.

They walked to the side door, stopping in front.

“Thanks for letting me tag along,” Saphira said, turning to Aiden. In her heels, she didn’t have to look up so much, and she enjoyed being this close to his face, being able to peer into his dark eyes.

“Thanks for coming,” he replied. “I’m sure you probably have a headache.”

“No, I loved it!” Tears pricked her eyes. “It was so nice. I don’t have anything like that now, so it was … It was really nice.”

“Hey,” Aiden said, frowning. “You’ve got Sparky and …” He hesitated, and her heart stopped. “And me,” he said. “We’re doing this together, right?”

Her heart glowed. She smiled, stepping forward to kiss his cheek. “Thank you,” she whispered. Desire hummed through her at the point of contact, and she pulled away before she got carried away.

But Aiden lingered, not yet leaving.

“Do you want to come in?” she asked, not wanting him to go, either. “Maybe have some tea?” His eyes crinkled, as if she’d stolen the thought from his head.

“Yes,” he replied. “Let me just get Sparky.”

He went to retrieve the sleeping baby dragon, and Saphira let them into the quiet cafe, turning on a small section of lights by the lounge chairs and fireplace. It felt right, just the three of them, even with Sparky asleep. Like they were a little family.

But that was a dangerous thought, one she could not entertain.

On the topic of family, Saphira wondered what it would be like to grow up with a family like the Sterlings.

“You’re right, I do kind of have a headache,” Saphira said with a smile, setting about preparing some green tea for them. “I don’t mind, though.”

After the tea was ready and Sparky was in a little bed, she and Aiden sat on the lounge chairs. Since the cafe was empty, and it had rained that day, it was a little chilly, so Aiden quickly lit the fire. She watched the muscles in his shoulders move as he set the logs down, the nimble fingers of his hands as he struck a match. The low glow of flickering flames warmed the space between them.

“My family is a lot, but it was perfect for someone like Danny, who was always goofing off or playing around,” Aiden said, sitting down on the lounge chair. She handed him his tea. “He had this whole host of cousins to play with, and aunts and uncles to perform for. He was always surrounded by a crowd; he hated being alone.” Aiden laughed lightly. “Whereas I was the opposite. I was always hiding away, trying to find moments of peace and quiet.”

“That is so different from my upbringing,” Saphira told him, teacup warming her palms. “I only ever had Nani-Ma; it was always just the two of us.” She thought about it for a second. “I was an accident, I think,” Saphira said quietly. “I don’t think I was supposed to be born.”

Aiden looked affronted by that. He was silent for a moment, his eyebrows wrinkled as he thought. “You’re no accident, Saphira,” he said, voice low. “You’re a dream come true.”

Her cheeks felt warm at that. She smiled at him, hoping he knew just how much she appreciated the words. They continued talking, until Saphira finished her tea. She set the cup down, feeling so relaxed, even though the day had been long.

She yawned, and Aiden put his cup down as well, standing. “You should get some rest,” he said, picking Sparky up with one arm.

“That’s probably a good idea,” she said, even though she loved being around him. Saphira walked Aiden to the door, where he paused.

“You can come to family dinner whenever you want,” he said, being a little awkward about it. “I’m not sure if you’d want to, but if you ever did, it’s an open invitation.”

“I’d love that,” she said, smiling wide. “Thanks again.”

“Goodnight, Saphira,” he said, leaning forward to kiss her cheek. His lips brushed against her skin, sending a tingle down her spine.

She felt the scrape of his stubble against her face and lingered there for a moment, cherishing the contact. Saphira closed her eyes, listening to the sound of his shuddering breath. Her heart was hammering against her chest, blood roaring in her ears.

Her knees went weak, and she swayed. His free hand came onto her waist, steadying her. Tension reverberated through her. 
Saphira’s dress was a thin silk, and she felt the imprint of his fingers against the curve of her waist. Her body pulsed.

She stepped closer—but Sparky was between them, in Aiden’s other arm. The baby dragon hissed, eyes opening into slits. He was irritated to be woken, glaring at the both of them.

The moment broke.

Saphira smiled, stepping back. “Goodnight,” she whispered.

He swallowed, his eyes dark.

“Goodnight,” he replied, voice rough.




Chapter 13

Aiden and Saphira continued working together, training in the evenings, and fixing up the garden during the day. Whenever Saphira had a spare moment, she popped over to help Aiden with whatever task he gave her, but for the past week, she hadn’t even had those moments to spare.

The cafe was incredibly busy. Every day had been packed—which was excellent for business—but it wasn’t the best for her physical state. She was exhausted, even more so now that Lavinia had started her internship with the vet.

Saphira had hired another part-timer to take over the days Lavinia wouldn’t be in. He was a graduate student who was a bit slow to learn the ropes.

Because he didn’t do as much as Lavinia did, Saphira had to pick up his slack, on top of her own work.

Which was why, a few days later, by the end of the work day, she was moving sluggishly enough that Lavinia looked concerned.

“Are you okay?” Lavinia asked. “Sit down and have some water.”

“I’m fine—just a bit tired,” Saphira said, though she didn’t protest the water. She was always forgetting to stay hydrated, and taking a long sip definitely helped. She stood up again, smiling at Lavinia, who was picking up dirty dishes with more energy than Saphira could muster.

“I’m glad to see you have a pep in your step,” Saphira said. Lavinia smiled.

“The Animal Hospital is so fun!” Lavinia said. “It’s rewarding—and not as tiring as working here, so yes, I do have a bit more energy.”

Guilt needled through her. “Ugh, I’m sorry, I know I work you way too hard.”

Lavinia waved a hand. “Don’t. Anyway, you work yourself even harder. Is that new guy finally getting the hang of things? What’s his name? Carl?”

“Calahan. And, kind of? Of course, he isn’t as good as you.”

Saphira and Lavinia were perfectly synced up from working together all those years, so nobody else could compare.

“Have you thought about hiring more help?” Lavinia asked, following Saphira into the kitchen to prepare an order. Saphira made a cold turkey sandwich, placing it neatly on a plate before sighing.

“I haven’t had time to think of anything,” Saphira replied. “This is for table two.”

She sent Lavinia off with the order, catching her breath alone in the kitchen for a moment.

Saphira had no days off, and she was doing multiple jobs at once: she was a barista and waitress and line cook and prep cook and dishwasher … Not to even mention being a business owner and manager and accountant. There was so much paperwork!

The cafe was pulling in a decent profit, and Aiden’s weekly payments were definitely useful, but she needed a more long-term solution than to constantly be putting out fires. Paying off the mortgage would be a big help, but she hadn’t thought further about how to make that idea into a reality. Managerially, she needed to come up with a better plan.

Her head throbbed, and Saphira rubbed her temples.

“Hey, you okay?” Lavinia asked, entering the kitchen again. Saphira gave her a bright smile.

“Yup.”

Lavinia frowned. “Maybe you should hire more staff.”

“I just hired Calahan.”

“Beyond a replacement for me,” Lavinia gave her a pointed look.

Saphira sighed. In an ideal world, she could simply be the cafe’s manager, overseeing things, while the little everyday 
tasks were delegated to others, but Saphira was hesitant to take that leap until things were doing better at the cafe and she was sure she could hold onto such staff.

“More staff could also keep an eye out for the baby dragons,” Lavinia said. “That way there wouldn’t be so many little disasters to deal with.”

“Hm, I know you’re right,” Saphira said, following Lavinia out of the kitchen. It was almost time for closing, so there were only a few people left in the cafe now. “I have to sit down at some point and do that math.” A prospect she was dreading.

“You really do,” Lavinia agreed. “I would offer to help but you know math and I aren’t the best of friends.”

Saphira smiled. Her gaze strayed to the front door, which had just opened as a lanky boy walked in. “Speaking of best friends …” She nodded at the door, and Lavinia’s face lit up.

“Ladies,” Theo said, striding up to the counter.

“Hey, Theo,” Saphira said, barely getting a response before Lavinia whisked Theo away, the two of them instantly absorbed in their own conversation.

They had just seen each other this morning when Theo had dropped off a delivery of falooda cake truffles (which she was skeptical about, but actually tasted really good), but they were always like this when they saw each other, as if they could never get enough.

Saphira watched the pair of them: Theo took Lavinia’s drink from her hand, taking a sip. As he did, a bloom of lipstick stained his mouth, and Lavinia laughed, leaning across the counter to wipe it away. It was a simple gesture, but Saphira could have sworn she noticed something change in Lavinia’s face as she touched Theo’s mouth, her thumb lingering at the point of contact.

But the moment passed in a millisecond, so quickly that Saphira could have imagined it, and the pair were back to talking over one another. They were on an entirely different wavelength, and Saphira was so delighted for them, even as her chest ached.

It made her feel lonely, sometimes, how solidly they were each other’s person. It underscored how she did not have that.

Then, the front door chimed, drawing her attention, and her heart rate picked up. Aiden lifted a hand, waving, giving her an easy smile, and even now, it felt like a personal victory. She loved his smile, how it morphed his entire face, the harsh features softening.

Her spirits immediately lifted upon seeing him. He had this effect on her whenever she saw him. No matter how long the day had been, or how tiring, she always got a little burst of energy every time he waved at her through the front door.

Aiden usually headed straight to the back with Sparky when he arrived, and then she would meet him out there once she finished up inside, but today he came inside to the counter. Saphira felt Theo and Lavinia watching and promptly ignored them, even as her skin prickled.

“Hi.” She leaned over the counter to wave at Sparky, who was by Aiden’s legs.

“Hey,” Aiden replied, eyes warm. “So I was thinking we could do something a bit different today.”

“Oh?” She was intrigued.

“Yeah.” He looked excited. Behind him, outside the cafe, Saphira saw he had parked his car out front.

“Where are we going?” she asked. Usually, everything in town was within walking distance and did not require a car.

“Surprise,” he replied. Excitement fizzed through her.

“Okie, just give me, like, half an hour to finish up here,” she said. The cafe was closing in a few minutes, but she would 
need to close up.

“I can help,” Aiden offered, just as Sparky trotted away, heading for the front door, wanting to go out.

“It’s okay,” Saphira said with a laugh. “You can wait outside with Spark before he has a tantrum.”

That was something the baby dragon did not do as often these days, but that he still engaged in when the moment called for it. The little draggo was doing very well during his training sessions, not having many temper flares and staying generally well-behaved. Saphira was proud of how well he was progressing, and proud too of how Aiden was progressing with him.

“Alright, I’ll see you soon,” Aiden said. Saphira waved, and he chased after Sparky, letting him out.

As they played out front, Saphira watched, a gooey feeling in her chest. Aiden was smiling, sunlight warming his skin as he held up a stick, making Sparky jump higher and higher. Sparky was enjoying himself—the baby dragon liked Aiden a lot more now, and was much more comfortable with him than he had been before. Aiden and Sparky were properly bonding.

At first, Saphira had been worried that she would feel jealous when this started happening, but she wasn’t, not one bit. She was simply happy that they were getting close.

Probably because she loved him, and wanted him to be happy.

“Go on,” Lavinia said, nudging Saphira from behind.

“What?” Saphira asked, seeing that Lavinia had come over. “Theo and I can close up.”

“No, it’s okay, I’ll stay for closing,” Saphira said, shaking her head. Theo was finishing up his iced chai latte at the bar, but he nodded in agreement with what his best friend said.

“Seriously, go,” Lavinia said. “Like you mentioned earlier, I’ve got a pep in my step.” She winked.

“Are you sure?” Saphira felt bad. “I thought you guys were going to the town movie night.”

Theo waved a hand, getting up. “We’ve got some time. Besides, you look like you could use a break.”

Saphira wanted to protest further on principle, but she really was eager to accept the offer, so she did. “Thanks, angels. I appreciate it.” Saphira gave Lavinia a hug and blew Theo a kiss. “Drinks on the house!”

“I thought our drinks were already on the house?” Theo whispered. Lavinia laughed, hitting his arm.

Saphira grabbed her purse and headed out. The weather was beautiful today, the sky in soft stripes of blue and white.

“Done already?” Aiden asked, as Sparky bounced over to Saphira. She laughed, picking Sparky up and giving him a hug.

“Yup. So what’s the big surprise?”

“You’ll see.” He was pleased with himself, which made Saphira only more excited. It didn’t even matter what the surprise ended up being; she was happy to see him happy.

As they drove, heading up to the hills, they listened to music, chatting about random things, time slipping away. It was strange to think that just a few months ago, Saphira hadn’t even known Aiden, and yet he was such a prominent part of her life now, as if he had always been there.

Aiden parked in a seemingly random place on the edge of a forest and stopped the car.

“Where are we?” Saphira asked. She didn’t recognize the place. He gave her a small smile.

“Come on.”

Saphira exchanged a glance with Sparky, but they obliged, getting out of the car and following Aiden. They passed through a short section of trees before arriving in a clear field. There seemed to be pieces of rotted wood set up at different distances, each marked with a slab of red paint.

Saphira gave Aiden a quizzical glance.

“Sparky can practice his dragon fire here,” Aiden said, looking excited. “See, I set up different markers for him to aim at.”

“Oh!” Now it made sense. Pleasure swept through her at the initiative he had taken, and he looked happy at her delight. “That’s wonderful.”

“I know about this place because the sunset around here is beautiful,” Aiden explained. From beyond the field, she could see the rolling green land of the hills. “Grandad and I go for hikes up here.”

“Lovely! Though that old man should not be hiking.”

“Well, more like nature walks.” Aiden laughed. “Nothing too intense, don’t worry.”

Sparky was intrigued by the field and the setup, looking curiously at the red-painted marks. Saphira crouched down to get eye level with the baby dragon, giving him her best encouraging smile, even though she was a bit nervous herself, now.

Saphira didn’t exactly have good experiences with baby dragons and their fire, as a melted espresso machine would attest to. But she was confident that Sparky could be trained, that her baby dragon would not cause such a mishap.

“Okay, Sparky-Pie, it’s time to work on your flame,” she said.

He looked at her with big purple eyes, watching as Saphira opened her mouth wide, taking in a big breath. She closed her mouth, holding the air in her cheeks, then slowly blew the air out onto his face, hoping he’d understand she meant he was to make dragon fire.

Sparky blinked at her, and she repeated the gesture until it sunk in. He nodded, then took a breath.

Sparky puffed out a little flame ball. Saphira clapped. “Good job!”

“Okay, now, Sparky, look,” Aiden said, setting up a piece of wood about six inches away from the baby dragon. “Aim at this.”

Sparky turned to Saphira, and she pointed at the wood, blowing out air.

Sparky settled into position, a determined expression on his little face. He inhaled, then aimed a flame ball right at the wood. It hit the mark, the piece lighting into flames.

Saphira jumped up, hooting, and Aiden clapped. “Yes! Good job!” Saphira cheered.

Sparky grinned; he adored being praised. Saphira opened her arms for him, and he ran into her lap, where she kissed his face. Aiden petted Sparky’s scales, and Sparky closed his eyes, content.

“Alright, now let’s keep going,” Aiden said.

They continued with a similar practice all throughout the green field, each time aiming for a mark a little farther away. This way, Sparky could slowly build up his fire.

The baby dragon did well, taking a few tries in the beginning, then hitting each mark with perfect accuracy by the end. They all worked together, Saphira staying by Sparky’s side, urging him on, while Aiden stood by the marks, encouraging the little draggo. After Sparky hit the mark, Aiden would snuff the fire out.

Sparky seemed surprised by his capabilities and satisfied by his own strength, which gave him more energy. He would run to the next mark before the initial one was put out, aiming without Saphira’s encouragement.

Which was good, by the end, for Saphira was getting extremely tired. She felt lightheaded, her vision swimming. The heat was perhaps getting to her; the sky was cloudless now, perfectly sunny. She just needed a moment to rest, that was all.

“Aiden, why don’t you come stand with Sparky so you can practice commanding him, too,” Saphira suggested, trying to keep her voice normal. She didn’t want Aiden to notice she wasn’t feeling well or he would want to stop, and Sparky was progressing so beautifully. She didn’t want to ruin the dragon’s momentum or dampen his energy.

Aiden came over to Sparky. “Okay, Spark, aim there.”

Sparky looked back at Saphira. She nodded at the baby dragon, and he turned back to Aiden.

“Right there,” Aiden instructed, but he wasn’t being confident. Sparky took an inhale, as if to blow flames, then released it without fire, rolling onto his back in the grass. “Tch, Sparky,” Aiden scolded.

When he saw Aiden was vexed by his disobedience, Sparky trotted around, purposefully not listening now. Saphira had the sense Sparky was being a brat on purpose to annoy Aiden, which was admittedly funny. Saphira bit back a laugh, and Sparky saw; he shot little flame balls up into the air, nowhere near the target.

Aiden scowled, and Saphira knew she needed to be serious and teach the baby dragon, not be his accomplice.

“Aiden, be firm,” she said. “He’ll listen to you.”

“Sparky, get back here now,” Aiden said, voice stern. Sparky glanced at Saphira, who frowned at him to let him know disobeying Aiden was no longer amusing, and Sparky acquiesced, coming back to Aiden’s side.

“Good. Now aim.”

Sparky listened, aiming for the target. His fire struck the piece of wood square in the center, the wood bursting into flames.

“Yay! Good job!” Saphira cheered.

“Well done,” Aiden said, petting Sparky’s head.

Aiden and Sparky continued the target practice while Saphira’s condition worsened. She stopped paying attention as her head felt heavy and her stomach hurt. Feeling like she needed to lie down in a tiny ball, she remembered she hadn’t eaten anything all day—she hadn’t had the time.

Saphira squeezed her eyes shut, trying to get her head to stop spinning. They would be done here, soon, and then she would eat. She didn’t want to ruin Aiden and Sparky’s time together; they were really doing so well.

Until she opened her eyes and saw that Sparky was getting carried away, enthusiasm turning to hyperactivity. Aiden went to put down more wood as Sparky sent bursts of flames up in the air, his purple eyes lighting up from the fire.

“Sparky,” Saphira tried to warn, but her voice was too weak. Sparky wasn’t paying attention; he continued playing with his fire, amused by the bright light, not looking where it was going.

The baby dragon did not notice that his next fire burst was heading straight for Aiden’s back.

“Aiden!” Saphira called, breaking into a run. “Look out!”

She pushed him out of the way. Burning pain overcame her, and then everything went dark.




Chapter 14

Aiden was just setting another mark down when suddenly he heard Saphira’s voice. The next thing he knew, he was pushed over. He stumbled, then turned to see flames, and Saphira falling.

“Saphira!” Her name ripped out of him, a panicked cry. He fell to his knees by her side, gently turning her over so she was lying flat. Her arm was burned, red and blistering.

Aiden’s stomach gave out. Dark spots clouded his vision as pain cleaved through his chest. Sparky bounced over, eyes wide.

“What did you do?” Aiden cried. Sparky tried to approach her, but Aiden held up a hand. “No. Stay away.”

With a growl, Sparky stalked off into the field, tearing into a piece of wood with his paws. Aiden didn’t have time to worry about the baby dragon’s tantrum. He rushed to his car, rummaging around for the first-aid kit he kept there. Inside, he found a salve for dragon burns.

Aiden ran back to the field, carefully lifting Saphira onto his lap to apply the salve onto her arm. Aiden applied the medicine generously, and the red skin already looked a bit better—but why was she unconscious?

He touched two fingers to the pulse in her throat. It felt so faint.

Panic poured over him. He shook her shoulders, trying to rouse her, but she didn’t make any movement.

Emotion overwhelmed him, and his eyes pricked with tears. Aiden began crying, cupping Saphira’s face, her body leaning against him.

“Please open your eyes,” he whispered. He didn’t know what was wrong, what had happened; all he knew was that he couldn’t lose her. What would be the point of anything if he lost her?

Then Sparky was there, knocking his head into Aiden’s arm. Aiden looked over to where the baby dragon looked to be concerned. Sparky licked Aiden’s hand, consoling him.

“I’m sorry for snapping,” Aiden whispered. “I got so scared. I know I said I was going to be better, and I’m trying, I promise.”

Sparky nuzzled against Aiden’s side, letting him know all was forgiven. Then he climbed onto Saphira’s lap, rubbing his nose against her face. After a moment, Saphira groaned.

Aiden’s heart started again. Slowly, Saphira opened her eyes.

“What happened?” she asked, trying to sit up. Aiden helped her, holding onto her hand.

“Are you alright?” he asked. “You got struck by dragon fire and fainted.”

“Oh god.” Her eyes widened as she remembered. “I’ve been so tired, and I think I forgot to eat today … and last night …”

“Saphira, you can’t do that,” Aiden scolded, upset. “You have to take care of yourself.”

He was still reeling from seeing her unconscious. He felt as if he was going to be sick himself.

“I know, you’re right.” Saphira looked down at the burn, cringing. Sparky noticed it then, and the baby dragon hissed. Before either of them knew what was happening, Sparky wiped at her arm with his paws, rubbing off the salve.

“Ow!” Saphira cried, as Sparky’s paws scratched against her burned skin.

“Sparky!” Aiden snapped. “Stop!”

He went to pick Sparky up and away, but Saphira said, “Wait a second.”

Having removed the salve, Sparky began licking the burn, and Saphira released a long sigh of relief.

“It’s helping,” she said, looking up at Aiden. “You know dragon saliva heals dragon burns.”

Particularly the saliva of a dragon and its own rider. Aiden vaguely recalled learning this at some point, but he had completely forgotten it in the intensity of the moment.

No wonder Sparky had thrown a tantrum when Aiden told the baby dragon to go away.

As if reading Aiden’s thoughts, Sparky turned around and gave Aiden a seething glance. Aiden returned with a sheepish look.

Saphira sat up fully, still holding onto Aiden’s hand. “Sorry for fainting,” she said.

“Don’t apologize,” he scolded, feeling agitated. Not at her, but the situation. “Now you need rest. That’s enough training for today. I’m taking you home.”

She nodded, and he helped her stand. But then a thought struck her, and she said, “But you wanted to watch the sunset!”

He frowned.

“I’m not worried about the sunset,” he gritted out. “I’m worried about you.”

“Oh.” Her mouth softened, and then she did not protest.

Aiden led her to his car, where he helped her sit, Sparky in the back. He drove her home, his grip on the steering wheel tight. Once they arrived, he parked and helped her inside, Sparky trotting behind them.

“Really, I’m fine,” Saphira insisted, unlocking her front door. “You can go, I’m sure you have things to do.”

Aiden put a finger to his mouth to shush her. She was not fine, and he wasn’t leaving until she was the picture of health once more. Saphira pressed her lips together, biting back a smile.

Upstairs, she let him into her apartment. It was small and cozy, so much like her. He was hit with the scent of roses and took a deep inhale, the dreamlike sensation of being enveloped in her arms overcoming him.

Hand at her elbow, Aiden helped Saphira sit down on the couch, which was a vibrant green color, decorated with floral pillows. Aiden placed one of the pillows behind Saphira’s head, gesturing for her to lie back. He pulled up her legs and slid her shoes off, his hands lingering on the point of contact, the soft and delicate skin of her ankles. 

Aiden grabbed a throw blanket and spread it over her body, tucking her in. Saphira settled in, a small smile on her face.

“A girl could get used to this,” she said, pleased.

It was his opinion that she should get used to this treatment. It was very little compared to what he would do for her if she was his.

But that was a dangerous thought. He pushed it away, feeling better now that she was comfortable. He had been restless before but was glad to see her relaxing.

Until he recalled she had said she hadn’t eaten anything. Aiden didn’t trust her to feed herself, so he went to the kitchen on the other side of the room.

“I’ll make you something,” he said. “Just sit still for a few minutes.”

She opened her mouth to protest, but he gave her a stern look and she pressed her lips together. “Okie.”

He gave her a glass of water, then went back to the kitchen to take an inventory, looking around to see what he could make. He spotted a few ingredients, a recipe coming together in his head, but his thinking face must have made him appear lost, for Saphira started to get up.

“No, no, stay,” Aiden said, holding up a hand. He looked at Sparky, who was lying down on the kitchen tiles. “Spark, go make sure Saphira doesn’t get up,” Aiden ordered. Sparky perked up, then marched over to Saphira, jumping onto her lap.

“Oof,” Saphira said, as Sparky got comfortable. There was no getting up now.

In the kitchen, Aiden started boiling a half-bag of pasta.

“The cheese is in the drawer!” Saphira said.

He chuckled. “Hint taken.”

She gave him a guilty smile, cheeks pink.

“Where are your vegetables?” he asked, searching the fridge. There was a half-moldy cucumber that he promptly threw out.

“I have potatoes in the cupboard,” she said.

“I mean real vegetables. You know, ones with nutritional value.”

“Um …” She laughed. “Well, I don’t really need vegetables.”

“Riiiiight.”

Luckily, he found a frozen pack of peas and carrots in the back of her freezer, which he pureed into the sauce to trick her.

Ordinarily, he didn’t enjoy new places, but he liked her apartment—probably just because he liked her.

A fact that he needed to grapple with now, one he could no longer ignore. Especially after seeing her hurt made him feel like he’d been punched in the gut. The memory of her fallen body was a painful one, underscoring just how much he cared.

He pushed that agonizing image away and focused instead on right now. His gaze strayed to her on the couch, where she was petting Sparky, talking to him in her baby-voice. Aiden’s chest ached with fondness.

He had never been good at relationships, which was why he’d been single for longer than he’d care to admit. And which was also why he needed to tread slowly and carefully. The last thing in the world he wanted was for her to get hurt—not to mention the fact that he had to be extra careful with Sparky involved.

Sparky adored Saphira, so Aiden needed to ensure his behavior didn’t jeopardize the baby dragon’s relationship with her.

It was probably wise to just stay away entirely—but then he saw her smile, and he knew that would be impossible.




Chapter 15

Saphira lay on the couch tucked comfortably into a blanket with Sparky on her lap, watching Aiden cooking in her kitchen. Outside, it had begun raining, and she could hear it outside the windows, the soft pitter-patter mingling with the sound of Aiden’s chopping and stirring.

Initially, it had been strange to take it easy while he was in there, working alone. Saphira was so used to doing everything herself, but there was a real pleasure in letting him take care of her, in allowing herself to lean on him. In letting herself finally relax.

And now she didn’t want to get up. Saphira felt glued to her couch, especially with the weight of Sparky on her lap. The baby dragon seemed equally cozy, with no apparent plan to move. He cuddled against her as she absent-mindedly stroked his head, petting his black scales.

The burn on her arm had been painful at first, but it was practically healed now. Dragon saliva really worked, and the rate it had healed her was especially wonderful because it meant that she and Sparky were properly bonded. Otherwise, his tending to her wound would not have worked so well.

The bond between a dragon and its rider helped to foster healing, and while she wasn’t his rider, she was still close to him. Saphira adored Sparky, her little baby, even though he’d gotten bigger now, heavier on her lap than he had been when she first started training him.

Saphira’s gaze strayed to Aiden in the kitchen. His sleeves were rolled up and he was chopping an onion, the muscles in his forearms flexing as he did. Her heart felt all gooey, and there was an ache in her chest.

She liked him, she really did. There was no denying it. Lavinia had been right all those weeks ago—Saphira had a crush.

But she had to be sensible. She couldn’t be reckless, pursuing something that might not work out. If he didn’t feel the same, things would be awkward between them, and she couldn’t jeopardize their arrangement.

For one thing, she still needed the money Aiden was paying her to train Sparky, and for another, more important thing, she did not want to lose Sparky.

She didn’t want to lose Aiden, either, but that was an entirely different matter. She needed to be wise, but what girl had ever been smart about a gorgeous man?

Especially one who cooked!

Aiden brought two plates over to her on the couch, sitting down beside her legs. Sparky sat between them as they ate, and the food was yummy. It was a pasta dish with considerably less cheese than she would usually add, but it was good.

“Aiden, thank you,” she said.

“It was no problem,” he replied. “I could have made something more elaborate, but this was quick, and you don’t exactly have an extensive kitchen.”

She laughed. “I don’t cook that much. I have breakfast and lunch at the cafe, and by the time dinner rolls around, the last thing I want to do is make myself something to eat, so I usually eat random stuff. Sometimes I’ll boil a handful of pasta and throw some cold cheese over it and call it a night.”

His eyes widened, his face appalled. “That is not healthy. At least eat a salad. You know you can get those salad packs. You don’t even have to do anything! Just open it and eat it. It’ll cover your veggie intake.”

She made a face. “I eat potatoes, that counts!”

“It absolutely does not.”

“I take this as meaning you like cooking,” she said.

“I do,” he replied. “It’s satisfying, assembling the ingredients and putting a dish together. With gardening, there’s so much more planning and patience waiting for the result, but with cooking, you get this immediate outcome. And it’s delicious.”

“I do love good food. I think I never got into cooking because Nani-Ma was always the one who made food, and she made the very best dishes.” Saphira smiled fondly at the memories, suddenly remembering something. “Actually, every spring she would make this mutton curry dish with flower buds. I don’t remember what it’s called, but it was my favorite thing ever. I haven’t had it since she passed.”

He made a thoughtful sound, and they continued eating, talking about random things. She felt a lot better, more energized.

When she finished eating, he picked up their plates and took them to the kitchen. Now that he was more relaxed, he looked around, taking in the details of her home.

Saphira felt self-conscious of her apartment; it was a bit chaotic and had an older style because she had kept all of Nani-Ma’s decorations and put them up, even after selling their old home and moving into the apartment above the cafe. Nani-Ma had all these old-style Mughal art and accents, but Aiden was looking at everything with interest, quietly taking it in.

He walked around, stopping in front of a piece of framed artwork. He smiled.

“Did you make this?” he asked, looking back at her.

“Guilty.” She nudged Sparky off her lap then stood and joined him. Sparky trotted alongside her, stopping between her and Aiden as they both looked at the drawing. It was from when she was a kid. The drawing depicted her on a dragon; she had always loved dragons.

Nani-Ma had framed it, and Saphira put it up, not because it was a credit to her nonexistent artistic abilities, but because it made her feel as though Nani-Ma was still there, encouraging Saphira on, telling her that no dream was too big. In a world where dragons flew through the air, nothing was too far out of reach.

Tears pricked Saphira’s eyes, and she blinked them away.

“Did you make this as well?” Aiden asked, moving along a little. She moved with him, as if they were in an art gallery.

Next to the drawing of the dragon was another framed piece of art, though Saphira had made this one a decade after the initial piece.

“Yes,” Saphira said. This was a drawing of a storefront, with “The Baby Dragon Cafe” written in big block letters outside 
the building. It was a long way from what her actual cafe looked like now, but the idea of it, the name of it, that was still there. “I made it when I was a teenager,” she explained. “It was a few months after I started working at my first cafe, and it was the first time I got the idea of having a place of my own.”

Aiden turned his head to her, face awed. “Saphira, you made your dream come true,” he said. “I’m so proud of you, and I hope you’re proud of yourself, too.”

Saphira’s face felt warm. “I guess I’ve been so caught up with everything that I haven’t gotten the chance to feel proud yet.”

He turned his body to hers fully. “Well, take this moment then—this one right now—and feel proud for all that you’ve accomplished. Even if the cafe doesn’t go any further, even if it crashes and fails, you made it this far. You did that.”

She hadn’t thought of it that way. Saphira had been so busy trying to keep everything running, trying to keep everything successful, that she hadn’t even stopped to see just how far she’d come. Looking at the artwork now—drawn a decade ago—she realized he was right.

“Yeah, I did!”

She had done that. She had made her dream come true.

Even if it didn’t go any farther than this, she had made that drawing—that vision—a reality. Sometimes Saphira was moving so fast she forgot to take a second to breathe, and she was thankful to Aiden for giving her that reminder. She had needed it.

“I wish Nani-Ma was here to see it,” Saphira said, eyes welling with tears. “To see everything.”

Her gaze went to Aiden, then to Sparky. Nani-Ma would have loved them, Aiden especially. Saphira could picture them meeting so clearly in her head, and the image was a spear through her chest, for she knew it would never happen.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” he said.

“Thanks,” she replied, going to sit down again. He joined her, and she released a long breath. “It’s been more than a year but it still hurts.” She paused, looking at him. “I’m sure you understand that.”

He nodded. “Even though Danny and I were close, we didn’t actually see each other every day. Sometimes he’d be gone for work for a week at a time, so initially I was able to fool myself into thinking I’d be seeing him again soon, that he wasn’t really gone forever, just gone for now.”

“I had that too, in the beginning,” she told him, pulling a pillow onto her lap. “I would forget she wasn’t here, so sometimes things would happen and I would think to myself, oh Nani-Ma will love to hear about this, and I’d pick up the phone to call her, and then I’d remember that she was gone, that I couldn’t call her. And the loss would hit me all over again.”

“Then slowly, you start functioning around the grief, and you get used to it,” Aiden said, voice soft. He sighed. “I don’t know what’s worse: the grief, or getting used to it.”

“In the beginning, it hurt too much to even think about her, let alone talk about her, so I would try not to, and then I felt bad, as if I was forgetting her,” Saphira said, fiddling with the edge of the pillow. “But now the worst of the pain has gone, and I love to remember her, truly.”

“I feel the same,” he said. “Now that the worst of the grief is over, I’m always thinking of Danny, knowing he’d get a real good laugh out of something, or hearing his smart-ass response in my head.”

“I hear Nani-Ma’s voice in my head, too!” Saphira said, smiling. “Especially with the cafe, I feel connected to her, since it was because of her that I was even able to accomplish that dream. Nani-Ma made me promise to make the cafe a reality—it’s why I want it to succeed, so I can keep that connection to her. In a way, it feels like converting all the grief into love, and I can keep her legacy alive through the cafe.”

“That’s wonderful,” Aiden said. “I think I can understand that a little, and I think I understand why Danny left a dragon egg to me. As if he wanted to ensure I would still have a piece of him, even after he was gone.” He paused. “I want to do right by my brother, and I think that I can, now—I feel connected to Sparky, even more so now that we’re bonding, and it’s all thanks to you, Saphira.”

“Oh, I’m not doing much,” she said, sheepish.

“You really are,” he said. “I was so angry with my parents when they first hatched the egg because I didn’t want to deal with it, but I can see why they did it and how ungrateful I was being before. You helped me realize that. That even though my family can be a bit overbearing and intrusive, they have good intentions—they’re good people.”

“I like that,” she said. “Even if they feel burdensome at times, it is a blessing.”

His great, big family. Something she did not have, but something she had felt a part of, going to family dinner with him.

“Truly.” Aiden looked at the clock then and stood. “It’s getting late,” he said. “You should take the day off tomorrow to keep resting. We can’t have you burning out. And speaking of burns—how’s your arm?”

He reached for her hand, pulling it up to see the affected area. Most of the burn was healed now.

“All good,” she told him, standing as well. “Hardly even hurts.”

“Good,” he said. “But still, you should rest tomorrow.”

“I can’t take time off,” she replied. “I would be too stressed out to relax.”

He frowned. “You should hire more help.”

“I know.” She sighed, walking with him to the door. “I did hire one person to cover for Lavinia, but maybe I’ll reach out to the other people I interviewed as well to hire another.”

She would have to figure out how to make that work financially, but perhaps it was time to prioritize such a thing.

“Okay, good. You shouldn’t have to do everything yourself, you know.”

“I’m starting to see that.” She smiled. “Thanks again for your help, and for dinner, and for being here—for everything.”

“I’m happy to do it,” he replied, a tender expression on his face. He turned to Sparky. “Let’s go, buddy.” Sparky hopped over, jumping up to lick Saphira’s face goodbye.

“I’m really happy we’re friends,” Saphira said, then she hesitated. She didn’t want to assume a deeper relationship than there was, but if he strictly thought of her as a colleague—as someone who was training his baby dragon—then surely he wouldn’t be looking at her the way he was, would he?

“We are friends, right?” she asked. For a moment, she thought she had said something wrong, for a disappointed look flashed across his face. But then he swallowed, his throat moving.

“Yes,” he said, voice hoarse. “Friends.”

She exhaled with relief. “Well, thanks again,” she said, going to hug him goodbye. She went on her tiptoes, wrapping her arms around his neck.

His arms came around her torso, strong and steady, their bodies flush against each other. An electric current shot through her spine, making her shiver. Her heart pounded painfully.

He made a strangled sound, pulling her closer. His hands pressed into her skin, his touch scorching. Saphira’s breath caught in her throat as heat spread through her, liquefying her limbs. She inhaled the sweet scent of mint from his skin, her body aching.

His breathing shallowed. Saphira pulled back, looking at his face, where his eyes were dark pools. His gaze flicked down to her mouth, and his lips parted. Saphira’s pulse quickened with anticipation.

For a moment, she thought he might kiss her, and she leaned closer, but he only clenched his jaw and whispered goodbye.




Chapter 16

Saphira took it easy with the baby dragon training over the next few days, building her strength back up. Every time Aiden came over, he brought her some sort of healthy snack, like nuts or fruit or date bark.

He seemed to be on a mission to ensure she was being taken care of, even if it meant he had to do it himself, which was really sweet. Saphira had been on her own since Nani-Ma died, and she knew she was tough, that she could handle it—be an independent woman and business owner and all that—but it was nice to have someone to lean on, too.

She interviewed and hired two more staff—a dishwasher and a cook—which made a massive difference; she could never have imagined having so much assistance when she’d first opened. She had figured out how to make the finances work, though it meant delaying paying off the rest of the mortgage, which had been her original plan. She was a little disappointed to deprioritize that, because she knew paying it off would make life easier in the long term, rather than this short-term solution, but it truly was no longer sustainable to work without help, as evidenced by her fainting spell. She had never fainted before in her life, and it was frightening that she had pushed herself that hard.

It was a mistake she was determined not to repeat, and the two new staff helped with that wonderfully. Now, she felt like she had so much energy and free time!

She had a moment to herself at the cafe now. The dishwasher and cook were in the kitchen, and Calahan was at the espresso machine, handling the drink orders. He had dark skin and short hair in tight curls and was in graduate school studying Folklore and Mythology, studying to be a professor.

He had enough practice with the drinks now that she trusted him to handle the orders, and he was a nice guy. Saphira had been hesitant to hire new people and let them into the comfortable bubble she and Lavinia had created at her cafe, but Calahan was amiable and had a good disposition, even if he was a bit quiet.

Since she had a spare moment, Saphira went out from the side door, heading for the garden. As she opened the garden door, she heard a voice calling her name from inside the cafe.

“Saphira, wait up!” Theo said, jogging over. She stopped in the entrance. Aiden was working in the garden, and she felt his gaze turn to her.

“What’s up?” she asked Theo.

He looked worried, running a hand through his floppy hair. “I’m afraid Lavinia is working too much,” he said. Aw, she thought to herself. He was a concerned bestie. What a cutie-pie.

“Don’t worry,” Saphira reassured him. “I’ve hired more staff, and the other part-timer is much more adjusted now, so Lavinia’s shifts shouldn’t be as tiring, and I put her down for fewer shifts, as well. I just finalized the schedule today, and it’ll go into effect next week, so she can focus on the Animal Hospital more.”

“Phew.” Theo looked relieved. “Okay, perfect, that’s great news.”

Saphira smiled, squeezing his arm.

Then all of a sudden, Aiden was there, standing at her side. He looked straight ahead at Theo, glaring, a grumpy expression on his face.

“Hi,” Aiden barked out at Theo.

“Hey, man,” Theo said, smiling his boyish smile. He held out a hand, which Aiden looked at for a beat through slitted eyes. Then he took Theo’s hand. He must have been shaking it a bit too hard because Theo yelped in surprise.

Then Sparky was at Saphira’s other side, growling at Theo as well. Saphira was confused and concerned. What had gotten into these two?

“Saphira, I want to show you something,” Aiden said, trying to get her attention.

“I was just leaving,” Theo said, retracting his hand and flexing his fingers. He gave Aiden a strange look. “Bye, Saphira.”

Saphira reached over and gave him a quick hug. Sparky tugged at the end of her skirt, trying to pull her away, and she laughed.

“I’m coming, I’m coming,” she said. “Bye, Theo.”

She waved, and he left through the cafe. When she turned back, she saw Aiden was stewing.

“This way,” Aiden said, taking her to the part of the garden that ran alongside the building. She saw neat rows of dirt with little green plants sprouting from the ground.

“It’s a vegetable and herb garden,” Aiden explained.

“Oh!”

“It’ll cut down on your grocery costs, and it’ll taste fresher, too,” he said, smiling at her when she turned back to look at him. Sunlight illuminated his skin, and she was hit with a wave of fondness for him. “And this way you can eat more vegetables. Now you don’t have an excuse.”

“I love it,” she said, beaming.

Sparky trotted through the grass. It was late May, and everything was green and lush thanks to all the rain last month. The garden was now mostly cleaned up and Aiden had planted flower bushes to make it pretty.

“Truly. Thank you.”

He smiled, pleased. But then a dark expression crossed his face.

“Who was that?” he asked, frowning.

“You haven’t met Theo before?” she asked, surprised.

“No.”

She could have sworn she had introduced them at some point, since Theo was always in and out, but maybe she hadn’t.

“Theo is Lavinia’s best friend,” Saphira said. “I’m really fond of him.” Aiden scowled. “Like a little brother,” she added, and the expression on Aiden’s face immediately changed.

“Oh!”

Saphira bit back a laugh. Had he been jealous? Of Theo? He had been equally grumpy when his cousin Oliver (who was also a child) had tried hanging out with her at his family’s dinner, so maybe … Saphira was quite tickled by the idea.

She was additionally amused by Sparky, trying to pull her away from Theo on Aiden’s behalf when he had picked up on his rider’s discontent. Her possessive boys.

Saphira glanced at Sparky, who was much happier now that it was just the three of them again. He was rolling around in the grass, making little flame balls dance in the air. He was well-adjusted now, well trained to stick close and not cause too much chaos, which was convenient for Aiden whilst he was working.

But it also meant that it was time for the next phase of Sparky’s training: socializing. He needed to learn to be good around other people as well, something he was decidedly not practiced at, if his earlier behavior with Theo was any indication.

The baby dragon especially needed to learn how to interact with other dragons. Dragons had their own way of communicating and bonding between themselves, and Sparky would need to learn to be comfortable with his own kind, not only with humans. And not only with dragons from within his family—the basalta dragons he interacted with at the Sterling estate—but with all dragons.

Saphira discussed as much with Aiden, and he scratched his cheek, considering it.

“You’re right,” he said. “So whatever you think the best way is to proceed, I’m game.”

“The cafe isn’t too packed right now,” Saphira replied. “Perhaps it’s a good time to start?”

Aiden nodded, following her lead. He scooped Sparky up into his arms, following Saphira inside.

“Maybe you can get a table in the middle,” Saphira suggested. There were a few tables occupied with baby dragons and their riders and an empty one in the center.

Aiden nodded, going to set Sparky down, but the baby dragon let out a little growl. He enjoyed being held.

“I think he’s used to being in the cafe when it’s empty,” Aiden said. They were usually here when everyone had gone for the evening. “I don’t think he likes all these people in what he imagines to be his space.”

“You’ve brought him inside a few times,” Saphira said.

“But Spark usually stays in a little nook then, or a sleeping bed,” Aiden replied. He frowned. “That isn’t good. I don’t want him to be reclusive like me, I want him to be brave. Like you.”

“Aw.” She didn’t know what else to say, but she was touched that he saw her that way.

Despite the baby’s protests, Aiden let Sparky down, walking toward an empty table in the middle of the cafe, gesturing for Sparky to follow. The little draggo stayed rooted in place and instead began whimpering. Dragons did not cry, but they did wail if severely injured. Otherwise, they simply got restless and scratched at their face, which was what Sparky was doing 
now.

“Tch, Sparky, no,” Aiden said, voice stern, which usually did the trick, but Sparky was being moody today. Aiden’s strong tone made him more upset, and he scratched at his face more aggressively, snarling.

“Aw, it’s okay, baby,” Saphira said, tone coaxing. She reached down and picked Sparky up, soothing him in her arms as she walked over to Aiden.

Suddenly, she felt heads turning to watch her, and she realized how odd it might look.

Usually, solely a rider trained their dragon, but it wasn’t uncommon for a couple to train a dragon together. But she and Aiden weren’t a couple. Everyone’s staring made her hyper-aware of that fact.

She became self-conscious, nervous.

“Here,” Saphira said, handing Sparky off to Aiden. She cleared her throat. “I just need to go check on … the kitchen.”

“Okay, I’ll work on Sparky in the meanwhile,” Aiden said, not seeming to notice the attention Saphira had gotten. He was singular in the way he paid attention to her, his gaze trained solely on her.

Saphira went to the kitchen, feeling people looking over at her as she walked. She could practically feel them wondering what she was doing with Sparky, with Aiden. Why he would have asked someone like her to help train his baby dragon, when she wasn’t even from a Drakkon family.

In the kitchen, Saphira caught her breath. She was perhaps a bit too sensitive to other people’s perceptions of her, but it was hard not to be. Especially if many of those same people knew how her mother had died, whilst racing on a poached dragon.

The funny thing was, training with Sparky, Saphira understood her mother on a deeper level than she ever had before: the desperate desire to be around dragons that would have led her to acquiring one off the black market, to have one of her own.

Seeing Saphira with Sparky now, would people think that she was like her mother? Pushing in somewhere she did not belong, and never would?

Saphira tried to push the thoughts from her mind before she spiraled. Saphira recalled Aiden saying he wanted Sparky to be brave—like her.

She mustered up the courage and went out again, holding her back straight. Aiden was at the same table in the middle, sitting down now with Sparky by his feet. There were a few other baby dragons similarly at their riders’ feet nearby, but Sparky wasn’t interacting with them. He appeared to be shy, trying to hide behind Aiden’s legs.

The baby dragon looked for Saphira, and when he spotted her, she gave him a reassuring smile. He would warm up slowly, she knew he would. But it was hard for him to socialize like this, and she could tell that Aiden wasn’t quite up for it, either. Usually baby dragons socialized with dragons they were already familiar with, which ordinarily occurred when the riders were already friends—but Aiden didn’t seem to have any such friends.

If only there was an easier way for the baby dragons to mingle. When Saphira had picked Sparky up from the babysitting area at the Starshine Public Gardens, he had looked like he was fine with the other baby dragons because they had all been playing together.

Oh! Saphira was struck with a realization. She should make an area for the baby dragons to play in—perhaps the garden would be good for that? She could turn it into a playpen for the babies.

Saphira was pleased by the idea; she would suggest it to Aiden later. At the moment, she watched as Aiden tried to coax Sparky to mingle, not just linger by Aiden’s feet.

Aiden wanted Sparky to be friendly, but he himself was not the friendliest person with strangers, which made Saphira look on with amusement for a moment before stepping in. The moment he saw her, Sparky jumped up, fluttering into her arms.

She held him, even though he was getting a bit big for that, now. Because she had the new cook and dishwasher, and Calahan was handling the drinks, there wasn’t much that she needed to do, just serve the orders.

So Saphira held Sparky with one arm, delivering orders with her other hand. She picked up an order of an almond milk latte and brought it over to a table, where one of her regular customers was sitting with her baby dragon.

“Sparky, say hi to Rex,” Saphira cajoled, setting Sparky down. Rex was a red-eyed garneta dragon. They both regarded each other: Rex curious, and Sparky shy. She nudged Sparky forward with her foot and he sniffed around Rex, looking less hesitant.

“Enjoy your latte, Mari,” Saphira told the customer with a smile. Then, she walked away, Sparky sticking close to her feet as he trotted alongside her.

In between orders, Saphira walked Sparky around, introducing him to the other baby dragons.

Slowly, Sparky began warming up. Saphira glanced over at Aiden, giving him an enthusiastic thumbs-up. He gave her a thumbs-up back, looking relieved to not be in her position. He had changed tables and was at one all the way in the corner, practically hiding out with a cup of chamomile tea.

Things progressed smoothly, and Saphira was happy to have Sparky by her side. Until she went to introduce Sparky to Mrs. Cartwright, who was there with her baby opala dragon, Thorn. Mrs. Cartwright looked intrigued, glancing at Saphira curiously.

“What are you doing with this little angel?” Mrs. Cartwright asked, petting Sparky. “He can’t belong to you.”

There was something in her tone of voice that made Saphira feel strange.

“Um, no—I’m training him for the Sterling family,” Saphira replied, swallowing the nervous lump in her throat. Mrs. Cartwright made a puzzled face, which was disconcerting.

Mrs. Cartwright liked Saphira—but perhaps she only liked Saphira as long as Saphira knew her place. And parading around with a baby dragon of her own was evidently not Saphira’s place.

“But why would they ask you?” Mrs. Cartwright asked, blinking.

Saphira’s face got hot. “I don’t know,” she replied. Then she cleared her throat and forced a smile. “Anyway, enjoy!”

Saphira left, walking away, Sparky trotting closely by her side. As she did, she felt other patrons of her cafe wondering the same thing, their questioning glances making her bristle. The cafe was small; those who were listening would have heard the exchange.

Aiden, thank goodness, hadn’t, since he was off in the opposite corner. She didn’t want him doubting her credibility, too.

But what were her credentials, exactly? She wasn’t from a Drakkon family. It was strange that Aiden had asked her to train Sparky. This wasn’t a task for her.

As if sensing something was off, Sparky pawed at her leg, making a little sound. When she looked down, he lifted his arms, wanting her to hold him. She picked him up, and he licked her face, nuzzling against her neck until she smiled.

Going forward, Saphira tried to ignore the looks and little comments as best as she could, focusing instead on what was important, which was Sparky.

She kept trying to help the baby dragon socialize, Aiden helping when he could.

There were a couple of small mishaps, when the dragon tried to steal another baby’s food, or started growling, or puffed smoke at another baby, but after a few days of practice, Sparky got better at socializing. It was just about repeated exposure to other dragons.

Lavinia wasn’t at the cafe as much, because of her shifts at the Animal Hospital, but when she was there, she spent the entire time giggling, poking and pinching Saphira’s side, and making the occasional kissy face at Saphira when Aiden’s back was turned.

Behind the counter, Saphira pinched Lavinia’s side, and Lavinia yelped. 

“Ow!”

“Stop being silly,” Saphira said.

“I didn’t even say anything!” Lavinia protested.

“You don’t need to, I can read it all over your face.”

“If you’re reading something on my face, that’s not my fault.”

“It most certainly is! You know this is why I didn’t tell you …” Saphira trailed off, wanting to enjoy tormenting Lavinia. The payoff was worth it. Lavinia’s eyes went wide.

“Tell me what?!”

“Nothing.”

“Saphira.” Lavinia grabbed Saphira’s shoulders, shaking her. “Tell me!”

“Mm, I’ll think about it.”

“Please.” Lavinia seized Saphira’s arm, pulling her to the back. Saphira laughed at the desperate expression on Lavinia’s face.

“Okay, okay, don’t be dramatic about it, but I think you were right.”

“I often am right, but about what specifically?”

“I think I do like …” Saphira trailed off, this time unwillingly. She couldn’t say his name.

Saphira covered her face with her hands. God! She was acting like a preteen with a crush!

Lavinia gasped, immediately understanding. “Oh my god, this is so exciting. I love this development. So what’s the plan?”

“Plan?” Saphira looked at her friend, gobsmacked. “There is no plan! I don’t even know if he likes me!”

“Are you crazy?” Now it was Lavinia’s turn to look astonished. “Of course he does!”

“Well, if he does like me, then he has to do something about it,” Saphira replied, with more bravado than she necessarily felt. Lavinia pouted.

“Boo!”

Saphira held up her hands. “I’m sorry, but my feminism only goes so far. I will simply not be making the first move.”

“Okay fair,” Lavinia conceded. “Fair.”

They both giggled. Saphira felt giddy. They took another moment to squeal, then went back to the front, where a few people were waiting to place their orders. Saphira and Lavinia handled it, working together. Until Aiden arrived, and Lavinia disappeared to the kitchen, but not before giving Saphira a wink.

“Hey,” Saphira said to Aiden, heart beating quickly.

“Hiya,” he said, ordering a cup of jasmine green tea. He hung out while she made his order, leaning across the counter. She relished the simple intimacy of being near him, inhaling the scent of mint on his skin, so sweet she wanted to lick his neck and taste it.

Saphira handed over his drink and gave Sparky a snack, smiling to herself when she saw Aiden heading straight for the corner to grab a table. While she had been teaching Sparky social skills these past few days, she thought it was time she made Aiden try his hand at them as well.

Saphira went over with a to-go cup, and he looked up, surprised. “Am I getting thrown out?” he asked, confused. She grinned, shaking her head.

“No, silly.” She poured his drink into the to-go cup, then handed it to him. “This way it’ll be easier for you to walk around. You need to be better at socializing, too, or what are you teaching Sparky?”

He released a long breath. “Ugh, I know you’re right.” He stood up, rolling his shoulders. “Alright, I’ll try.”

She was glad that he listened to her so readily, even if she was telling him to do something he wasn’t comfortable with. It was so different from the beginning of their partnership, when she would ask again and again for him to stay for Sparky’s training and he wouldn’t. He was so different now. She felt she could ask him anything, and he wouldn’t refuse her, which pleased her greatly.

“Good.” She squeezed his arm, then retreated back to the counter.

The rest of the day, Saphira watched as Aiden attempted to walk around with Sparky in tow. He was hesitant, awkward, but most of the people in the cafe already knew Aiden, so it was just a matter of saying hello to start off a little bit of small talk.

He got better at it as the hour went by, and she could see it was having a positive effect on Sparky to watch Aiden putting himself out there. Saphira was proud of him.

After everyone had gone, Aiden looked around, checking to ensure there were no patrons left before he let out a big sigh.

“Thank god,” he said, sitting down at the bar. He bowed his head, being dramatic, and Saphira laughed.

“That wasn’t so bad, was it?” she asked.

“It really was,” he replied, looking up at her. “I don’t like being around people.”

“Oh, come on,” she said. “You’re perfectly fine around me.”

He paused, eyes growing intense as he regarded her. Her skin felt warm as his dark gaze continued to pierce through her. Something stirred low in her stomach.

“You’re not people,” he said, voice ragged. “You’re … you.”




Chapter 17

As May came to an end, things were going remarkably well.

Sparky was well trained now, and there was not much else left to teach him except flying, which should have made Aiden happy, but instead caused him a great deal of stress.

The baby dragon was learning a bit on his own as he grew, just like toddlers learned to stand and take steps on their own, even if it resulted in stumbles and falls. Sparky was keen to climb up high onto things and jump off, fluttering and flying a little farther each time, but as yet he had not properly taken his first flight.

Saphira seemed excited by the prospect, but Aiden was simply scared.

They were at their latest family dinner, which Saphira was attending—she had been to a couple since her first visit, and everyone always liked having her around. Aiden especially did, perhaps a bit too much. At dinner, his father asked how things were going with Sparky.

“They’re going well,” Aiden replied, cutting into his steak.

“Lovely. When are you going to Mount Echo?” Edward asked, and Aiden paused, a pit in his stomach. It was precisely the question he had been dreading. Saphira turned to him, confused.

Aiden faced his father, clearing his throat. “Soon,” he said, shifting uncomfortably. He didn’t want to talk about it then, in front of everybody.

Luckily, Emmeline could tell. She changed the subject, and the conversation moved on.

Saphira didn’t ask Aiden about it after dinner, though he could sense that perhaps she wanted to. He wanted to discuss it with her as well, but not yet—not before he could understand exactly what it was he wanted to say. Sometimes he needed to hold onto thoughts or emotions in his head for a bit before letting them out into the world.

He appreciated that she didn’t push him, not even the next day. He was still trying to figure out how to talk to her about it and had anxiety regarding the entire subject, which resulted in him getting hardly any sleep all night.

Mount Echo was where baby dragons went for their first flight. There was a kind of priory up there, of those who held the ancient knowledge and rituals pertaining to dragons. There were rituals involved with a baby dragon’s first flight—very important customs that his mother called him specifically to remind him about.

He didn’t tell his mother this, but Aiden didn’t want to do it. It would help Sparky with flying, yes, but he feared what that would entail for Sparky’s future as a Sterling dragon, the inevitable dangers of racing.

At the same time, Aiden couldn’t stunt Sparky’s growth, either.

Hence the dilemma.

The next evening, when Aiden met Saphira in the garden for Sparky’s training, he was fidgeting, the underlying worry distracting him. They sat on the grass in the sunlight, basking in the warm weather.

Her idea of a playpen was brilliant, and now that the garden was cleaned up and refurbished, he was just designing the space to have different sections for the baby dragons to play in and socialize.

At the moment, their baby dragon was attempting to climb the fence he’d set up along the perimeter of the garden, and Saphira chased after him, pulling him back.

“Sparky, no,” she ordered, giving him a piece of wood to play with to distract him away from the fence. She turned back to rejoin Aiden on the grass.

“I didn’t think about this when I had the idea for the playpen,” she said to Aiden. “Maybe we need a higher fence?”

He made a thoughtful sound as she sat down across from him.

“I’ll think on a solution,” he said, though he could hardly come up with anything at the moment, he was so preoccupied. That spoke to the level of tension he was feeling, for usually when he was around Saphira she was all he could focus on.

“Hm.” She was looking at him whilst contemplating something, twirling blades of grass between her fingers. Saphira pulled her knees up, bumping hers against his.

“What’s wrong?” Saphira asked. She had noticed, of course she had. He was always startled to find how well she could read him, yet also relieved, as if he no longer needed to pretend, as if he could just be.

He hesitated, and she cocked her head. “You know you can talk to me about anything, right?” she said, somehow knowing that he needed a little push to get out of his head.

He was in constant awe of her. Even now, she looked radiant, resplendent, sitting in the sunlight, her dark hair pulled back in a loose braid, tendrils framing her face. She had such positive energy. It was mind-boggling.

“How are you so happy?” he asked, curious. “You have no one.”

The words stumbled out before he could stop them. Her face flashed with hurt, eyes welling with tears. Guilt knifed through him. God, he was the worst!

“I’m sorry, that was terribly put,” he said, grimacing. “I meant it in a good way, I promise.”

“It’s good … that I’m alone?”

“No! Of course not. That’s out of your control. But how you react to it all, that is in your control, and I’m astonished by it. How you choose to be happy, despite, despite.”

She processed what he’d said, no longer looking hurt, which was a relief. “One of my favorite poems,” she told him, “says to love life, to love it even if you don’t have the heart for it. It’s something Nani-Ma would say to me, and I think it’s true. You have to make the active decision to be content.”

“That’s beautiful.” Again, he was awestruck. She never ceased to amaze him.

Saphira gave him a peculiar look. “Is that what’s been bothering you?”

“Ah … no.” He took a deep breath. “Do you remember my father mentioning something about Mount Echo at dinner the other night?”

“Yes,” she replied. “I figured all the brooding lately had something to do with that.” But she wasn’t complaining, only teasing. He smiled.

“It’s where some of the older Drakkon families take their baby dragons for their first flight,” he explained. “It’s this really ancient tradition.”

“Oh, interesting,” she said. “What’s up there?”

“It’s a kind of monastery? I don’t know how to explain it properly, but it’s a very spiritual place, and the people who live there live in seclusion and devote their lives to taking care of dragons and learning about them. It’s run by these novices who we call Sister or Brother out of respect for their knowledge and dedication.”

“Fascinating. I’ve never heard of it, so I didn’t know anything about it.”

“It’s one of those Drakkon family things.”

“Oh.” Something dark crossed her face for a moment, but it was so quick he thought he had imagined it. Before he could question it, she asked, “So what were you saying about the dragon’s first flight?”

“Right. There’s a ritual that is meant to help the baby dragon be a stronger flier, which is why my father asked when we would be going to Mount Echo. My mother called me about it as well, to remind me how important this developmental stage was for Sparky, and I know I need to do it for his sake but … well, I suppose it’s just a daunting prospect, one I’m not keen on undertaking, especially not alone.”

“I can go with you,” she said, as if it was the simplest thing. He blinked, taken aback. Her words filled him with comfort.

“That would be … perfect,” he replied, his stress ebbing away immediately. With Saphira by his side, he reckoned he could do anything. “But are you sure?” he asked. “It would be a two-day trip, since Mount Echo is a bit hard to get to.”

“That should be fine,” she said breezily. “I have more staff now, and they’re trained enough that I trust them to hold down the fort while I’m gone, under the supervision of Lavinia, of course.”

Aiden exhaled a sigh of relief. “Okay, amazing. This is great!” He smiled, but the joy only lasted a moment. Instead, dread washed over him again as he remembered one key detail. His smile disappeared, and she frowned.

“What is it?” she asked, concerned.

“Oh, um … I forgot but, the sage, Mireya—she lives up on Mount Echo and is the one in charge of the ritual—is very traditional.” He cringed. “She’s really conservative.”

“What do you mean?” Saphira asked, furrowing her brows.

“In the olden days, raising a baby dragon together was only done by couples because the bond is so sacred,” Aiden explained.

“Oh,” Saphira said. “So you … want me to go? Alone?”

“No, no, of course I want to go as well, and I wouldn’t leave you alone, nor would I miss such an integral moment for Sparky …” He trailed off, awkward. “Unless you want to go alone?”

“No! I’d love for you to come. I thought maybe you wouldn’t want to because you seem so stressed about it, but we’ve been training Sparky together, so of course we should both be there.” She laughed, a little nervous as well. “But how would that work? Would this sage lady be offended that we aren’t a couple?”

He scratched the stubble on his cheek. “Yes, actually. I don’t think she would do the ritual because she would consider it a mockery of the sacred bond.”

Saphira’s face fell. He was afraid she would back out, but she was right—they were training Sparky together, so it was important for both of them to go. Before she could say something, an insane idea popped into his head, but it was so crazy, it might actually work.

“What if we pretend?” he blurted out. His heart hammered with fear to have said the words out loud, but he wanted her to be there, for Sparky, and for herself. She deserved to be.

“Pretend?” She blinked. “Like … pretend to be married?” She looked shocked.

He was embarrassed to even suggest it. She was the one who said they were friends, so maybe she didn’t think of him that way, but he felt like they had this connection, this special connection. It was undeniable.

Perhaps they simply needed some time away from everything to see if it was true. What better opportunity than a little getaway to the mountains?

Aiden had been to Mount Echo before, and the place was gorgeous: secluded and serene.

But maybe she didn’t want that? She was currently quiet, thinking. Aiden second-guessed himself. He contemplated retracting the offer, acting like he hadn’t said anything, but then a determined look crossed her face.

“Okay, yes.”

Aiden’s heart completely stopped. Oh my god. He wanted to ask her if she was sure, but was also afraid she would change her mind.

“If you think it’s best?” he asked gently.

“Yes.” She cleared her throat, and he noticed her cheeks were a little pink. “I mean, it’s for Sparky’s sake, right? He needs both of us there.”

“Definitely,” Aiden agreed. “No, absolutely. Yes.”

Why was he still speaking? Aiden closed his mouth.

“Right. And if the sage—Mireya—won’t do the ritual unless we’re married, I don’t think we have any choice, really,” she continued.

“Exactly.” He was still in shock, mind reeling. “I’ll get everything in order, and we can go next week?”

“Sounds good,” she said, nodding. “I’ll block the days off.”

He felt like throwing up. Even after he said goodbye for the evening, he could not get over the jitters running through his body. Aiden went home and headed straight for the kitchen, where he stress-cooked for over an hour, resulting in an inordinate amount of food that he had no idea what to do with.

In crisis, Aiden called Emmeline, asking her if she wanted to come over for dinner.

“I’ve just made a lot of pasta,” he told her. He wondered if this sounded strange because Emmeline paused for a moment. But her voice was normal when she replied, “Yes, sure. I’ll be over in ten.”

“Perfect.”

After Aiden hung up, he stared at his phone. Inviting Emmeline was dangerous; she was only going to harass him the moment she figured out something strange was going on, which would be immediately. He paced around his living room, plucking mint leaves from a plant and inhaling the fresh scent.

Aiden reached for his phone again, this time calling Genevieve. It rang twice, and he thought she wouldn’t pick up, but then she did.

“Hello?’

“What are you doing?”

“Homework. Why?”

“Oh. Emmy’s coming over for dinner so I thought you could come too if you wanted. But if you’re studying …”

“Oh my god, yes. I’ll tell Em to pick me up. I was about to throw my textbook to the dragons.”

He smiled. “Okay. See you soon, Gin.”

“See ya.”

The girls arrived shortly thereafter on Emmeline’s dragon, Torch. Sparky went outside to play with the basalta dragon, who he adored from their meetings at the Sterling estate, leaving Aiden alone with his sister and cousin.

Which was fine. Emmeline and Genevieve were their usually chatty selves, more involved with each other than interested in him, which he was used to. He simply enjoyed being around them, listening to their stories.

“I’m so glad you made these plans for dinner,” Genevieve told Aiden.

“You need any excuse to not study,” Emmeline said, laughing.

“No, literally. Dragon History is cool, but my professors this term are so boring. Like, hello, can we focus on the important things?”

They sat down and ate, continuing to chat, and Aiden felt better, less like throwing up. He relaxed, enjoying the girls’ company, and made it through dinner.

It wasn’t until he sat down on the couch afterwards and they sat down on either side of him that he felt locked in all of a sudden. As if he’d fallen into a trap.

“So what’s going on?” Genevieve asked, inspecting his face.

“What do you mean? Nothing.” His voice was high.

“Oh come on,” Emmeline said, hitting his arm. “You are a stress-cooker. As in, you only ever make this much food when you’re stressed. So clearly something is up.”

“Something to do with Saphira, I’ll bet,” Ginny sang, looking pleased. Aiden scowled. They were both right, of course, but that didn’t mean he needed to be happy about it.

“If you must know, I am taking Sparky to Mount Echo for his first flight,” he said, sitting up straight. “So I am simply a touch nervous about that, since it is a big moment and all.”

“But that’s wonderful!” Emmeline said, overjoyed. “You have nothing to worry about.”

“Seriously, you’ll be great,” Ginny affirmed. She sat back, disappointed at the lack of juicy gossip. “You’re such a big baby. I can’t believe that’s what made you stress-cook.”

“Honestly,” Emmy agreed, equally disappointed. “Oliver’s baby dragon just had his first flight a few months ago, and if Ollie can handle it, you surely can.”

He appreciated the votes of confidence.

“Yeah, you’re right,” he said. “I’m just worried that if Sparky learns to fly, Father will try and force me into racing, since there’s no one else to defend the Sterling name.”

“Give me a few years, I’ll do it,” Ginny said breezily.

He gave her a dirty look. “Funny.”

He didn’t want her getting involved in all that dangerous business, and was sure his father felt the same way about his little girl. Genevieve glared at him, though Aiden didn’t know what she had to be irritated about when she wasn’t being serious. He felt as if perhaps he was missing something, and distantly wished that Danny was here so they could both discuss their enigmatic little sister.

“Don’t worry about your father,” Emmeline said, changing the subject back to the original point of discussion. “Focus on Sparky.”

“True.” He paused, scratching the back of his neck. “There is another thing. Saphira is coming with me to Mount Echo.”

Emmeline and Genevieve sat up, alert. They exchanged an incredulous glance.

“What about Mireya?” Emmeline asked. “You know how old-school she is.”

“Yeah,” Genevieve agreed. “She’s not going to do the ritual if you’ve been living in sin.” Her voice went solemn.

Aiden squirmed at his little sister’s words. “Please do not say that.” Though he could not deny that his thoughts lately regarding Saphira had indeed been quite sinful.

He cleared his throat. “Well, that’s the thing … Saphira and I are going to pretend to be married.”

The girls went deadly silent.

“Whose idea was this?” Genevieve asked.

“Mine,” Aiden replied.

Genevieve exchanged a long glance with Emmeline. Aiden frowned. He hated when they did this, had an entire quiet conversation he was not privy to from the micro-changes in their facial expressions.

“And Saphira agreed?” Emmeline asked, as if needing confirmation.

“Yes.”

“I think that’s a … good plan,” Emmeline said, choosing her words carefully.

“I agree,” Genevieve said, equally careful with her tone.

They were both being purposefully nice, as if trying not to scare him off, and he didn’t like it.

“Be honest,” he sighed.

They both looked at each other and burst into laughter, giggling.

“You really like her!” Emmeline cried, grabbing his arm.

“This is an insane idea—you do realize that, right?” Genevieve said, grabbing his other arm. At the same time, they both shook him until his head rattled.

Ah, here were the annoying sisters he knew and adored.

“It’s not even that crazy!” Aiden protested, though it definitely was. He wiggled his arms out of their grasp.

“It is batshit insane!” Emmeline said. “A fake marriage? Who even comes up with that?”

“This is top secret information,” Aiden warned. “Don’t tell anyone.”

“We won’t, we won’t, but I need you to be so serious right now,” Genevieve said. “You absolutely cannot act like you don’t like her now.”

“Truly,” Emmeline agreed. “Please, just admit it.”

“Okay fine! Yes, I really like her! Sue me!”

The angry confession only made Emmy and Ginny even happier; they shrieked, hitting him.

“Ow!” he cried, not that they cared.

“This is amazing,” Genevieve said. “I love it.”

“Sparks are flying,” Emmeline said, too pleased with herself by the joke. “Get it … because Sparky is … literally flying.”

She and Ginny cackled. Aiden was not amused.

“You’re hilarious,” he said drily. Then it hit him all over again, the insanity of this plan. “I’m going to throw up.”

“Don’t be a baby,” Genevieve said, rolling her eyes.

“What if she doesn’t think about me that way?” Aiden asked, sinking deep into his couch. “And what about the complications with Sparky involved? Maybe this is a bad idea.”

“Booo,” Emmeline cried. “Don’t be lame.”

“You big scaredy-cat!” Genevieve said, hitting his arm.

“Ow?”

“Be brave! Make a move!”

“Yeah! Maybe Saphira is waiting for you to take the lead!”

“You know, Lavinia was saying …” Genevieve started, then trailed off, shaking her head. “No, I can’t say.”

But it was too late—Aiden was hyper-alert. He sat up, fully facing his younger sister.

“What was she saying?” He knew Saphira told Lavinia practically everything. “Was it about me?”

He was sweating, and Genevieve was laughing. Laughing.

“Maybe,” she said, being coy. “Maybe not. Either way, you need to do something.”

He slit his eyes at her, but maybe she was right.

Maybe it was time for him to just go for it. 	




Chapter 18

The plans came together, and before Saphira knew it, it was time for the little trip up the mountains. She was excited for Sparky to take his first flight, and at the same time, she couldn’t believe she was going to pretend to be married to Aiden—she was shocked at what was happening.

It was also Saphira’s first time leaving her cafe since she had opened, which was causing her stress, but simultaneously, she was proud of herself for the cafe being in a position where she could take days off.

So she felt a lot of different emotions.

The morning she was to leave, she had breakfast down at the cafe with Lavinia, who was there early to see Saphira off. Lavinia would be holding down the fort for today and tomorrow, while Saphira was gone.

“Are you sure you’ll be alright?” Saphira asked Lavinia, fussing as she took a sip of chai, which was meant to be helping her stay calm.

“Yes, absolutely!” Lavinia replied. “Don’t worry at all—you deserve a break! Have fun with that hottie!”

Saphira squealed. She was nervous about that, as well. “I can’t believe we’re going to pretend to be a couple,” she said, nibbling on her lower lip.

“Neither can I, but I absolutely love it.” Lavinia giggled. “You’ll be fine, don’t overthink it. Be brave!”

“Ah, okay, I will try!” Saphira took a long sip of her chai to stop herself from crying.

Then, there wasn’t any more time to worry, for Aiden was there, his car pulling up front. Lavinia walked Saphira to the door, where Aiden met them, taking Saphira’s bag.

Saphira hugged Lavinia goodbye.

“You so got this,” Lavinia whispered, squeezing Saphira tight.

Saphira pulled back, waving.

“Bye,” Aiden said to Lavinia, and she gave him a wry smile.

“Have fun,” she sang, waving at Aiden. Saphira gave her a dirty look over her shoulder, then followed Aiden to the car. Sparky was in the back. The baby dragon bounced on the seat when he saw Saphira, and she waved at him.

Aiden put her bag in the back, then sat in the driver’s seat as she settled in. He looked over.

“Ready?” he asked.

She nodded. “Ready.”

He drove them up to a field, where Emmeline was waiting with her dragon, a great basalta named Torch. Aiden had already explained the plan to her; they would fly up to Mount Echo on Torch because the mountaintop wasn’t accessible by car. Torch was familiar with Aiden, so he could fly the dragon. Even though Aiden didn’t have a dragon of his own, he had assured Saphira he knew how to ride quite well, so she would be in good hands. She hadn’t been worried; she trusted Aiden.

Sparky was excited, though the baby surely had no idea what was happening; he was just pleased to be going on some sort of adventure. And an adventure it would surely be.

When they arrived at the field, Aiden parked the car and Saphira got out. She let Sparky out, and Sparky ran to Torch, the dragons playing together. Emmeline said goodbye to her dragon, touching his forehead with hers.

Then Emmeline greeted Saphira, giving her a hug.

“Have fun,” Emmeline said. “Mount Echo is gorgeous, so be sure to enjoy it.”

“Thank you,” Saphira replied. “I’m just worried about Sparky; it’s such a big moment for him! I want everything to go well.”

“And it will,” Emmeline reassured her. “But be warned: it’s a bit emotional. When my girl had her first flight, I teared up, but remember that every step has its own beauty.”

If Emmeline teared up, that probably meant that Saphira would be sobbing.

“I’ll try and remember that,” Saphira said. She squeezed Emmeline’s hands. “Thanks, Emmy.”

“Of course.” She gave Saphira a wink, then met Aiden by his car, taking the keys from him. She would drive Aiden’s car back down.

Aiden said goodbye to Emmeline, and she said something to him that Saphira couldn’t hear, but it made Aiden straighten his back, as if steeling himself with courage. Maybe he needed a bit of bravery to tackle this big moment with Sparky. Saphira couldn’t think of what else he might need strength for.

Emmeline drove away, and Aiden joined Saphira with their bags and jackets.

“I’ll just get these settled,” Aiden said, and she nodded, watching as he strapped them onto the saddle on Torch’s back. When that was done, he came over to where she was standing a few feet away from the dragon.

Torch was ready, sitting down, waiting for them to mount.

“Ready?” Aiden asked, looking at her. Besides the dragons, it was just the two of them in the empty field, in the silent morning, and it felt both frighteningly intimate yet also quietly comforting. As if she didn’t need anyone else.

“Ready,” she replied, giving him a smile.

He nodded. “Just a warning in advance, in case it gets crazy when we get there: the ritual might seem a bit intense, but all the dragons have gone through it, so there’s nothing to worry about,” Aiden told her.

“Okay.” Even so, she would still be anxious for Sparky until his first flight was successfully over.

“Shall we?” Aiden asked. She nodded, and they walked toward the dragon. Torch was so much bigger up close, and Saphira felt a little nervous.

“Oh, and before I forget,” Aiden said, reaching into the breast pocket of his shirt. He pulled something out, holding it out to her in his palm.

It was a ring. Just a simple gold band, but still.

“Oh,” she said, her heart skipping a beat. She reached to take it from his hand, her fingers brushing against his palm. Saphira looked up to see him clench his jaw.

Aiden cleared his throat, watching as Saphira slipped the ring onto the third finger of her left hand. It fit perfectly. The breath lodged in her throat.

Her eyes glanced up to him, and his dark gaze pierced through her, an emotion on his face that she couldn’t quite place, but one that made her chest ache all the same.

“I didn’t bring—”

She stopped when Aiden showed her his left hand, where he wore a matching ring on his third finger, though his was silver instead of gold. It was a small detail, and of course this ring was just for pretend, but she appreciated that he had noticed she only wore gold and not silver, and had gotten a ring accordingly.

It felt so … right on her finger. As if that was exactly where it was meant to be, where it had always meant to be.

Oh god. She seriously needed to control her emotions before they got out of hand. This was pretend, she reminded herself. Only pretend.

But then Aiden’s hand brushed against hers, both rings catching in the sunlight, glinting, and she saw something on his face that she recognized now, for she felt it, too: longing.

Could it be that he felt the same way?

The air was charged between them, as if some obvious fact hung between them, but she could not quite put her finger on it.

Maybe Lavinia was right—maybe Saphira did need to be brave.

“This way,” Aiden said, leading Saphira to where she would mount Torch. He clearly knew his way around dragons; he was very competent, which was terribly attractive to her.

Aiden handed Saphira her jacket, which he had put on the saddle. Though it was warm out, he had told her to pack for colder weather, as it was always winter up on Mount Echo.

Saphira put her jacket on, and Aiden did the same, both of them preparing to mount.

“Here,” Aiden said, pulling an extra scarf out of his bag. He stepped toward her and wrapped it around her neck, his fingers brushing against her jaw as he did. She shivered.

“Thank you,” she whispered, inhaling the sweet scent of moss and mint from the fabric. It calmed her frayed nerves for a moment, until she realized that she now had to mount the beast.

Anxiety buzzed through her. She had never been on a dragon before.

“You can do it,” Aiden said, standing beside her. He pointed out what to do. “Hold on here, then step there with your right foot and swing your left foot over.”

She took a deep breath, stepping up with her right foot as instructed. She held onto the saddle, then went to swing her left foot over, but hesitated, feeling afraid as the dragon moved.

“Hey, I’ve got you,” Aiden said, stepping behind her to help her up. Even through the layers, she could feel his strong hands on her waist.

Saphira took another deep breath, swinging her left foot over. Aiden’s hands lifted her up as she did and, with a surprised yelp, she landed directly on the saddle, in perfect position. Torch settled under her, and she gasped at the large animal’s movement. 

“Good girl,” Aiden said, giving Saphira a smile. A jolt of heat shot through her at his words, and she buried her nose in her neck scarf, hoping he wouldn’t see her blush.

Aiden took a step to the front of the dragon to face Torch. “Ready?” he asked, scratching under Torch’s chin. Torch huffed, and Aiden nodded.

He came toward the saddle and, in a quick motion, climbed up behind Saphira. His thighs bracketed her on either side, his arms coming around her body. Desire pulsed through her at having him so close, his strong body flush behind hers. She felt him everywhere, heat stirring low in her belly.

He settled behind her on the saddle, pressing closer, and her breathing hitched. She gasped, her heartbeat quickening.

“Is this okay?” he asked, his voice a whisper in her ears. She felt his warm breath against her skin from behind, and her body ached. She nodded, unable to speak.

“What about Sparky?” she asked, when she had regained some of her brain cells.

Aiden pointed, and she looked down to where Torch had picked Sparky up in her paw. Sparky looked excited, his purple eyes wide.

“Are you ready?” Aiden asked. Saphira did not think she would ever be ready for this, but at the same time she had been waiting for it her whole life. She nodded, and Aiden kicked Torch.

Torch stood, and Saphira’s stomach lurched. Letting out a surprised cry, she held onto the saddle, grateful Aiden had his arms around her, or she’d be afraid she might fall off.

“I’ve got you,” Aiden said, voice coaxing. She believed him.

Even so, the experience was equally frightening and thrilling as Torch took off into a run, her wings opening as the dragon basically ran off the hilltop.

Unable to help herself, Saphira shrieked, thinking they would fall—but of course they didn’t. Torch took off, and then they were flying.

Wind rushed against Saphira’s face, and she squeezed her eyes shut, afraid. Her stomach flipped uncontrollably, and she tensed, her entire body clenched up.

Aiden must have noticed, for he said, “Hey, you’re okay. Open your eyes.”

Saphira shook her head, too afraid.

“Do you trust me?” he asked. Her heart pounded. Slowly, she nodded. “Saphira, open your eyes.” His voice was steady.

Gathering up all her courage, Saphira opened her eyes. Immediately, her mouth fell open with awe, her breath taken away. She had never been this high up before, and from here, she could see everything.

The glittering lake, its blue water shimmering under the sunlight. The rolling hills of the valley, bright green and lush. The snow-capped mountains, a stark pure white against the sky. And nestled in the middle of it all, her little town.

“Aiden!” she said, unsure what else to say. She was speechless, so she grasped his arm and squeezed, and it was like he understood exactly what she was feeling, the same wonder and awe. She felt him smile against her neck, and she leaned into his touch.

It was amazing, made even better with him by her side. She was happy to share this moment with him, to have him witness it as her companion.

As they climbed higher in the sky, the air around them turned cold, but Aiden’s arms around her were warm. They flew through the clouds, everything turning foggy, until they emerged above them, soaring over the white puffs.

Eventually, they spotted the mountaintop. From this distance, Saphira could see what looked to be a small hut nestled amongst the snow; as they got closer, she saw it was a cottage. Lampposts surrounding the cottage were lit with fires, and Saphira would bet a million dollars there was no electricity up here.

Torch landed in the snow, releasing Sparky from her paw, who immediately rolled around in the snow. Saphira shivered against the frigid air, burying her nose in her neck scarf. Aiden got off first, holding a hand out for Saphira, but as she went to move her legs, she found they were trembling. Her muscles were cramped, stuck in place.

“Um … I think I’m going to fall.”

Aiden smiled. “Don’t worry, a rider’s first ride can be pretty intense, and we did fly some distance. Here.” He put his hands in position. “I’ll catch you.”

Saphira stood on shaky legs, feeling unsteady. As she swung her left leg over the saddle, the world spun, and she thought she’d go careening into the snow, gravity taking over.

Instead, she landed perfectly in Aiden’s arms, his hands firm on her waist. She held onto his shoulders as he helped her to the ground, carrying her as if she weighed nothing.

Even when her feet were firmly planted on the snow-covered ground, she still held onto his shoulders, his hands remaining on her waist. It was freezing up here, the ground covered in a thin layer of ice, but she felt warm, anchored to him.

Saphira looked up at him, inadvertently inching closer. His eyes darkened, burning into hers. She listened to the sound of his ragged breath, her heart hammering.

His lips parted, his mouth hovering above hers.

Until they heard the crunch of ice, someone approaching. Aiden turned, and an old woman came into view. She had dark skin and long white hair in twists, a thick robe adorning her body. She looked like a character from a fairy tale, from a different era.

“Sister Mireya,” Aiden said, bowing his head. Saphira followed suit.

“Welcome, welcome,” Mireya said, her voice velvety and soft, as if she was going to recite a bedtime story.

When Sparky saw someone new approaching, he stopped playing in the snow, instead coming to stand between her and Aiden’s legs. His purple eyes were apprehensive as he regarded Mireya. Saphira reached down and petted Sparky’s head, soothing him.

Mireya watched the movement, then turned her gaze up to Saphira, looking at her with hawkish eyes. Then it was Saphira’s turn to be nervous.

“Edward told me you were coming,” Mireya said to Aiden, though her gaze never left Saphira. “But he had not mentioned you would be bringing a companion.”

Saphira laughed nervously, and she felt Sparky take a step in front of her. The baby dragon hardly came up to her knees, but she appreciated him being protective of her all the same.

Aiden opened his mouth to respond, but Mireya’s gaze shifted to Sparky, noticing his behavior. Her eyes went then to Saphira’s hand, to the gold ring. She smiled, surprised.

“Congratulations are in order, Aiden,” she said. “Nobody informed me you were wed.”

“Yes,” Aiden said, clearing his throat. “It is my immense pleasure to introduce you to my beautiful wife, Saphira.”

She felt a zing go through her at hearing him say the word wife in relation to her.

“I am honored to meet you,” Saphira said. Mireya made a thoughtful sound.

“Saphira,” she repeated. “I do not know you. You are not from amongst the riders.”

It was an old term for Drakkon families—from when the only riders had been from Drakkon families. Saphira bristled. Mireya turned to Aiden again, this time confused.

“I am surprised your parents allowed such a match,” Mireya said, furrowing her brows.

“On the contrary, Sister, there is nothing surprising about it,” Aiden replied easily. He turned to Saphira, eyes warm. “And if there is anything shocking about our match, it would be that Saphira has accepted me, for my wife is far superior to me.”

Again those words: my wife. God, but she was already getting used to it. (Which was possibly unhinged of her, but she was an unhinged girl, and it was okay to accept that.)

The discomfort and insecurity Saphira felt vanished quickly. Aiden was confident about her, and she almost believed it—until she reminded herself that this was pretend.

Even so, her heart felt gooey.

“Hm,” Mireya said. She did not look wholly convinced, but for the moment she said nothing more.

Another caretaker in long black robes arrived to tend to Torch, a third arriving to take Aiden and Saphira’s bags.

“This way,” Mireya said, leading them toward the stone cottage. It was smaller than Saphira had expected; the way Aiden had described it, she imagined the great Mount Echo to be something vast, but this was a little one-story building.

They followed Mireya inside, where it was considerably warmer than the cold weather outside. Fires blazed in the hearths on either side of the house, which was really just one big room with a set of stairs at the end.

“Come,” Mireya said, heading toward the stairs. Maybe there was another room down in the cellar, Saphira thought, as she reached the top of the stone steps.

Until she looked down and realized there was much, much more than just one room.

There was an entire compound built into the mountain, expanding over multiple floors.

“Wow,” Saphira whispered, as they descended the stairs. There was no electricity, so everything was lit by candlelight, and there were dozens of figures in similar attire to Mireya’s.

“The novices here study the ancient texts,” Mireya explained to Saphira. She continued to describe different matters that were studied from those texts, such as the rider–dragon bond, and the medicinal properties of various dragon parts, like saliva or scales.

The compound also housed a few dragons of each breed in order to both study the dragons and also to protect the continuity of the species. The research conducted here was then taught in classes like those that Genevieve was taking at university, where she was earning her degree in Dragon History.

While it was all fascinating, the influx of knowledge made her feel a little overwhelmed, as if she was in an entirely different world. Even though she interacted with dragons daily, it was easy to imagine that she lived in an ordinary world, but here, it was evident that there was much she did not know.

It was all brand-new information for Saphira, but Aiden, of course, already knew all of this, which made him feel far away. Sparky didn’t really understand what was going on, but he happily trotted alongside them, looking around.

Mireya even took them to the caves where the dragons were preserved. There was a separate cave for each of the four breeds, and the eggs shone like the gemstones they were named after. The entire cave was also made of those stones, glittering and glimmering in the low candlelight Mireya brought with them. It was incredibly beautiful and truly did feel sacred.

For someone like Saphira, who had always wanted to learn more dragon lore but never had the chance, it was a very cool experience.

Then, it was time for the ritual to begin.

Mireya led them outside of one of the lower levels. Wind whipped against Saphira’s skin, the air freezing. The space was empty, covered in ice. As Saphira looked closer, she saw it was a frozen lake.

“It is time to begin,” Mireya announced. She turned to Sparky, reaching for him. He hesitated for a brief moment, until Mireya hummed a disconcertingly foreign tune, which seemed to make him relax. The baby dragon then went to Mireya immediately, which was strange for Saphira to witness, as if Sparky was under some sort of spell.

Mireya continued humming, petting Sparky in her arms as she took him to the lake. The ice was thick; it made no noise as Mireya walked across, carrying Sparky to the center.

There was a steel plate on the surface of the lake, and Mireya crouched down beside it. Sparky remained completely calm as the sage removed the plate to reveal a hole in the thick ice. Mireya picked Sparky up with both hands, dangling him in the air.

“What is she—”

Before Saphira could finish, Mireya dropped Sparky into the lake, and the baby disappeared under the waters. Before he surfaced, Mireya covered the hole with the steel plate, locking Sparky in.

“What is she doing?” Saphira cried, panic setting in.

“Don’t worry,” Aiden said, though it took him a great effort to say the words through his clenched jaw. “This is part of the ritual.”

Saphira tried her very best not to freak out as Mireya calmly walked over to join them on the outskirts of the frozen lake.

“Are you sure he’ll be fine?” she asked Aiden, her voice high. Saphira could not even see the shadow of Sparky’s body below the ice and, as a result, she felt like she was going to have a heart attack. Her chest was painfully tight with trepidation.

Mireya glanced at Saphira with a frown. Before Aiden could answer, she said, “Aiden, you should not have brought her if she was not accustomed to our ways. Outsiders never understand. Are you sure she belongs?”

Saphira felt those words like a slap to her face. She went completely silent, chest hurting.

Aiden looked upset. “Of course she belongs,” he snapped.

Saphira turned her focus to the lake, holding her breath as she saw a dark shadow under the ice. It was Sparky, his little body pushing against the ice, trying to break it. Her heart hurt.

She knew Aiden had told her this would be intense, but this was not what she had expected.

It had been too long. Sparky would run out of air, and she was just supposed to stand here? Doing nothing?

But then she heard the sound of ice cracking—and shattering. A blast of water erupted from the lake, followed by flames, the blazing light bright against the frigid landscape. Sparky jumped out, growling and soaking wet.

Saphira released her breath, relieved. Aiden ran a hand over his face, similarly relieved. Good god.

Saphira went to the edge of the lake and crouched down, opening her arms for Sparky, who ran to her. She gathered him in her arms, hugging him, even though he was wet with freezing waters, which seeped through her clothing.

She didn’t care. Her baby was safe.

Saphira stood, still holding Sparky, bringing him back to Aiden, who petted Sparky, holding the baby dragon’s face in both his hands.

“Come,” Mireya said. “It is time for the next.”

“Next?” Saphira whispered to Aiden. His expression was equally distressed, but Mireya was already moving forward, going up a set of winding stairs to the level above them.

Saphira and Aiden followed, and the next floor was also outside, though this time it was a narrow corridor between the stones of the mountain. Once there, Mireya came to take Sparky from Saphira’s arms.

Saphira inadvertently tensed, resisting. Mireya gave her a stern look.

“Saphira,” Aiden coaxed. “It’s okay.”

Saphira let go and Mireya took Sparky, walking him to the very end of the corridor, where she placed him on the edge of the mountain. Behind him, there was nothing but clouds and a steep, steep drop. Anxiety cut through her.

Mireya came back to where Aiden and Saphira stood, stepping carefully to avoid something in the path, though Saphira could not tell what. The anticipation was severely stressing her out, but she could do nothing but watch as Mireya came to this end of the corridor.

Then, she pulled something from inside her robe. It was a set of matches. Mireya struck one, then dropped it.

The entire path erupted into flames, engulfing the entire corridor, including the ground beneath Sparky. He cried out, and Saphira gasped, covering her mouth with her hands.

Aiden clenched his jaw, and they both watched with horror as Sparky looked around. He had to decide quickly what to do, for dragon scales could only sustain heat for so long.

There was no choice to make. The baby dragon had to cross the flamed path to get back to them because on the other side there was nothing but the steep edge of the mountain.

With a determined hiss, Sparky ran through the flames, bursting out on the other side.

When he made it through, Saphira went to hold him, but Aiden held her back, his grip firm on her arm.

“Saphira, no,” he said, voice pained. “His scales will burn you.”

Mireya gave Saphira a disappointed look again, and Saphira bristled, once again feeling out of place.

As Sparky cooled off, Mireya turned to Aiden. “You are aware there is a ritual available for those outsiders who marry into riding families,” she said. “So that they may belong amongst the dragons.”

Outsider. She was referring to Saphira.

Saphira felt nauseous.

“She’s not an outsider,” Aiden gritted out. “She is my wife.”

She appreciated him standing up for her, but his words were not of much consolation because they were not true.

Mireya did not respond to that. She simply led them, and they followed.

Saphira couldn’t help but feeling upset, both by Mireya’s words and the rituals Sparky had gone through. It was all too much.

As they went up another set of stairs, Saphira felt Aiden’s gaze on hers. He frowned, and she gave him a bright smile, trying to convince him she was fine, hoping he wouldn’t worry. But that only caused his frown to deepen, as if he saw right through her facade.

The next flight of stairs led them inside, to what looked like a dining area. There were long tables where some novices were studying books and sipping cups of tea, while other small groups were eating a meal.

Everyone was quiet, and they appeared to Saphira as cold and closed off, though that was unsurprising given that the place felt like a monastery. Even so, it was unpleasant, so unlike what she was used to with the coziness of her cafe. There were no dragons here, either, except for Sparky.

“Sparky has done well,” Mireya said, leading them to an empty table on the side. “Now he will eat, then we will take him to bathe and rest before his first flight at dawn.”

Aiden and Saphira sat down across from each other, Sparky on Saphira’s side. Mireya left them, and a moment later, a robed novice brought over food for Sparky, who immediately began eating, apparently unperturbed by the ice and fire rituals. Saphira was still unsettled, and she rubbed her temples.

“I’m sorry,” Aiden said, frowning. “I know that was intense.”

“I mean, you did warn me,” Saphira replied with a sigh. Nothing could have really prepared her to experience that.

“At least the worst of it is over,” Aiden said.

“At least.” Saphira petted Sparky as he finished eating, and he purred, pleased. After he was done, Mireya appeared again, this time to take Sparky to bathe and then rest, which she said was customary at this time and which Aiden reaffirmed upon seeing the hesitant expression on Saphira’s face. While Saphira didn’t want to let Sparky go, she also didn’t want to give Mireya further fuel to think that Saphira didn’t belong, so she kept quiet. 

“Goodbye my angel,” Saphira said, holding Sparky’s face. “I’ll see you in the morning, little squishy.” She gave him kisses, and he licked her cheek. Aiden said goodbye as well, and Sparky licked his hand.

In the meantime, food had been brought for Saphira and Aiden. As they sat back down and began eating, Mireya paused. She gave Aiden a suspicious glance.

“When were you two wed?” she asked.

Saphira was startled, the food getting stuck in her throat.

Aiden swallowed. “Just this month,” he replied.

Mireya made a thoughtful sound. “You do not act like it.”

Without another word, she took Sparky away, leaving Aiden looking stressed.

“Do you think she’ll cancel Sparky’s flight?” Saphira asked, keeping her voice low as tension ran through her.

“I don’t know,” Aiden replied, brows furrowed. “Perhaps we need to be more convincing.” He cleared his throat. “Is it okay if I touch you?”

Heat flushed through her at the prospect, and she bit her lower lip to stop herself from responding as enthusiastically as she wanted to. “Yes,” Saphira said, after a moment’s pause. “Of course, we have to sell it.”

“Right. Of course.”

They ate in silence, a little awkward, until she felt his foot nudge against hers playfully under the table. She smiled, and when he smiled back at her, any of the tension between them dissipated. They had the rest of the evening to themselves now, with Sparky being taken care of.

“I know that was all stressful, but let’s try and enjoy the rest of our time here,” Aiden said.

“Okay. Good plan.”

“So what do think about Mount Echo?” Aiden asked, looking up and around.

“Oh my god,” she replied. “I have so many thoughts.”

“I want to hear all of them.”

They talked as they ate, and since no one was sitting around them to overhear, she could speak freely. Though Aiden had felt far away before, when she was initially touring the compound, now he felt close, commenting and reacting to all of her thoughts, supplementing the knowledge she had gained with more tidbits here and there.

After they finished eating, they went outside to one of the terraces. It was mostly empty, just a novice passing through. Aiden’s knuckles brushed against hers, and Saphira didn’t know who initiated it, but then they were holding hands. Neither of them let go, even after they were alone.

They walked along the terrace, and the views from up here were stunning. Most of the clouds had cleared away, so she could see the other mountain peaks, each of them sharp white cones against the sky.

They were so high up in the sky, it was insane. She found it amazing that dragon riders had access to these views whenever they wanted—all they had to do was go for a ride.

The evening progressed, and the sun set. Someone came out to light the lamp posts around the perimeter of the area, casting a golden glow into the night. And then something truly magical happened—it began snowing.

Gently at first, but then properly, flurries falling down fast.

“Look!” Saphira said, tilting her head back. She held her hands out to catch the snowflakes, and they melted against her palms, little pricks of ice.

“Come on,” Aiden said, pulling her toward the door. “Let’s get inside before you get sick.”

“No!” Saphira dug her feet in, and Aiden stopped. “We have to enjoy the snow!”

She adored snowfall. He gave her a look, shivering as a gust of wind blew.

“You’re going to get sick,” he said, letting go of her hand. “Come on.”

He turned to head toward the door, and she narrowed her eyes at his back. Reaching down, Saphira scooped up snow into her hand, some old and some fresh powder. She made a snowball and threw it at his back. It landed squarely between his shoulders.

He turned around to face her, a shocked expression on his face. “Did you just hit me with a snowball?”

She lifted her chin. “So what if I did?”

“Oh, it is so on.” He smiled, then reached down and made a snowball, lobbing it at her. She yelped, ducking, and it narrowly missed her head.

“Ha!” She laughed, making another snowball and throwing it at him, and thus began a proper snowball fight. They ran around, attacking and ducking, both getting good hits in, their laughter ringing through the air.

Until she got him straight in the eye, and he fell back into the snow with a cry. Her heart stopped.

“Are you okay?” she asked, rushing to his side, where he was clutching his eye. He winced, groaning, and her chest hurt with guilt. “Let me see, let me see.”

She took his hand from his eye to inspect the damage, but he wouldn’t let her see, covering his eye again. “No, it hurts,” he said. “It hurts too much.”

“Let me see!” She demanded, intensely worried.

He slowly removed his hand, and she leaned close to check his eye, worried she had burst a blood vessel or something, but when she looked, there appeared to be no damage.

“It looks fine,” she said, frowning.

“It doesn’t feel fine.” He pouted.

“Here,” Saphira said, blowing on the edge of her scarf to warm it up. She cupped the back of his head with one hand, then pressed the fabric against his eye. “Better?”

“Much better,” he replied, relaxing. Then, his lips twitched. He didn’t look to be in pain at all; he looked perfectly fine, a stark difference to thirty seconds prior.

Furrowing her brows, Saphira sat back confused, until a smile spread across Aiden’s mouth. His eyes crinkled with amusement.

Saphira gasped; he had been teasing her.

“You are the worst!” She pushed him back, but he—laughing—held onto her hands, and she fell with him. She landed on top of him, straddling his lap.

 And then he was no longer laughing. His eyes darkened. He drew closer, and she leaned into the touch, her skin scorching. Desire coursed through her. She could feel him even through the layers of clothing between them. She ached to get closer. His breathing grew labored.

He looked up at her from beneath his dark lashes, his gaze searing. She pressed closer, and he made a strangled sound, his grip tightening. Resting her hands flat on his chest, she felt his heart beating beneath her palms. His gaze flicked to her mouth, and her pulse raced.

They were both frozen, afraid to break the moment, but there was no denying what she felt, and what she suspected he felt, too. He pulled her closer, his mouth hovering just below hers.

“Forgive me,” a voice said, and Saphira jolted. It was Mireya. Saphira hadn’t even heard her approach.

Heart pounding, Saphira got off of Aiden, and they both stood.

“I just wanted to inform you that Sparky is resting for the night,” Mireya said.

“Thank you,” Aiden said, clearing his throat.

A harsh realization shot through Saphira, then. Aiden would have seen Mireya approaching from over Saphira’s shoulder—had this all been a show? To convince Mireya?

Mireya nodded, then turned to go. She made it a few steps before she turned back. “I recommend the hot springs for riders the night before their baby’s first flight,” she said. “It’s always best for the riders to also be relaxed, or the baby dragon feeds off their energy.”

“Thank you,” Aiden said, and Mireya took her leave. After she was gone, Aiden turned to her, his hand reaching for hers. Saphira stepped back, feeling silly.

“She’s gone,” Saphira said, voice quiet. “You don’t have to pretend.”

He frowned, hurt and confused.




Chapter 19

“Do you want to go to the springs?” Aiden asked Saphira, and she watched as he shuffled on his feet. “You can go alone if you want. I can leave you.”

Saphira had been upset a moment ago, but now she was conflicted. There were too many emotions running through her mind, but the one thing she did know was that she didn’t want him to go.

“No, you come, too,” she said, voice soft. “It’s important for both of us to be relaxed. Mireya said so.”

He nodded. “Okay.”

“Besides,” she added. “I don’t know where they are.”

His lips twitched. “Come on.”

She followed him to the hot springs, which were on a lower level, both of them quiet. When they arrived, the springs were completely empty, and she saw that they consisted of various little pools between stones, clouds of steam hovering above the surface.

The fog was so thick, she could hardly see, which comforted her. Neither of them had brought their bathing suits, and she was not about to skinny-dip, but her underwear would suffice. On one side, there was a pile of folded robes and towels.

“Turn around,” Saphira ordered. Wordlessly, he did, and she tied her hair up into a knot, then stripped down to her underwear, her hands shaking. She glanced over to Aiden’s back, which was perfectly straight, perfectly still.

Shivering, Saphira made quick work of getting into the spring. The water wasn’t deep, and there were stones set like seats, so she sat down, the spring coming up to her collar. The water was a balm after their snowball fight, warm and comforting.

“The water is really warm,” she told him, her voice high. He grunted a response, and then she heard the rustle of his clothes as he took them off. Her chest felt tight.

She sneaked a glance over her shoulder and saw the muscles of his back moving. Heat shot through her, and she quickly turned back around, fanning her face.

A moment later, she heard him approach, and then enter the water to sit across from her. The spring had seemed adequately sized before, but now it felt tiny, hardly big enough for the both of them.

Saphira swallowed, biting her lower lip. Aiden’s face was unreadable, as if he wore a mask of stone. They both looked at each other, neither speaking, eyes drinking the other in.

The space shrank, even more intimate somehow, and she was glad for all the steam. She felt she could hide behind it. His eyes were scorching, and she was afraid she would simply melt into the waters.

He ran a hand over his face, wetting his lashes, then rested his arms up. Saphira stared, mesmerized by the muscles in his shoulders and arms, his glistening skin.

Her heart raced, and she touched a hand to the base of her throat, pressing in, willing her heart rate to steady. As she did, his eyes followed the movement, lids lowered. His throat moved as he swallowed.

With some difficulty he dragged his eyes up her throat to meet her gaze, and she felt heat spread through her as though everywhere his eyes went, so did his hands.

She could almost feel the phantom touch, could almost imagine what it would be like.

Her body ached with desire. She unknowingly moved closer in the water until their knees bumped. Steam warmed her skin, and she felt tendrils of hair curling around her face and neck.

He reached a hand out, and she held her breath, yearning for him to touch her, anticipation making her blood run wild. His jaw clenched.

His hand hovered in the space between them, gently drawing closer until he traced a finger along a curl of hair by her cheek, his eyes dark. Slowly, he wrapped the tendril of hair around his finger, then pulled slightly. She felt that tiny tug until he released the curl, and it bounced back into place. Her whole body felt taut, the air between them charged with tension.

His breathing hitched. Blood roared in her ears.

Then, under the water, she felt his hands, fingers skimming against her legs. She pushed into the touch, and his hands slid against her thighs, pulling her closer, onto him. She straddled his lap, as she had out in the snow, though this time, there was hardly any fabric between their skin, and she could feel all of him.

Her hands landed on his chest, then moved up, out of the water, to settle on his neck, the ends of her fingers sinking into his hair. Both of them were deadly silent, as if speaking would break the moment.

His eyes burned into hers. Then, with gentle precision, he inched his head closer until he pressed his mouth to her neck.

The contact sent flames sweeping through her. He kissed her throat, teeth scraping against her skin, and she tossed her head back, body humming with desire.

She pressed closer, and a cry rose in his throat, his fingers digging into her hips with desperation.

Saphira wanted him, all of him. She brought her gaze down to meet his, and he looked at her as if he’d had an epiphany—as if, maybe, the epiphany was her.

And suddenly, fear rippled through her.

She hesitated. Aiden was still, his breathing heavy, but he waited. He held himself back, even though she could feel how much he wanted her.

She felt as if she was on the very edge of a cliff, about to fall, and there was a distant feeling that there would be someone there to catch her when she did, but even so, she couldn’t find the courage to take the leap.

She swallowed, pulling away from him. His gaze shuttered, a muscle twitching in his jaw. He eased his grip on her, and she moved away.

He looked disappointed to see her retreat but didn’t push her, which she was thankful for.

“We should get back,” she whispered, even as her body cried out in protest.

He nodded. Neither of them moved, catching their breath. Saphira willed her heartbeat to steady, and he was doing the same.

Eventually, she got out of the steamy waters and into the cold, shivering. She dried off, then put the robe on, and Aiden did the same, neither looking at the other. She had already felt his body under hers, and that was torture enough.

A gust of wind blew, and they hurried inside, a novice directing them to where they would be staying.

They walked over, then stopped in the doorway as a realization struck them.

Pretending to be married meant they would be sharing a room. Which meant sharing a bed.

Oh no. Aiden clenched his hands into fists at his side, knuckles white.

She pushed open the door to reveal a simple yet cozy room. Because there was no electricity, the room was lit with the candles, the soft glow casting an even more intimate ambience over the already intimate space.

The candles were inherently romantic, and as Aiden closed the door behind them, so was the empty bed. She shivered, overwhelmed by a wave of desire as the possibilities ran through her mind.

Aiden’s question from dinner replayed in her mind: “Can I touch you?” It had seemed so innocent then, but now, the prospect of just how he might touch her made her body burn.

Cheeks flaming, Saphira shook her head, trying to focus. She spotted her bag and grabbed it, rushing to the bathroom and promptly shutting the door.

Once alone, she released a long breath, trying to calm down. She turned the shower on, bathing with cold water, which helped to cool the heat pulsing through her body.

She took a deep breath, slapping her cheeks.

“Get it together!” she hissed at herself.

After she had changed into her pajamas, Saphira looked at herself in the mirror. Her pajamas were plain, which was something she might have been self-conscious about, but with Aiden, she didn’t feel the need to be anything other than herself.

This would be fine. They were mature adults. Clearing her throat, Saphira grabbed her things and opened the door, entering the bedroom again. Aiden was purposefully not looking at her, and her heart sank at how awkward things felt. She had made things awkward.

“Bathroom’s free,” she squeaked.

Aiden nodded. Avoiding her gaze, he entered and shut the door behind him.

Saphira let out a huge exhale, then collapsed onto the bed, which was deliciously soft. She sank straight in.

Feeling cold, Saphira got under the covers, blowing out the candle on her side table. Maybe she would fall asleep before Aiden even got out of the bathroom, and it wouldn’t be weird.

She didn’t want things to be weird.

Then, Aiden came out, wearing a T-shirt and pajama pants. She had to look away, she felt so shy.

This was ridiculous. It wasn’t like she hadn’t had boyfriends before, or done any of this, but with Aiden, she just felt completely unhinged.

Wordlessly, Aiden blew out the candles on his side table, enveloping the room in darkness, then got under the covers as well, his back to her.

He was right there. Her heart raced. She was wide awake now, the possibility of sleep impossible.

After a few moments, she gathered up her courage.

“Aiden,” she whispered.

Silence. She didn’t know if he didn’t hear her, or if he was ignoring her, or what. She frowned. Was he asleep already?

Saphira went to nudge his foot, but she overestimated how far away he was and ended up kicking him instead.

“Ow?” he said, surprised and completely awake. It was the first time he had spoken since the hot springs. Her heart hammered.

“Oh, you’re awake,” she said.

“Yeah.” He turned around, facing her. He looked as tense as she felt. “What’s up?”

“Um … nothing?”

His lips twitched. “Why did you kick me, then?” he asked, his eyes glittering with amusement.

“No reason,” she replied, also feeling amused.

The tension between them dissipated as he smiled, and she gently laughed, burying her nose in her pillow. This whole situation was so ridiculous and absurd that it was comical.

He smiled, and she was relieved. They were back to being normal.

“Are you nervous for tomorrow?” she asked. He got comfortable, putting a hand under his pillow.

“Kind of,” he said. “But Sparky did great today, so I’m sure everything will be fine.”

The room was mostly dark, and in the dark, it was easier to be less stressed about sharing a bed with him. She just focused on the sound of his voice.

“Those trials were insane,” she said.

“They really were. I thought I was gonna pass out.”

“No! You were so composed! While I was being a big baby.”

“Don’t worry, I was being a baby on the inside, too.” His voice softened. “It isn’t always easy for me to show what I’m feeling, but that doesn’t mean I’m not feeling it.”

“I never learned how not to show what I’m feeling,” she admitted.

He smiled. “I know. I like that about you.”

It was nice, chatting. “I feel like I’m having a sleepover with my best friend,” she said. “Not that I have ever had sleepovers with a best friend before. But hypothetically.”

He paused, considering something carefully. “Saphira?”

She held her breath. “Yeah?”

“I think you’re my best friend,” he said, voice quiet. Happiness spread through her.

“You’re my best friend, too,” she said. “It’s strange—we haven’t even known each other for that long, but it feels like I’ve known you forever.”

“I feel the same way,” he told her. “Like there’s no version of me that existed before knowing you.”

As they spoke, they inched closer, until they were both on the edges of their respective pillows. She could feel the warmth of his body just beside hers, and her pulse quickened.

Saphira reached for his hand as he was reaching for hers, and the point of contact sent a zing of pleasure through her.

He brought her hand up, brushing his lips against her palm. She spread her fingers over his cheek, his stubble rough against her skin. The moment was sweet, so sweet.

The intimacy of being in bed together like this felt so real, like they’d done it a million times before, and would do it a million times again.

And then she thought of what else they might do while in bed together, and her heart rate spiked. It would be so easy …

She felt as if they were racing toward something inevitable, and resisting was pointless. She wanted to give in. She wanted it so badly.

But Aiden did not move closer. He held onto her hand as he closed his eyes.

“Goodnight, Saphira,” he said, voice soft and gentle as a caress, and that was okay, too. She was glad just to be here, beside him.

“Goodnight,” she replied.




Chapter 20

Aiden was trying his best to be honorable. It was why, last night, he had used every ounce of his willpower not to take advantage of the situation of them being in the same bed together, despite how badly he had wanted to kiss her, lay her flat on her back, hear her gasp.

It had taken him what felt like ages to get his blood to stop pounding after he had held her in the springs, the sensation of her body pressed against him a torturous memory.

He dreamt of her all night, but there was nothing new about that.

What was new was waking up with their bodies entwined, as if in their sleep, neither of them had had the good sense to stay away.

He opened his eyes. His arms were around her, their legs tangled. He felt her everywhere.

She awoke then, too, and the moment she realized, her breath caught in her throat. But she did not retreat, or move away, as she had in the springs.

Instead, Saphira looked up at him with those huge eyes he wanted to drown in. She watched him as if waiting.

Desire poured through him. And he could no longer bear it. He felt as though he had been dying to kiss her forever, like everything had been leading up to this.

He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, and she leaned into his touch, eyelids fluttering.

“Don’t hate me,” he said, voice hoarse, “but I’m gonna do something stupid.”

And then he brought her mouth to his and kissed her. It was a gentle, sweet kiss.

Heat lit his body, and he pulled away, wanting to see her reaction before going further.

She had a funny expression on her face, biting back a smile.

“What?” he asked.

“I’m still waiting for you to do something stupid,” she replied.

He smiled, and she pulled him close to her, kissing him hungrily. His body ached. He cupped her face in his hand, deepening the kiss as she gasped against his mouth.

She angled her body and, in one motion, he sat up and pulled her on top of him. Her thighs straddled his waist as they had in the springs last night, and this time, she let him do what he had longed to do then.

He kissed her desperately, each motion charged with longing. She pressed closer and desire shot straight through him, a low groan rising in his throat. He snatched her closer, tongue slipping into her mouth.

She nipped at his lower lip, and he briefly thought he was going to die, though there was so much to live for in that particular moment.

He moved his hands into her hair, tangling them in the curls, gently pulling her head back so he could kiss her bare throat. She made a desperate sound as he moved lower, kissing her collarbone, sucking her skin.

She grabbed his face and pulled his mouth up to hers again, all teeth and tongue, and he moved his hands down her body, settling on the perfect curve of her waist.

Her hands roamed over his body, lowering until they reached the edge of his shirt. She lifted the fabric, and he pulled it off, letting her fingers sear into his skin as she explored his bare chest with her hands. Then he gently pushed her onto her back, covering her body with his as they kissed and kissed.

They were both lost in all-consuming desire, lost in the dreamy haze of lips and skin, when suddenly there was a knock on the door.

He paused, desperately hoping he’d imagined it—but then it came again.

With gargantuan effort, he dragged himself from the bed and answered the door.

It was Mireya. “It’s time for Sparky’s big day,” she said. She gave him a look over, and he remembered he was not wearing a shirt. Aiden half-hid behind the door, cheeks hot. Surely the old woman could tell what he had just been getting up to in there. But at least she finally didn’t look suspicious of his and Saphira’s relationship.

Aiden cleared his throat. “Thank you,” he said. “We will be there shortly.”

Mireya nodded, and he closed the door, turning back to Saphira. When their eyes met, she burst out laughing. Her lips were pink and swollen, and he was hit by a wave of desire again.

He lay back down beside her, and she turned her body towards his. He put a hesitant hand on her waist.

“Was that real?” he asked, unable to believe what had transpired between them. He needed to make sure it wasn’t a dream.

“You tell me,” she replied, biting her lower lip, her brown eyes wide. He moved his hand up and down the curve of her hip, relishing the softness of her skin. “Are we still playing pretend?”

“I was never playing pretend.” He took her hand and brought it up to his mouth, kissing her wrist. Her pulse beat against his lips.

She smiled, relieved and happy. “Me either,” she said, face shy.

He kissed her again, feeling her smile against his mouth until she pulled away.

“We really need to go,” she said, rolling away from him. “You know how grumpy Sparky will get if he has to wait for us.”

Aiden groaned, falling onto his back. All he wanted to do was spend all day in bed with her, but she was right. They did need to go.

“Fine,” he sighed, getting up.

“You can shower first,” she said.

“I need it.”

Her cheeks went pink, and she looked away from him. Fondness spread across his chest. She was so cute. Aiden kissed her cheek, then went to get ready.

After he was done, she got ready, and together, they met Mireya and Sparky at the highest level of the Mount Echo compound.

The baby dragon looked irritated at first, his little face scowling, but then he must have noticed something was different between Aiden and Saphira because he immediately cheered up.

“How is my little baby?” Saphira asked, giving Sparky lots of kisses. “You’re going to do so great! You’re going to be wonderful.”

She stepped back and Aiden went to pet Sparky, giving the baby dragon a smile. Then, a novice came and took Sparky from them.

Mireya stood back with Aiden and Saphira, watching as the novice took Sparky and started walking toward the mountain’s edge, where Sparky would be thrown off.

Just the idea made Aiden’s stomach churn with anxiety. He watched as Saphira took measured breaths, trying to relax.

“We need to be brave,” she reminded him, “or Sparky will be afraid.”

“Mhm.” He couldn’t speak, he was so stressed.

Sparky looked back at them, and Saphira gave him an encouraging smile. Even so, Sparky looked unsettled, and Aiden couldn’t blame him. He himself was grimacing, until Saphira turned to him and widened her eyes. 

She elbowed him in the gut. “Aiden!” she admonished. “We need to be strong!”

“God, I can’t do it,” he replied, feeling nauseous. He had been good about being composed during the rituals yesterday, but today he felt as though he was going to fall apart.

“Just pretend,” Saphira ordered, and he saw her force a smile.

He attempted one as well, but it must have been more of a scowl, for Saphira laughed.

“You’re gonna be okay,” she said, taking his hand. She put it around her shoulder, then entwined their fingers. He squeezed her hand, relaxing, and this time when he tried to smile, it was easy.

They both waved at Sparky, and Sparky bounced forward.

“I’m going to throw up,” Aiden said, when Sparky’s back was to them.

Saphira laughed. “I’m worried, too,” she said, holding tight to his hand.

They were both stressed-out parents, and it was lovely to share this moment with her, to know she felt exactly the same way he did.

As Sparky got closer to the edge of the cliff, Saphira caught her breath.

“I can’t watch,” she said. “But I have to! Oh, this is terrible.”

“Baby dragons are stressful creatures, but just wait until you have children of your own,” Mireya said, tone teasing. “Human babies are much more helpless.”

Her comment only succeeded in making Aiden more worried, until Saphira smiled. “Oh, I wouldn’t have anything to worry about then,” she told Mireya. “Aiden would be such a great father.”

A lump rose in his throat at her words. He knew they just kissed for the first time only an hour ago, but it was so impossibly easy to imagine having a family with her. He pulled her into him, kissing her temple.

They held onto each other tight as the novice reached the mountain’s edge. He lifted Sparky up into the air and, without further ado, threw Sparky off and into the air.

Sparky disappeared, and Saphira made a noise as if she had been struck. Aiden felt exactly the same way, like he had been punched in the stomach.

It lasted only a few seconds, but those were the longest seconds of his life as they waited to see if Sparky would rise up in flight.

And then the little guy did.

Sparky was flying, soaring in the air. His black scales cut a sharp silhouette against the pale sky, his wings spread wide. He lifted his face to the wind as he glided, his purple eyes wide and alive with wonder.

Air finally entered Aiden’s lungs, and he looked up at the sky, eyes welling with tears. He blinked them away as Saphira cheered. Then he turned to her; she looked so happy, he felt buoyant, as if he might float away.

He took her face in his hands and kissed her, savoring her sweetness, the taste of her lips. She hummed against his mouth, pleased. They pulled apart, leaning their foreheads against each other.

“Look at him go,” Saphira whispered, voice thick. Her eyes were wet as she watched Sparky fly, and Aiden felt the same ache in his chest. Their little baby was growing up.

Sparky flew over and landed on their shoulders with a cheery purr, and they all did a group hug, snuggling close.

It was one of the best moments of Aiden’s entire life.




Chapter 21

Back home after a successful trip, Aiden dropped Saphira off in front of the cafe at around four p.m. It had been a whirlwind of a day, and she was still pinching herself from the charged kisses from this morning, which had felt like swimming to the surface of the sea and finally gulping in air after holding her breath for so long.

Then Sparky’s first flight, the anxiety of it, followed quickly by pride when he had accomplished it. The baby dragon was growing up, which made her sentimental; she wished she could stop time, hold onto him tight. But at the same time, she loved this reality, every moment of it.

Aiden parked, and she stepped out. He did as well, grabbing her bag from the back.

“Thanks,” she said, taking it from him. The second his hand was free he cupped her face, pulling her into a kiss. He stepped back, bringing her with him with a hand on her waist. He leaned against his car so she wouldn’t have to be on her tiptoes, and she stepped between his legs, drawing closer.

And then they were fully making out in the middle of Main Street, all teeth and raw emotion. His hand moved from her cheek to tangle in her hair. Burning desire spread through her as he angled her head back, opening her mouth to deepen the kiss with his tongue.

She made a whimpering sound, then pulled back before she got too carried away.

Saphira covered her cheeks with her hands, the skin warm against her palms as she looked around her, at the people walking by.

“Oh my god, we need to stop.” She laughed. “There are children around.”

“Don’t care,” he said, drawing her in for another hungry kiss. She smiled against his mouth and stepped away, putting her hands on his chest. His eyes were dark, his lips red, desperate need written over his features.

“I have to go!” she said, grabbing her bag, but when she took a step away, he grabbed her hand and pulled her back.

She yelped, and with a spin, landed in his arms, where he wrapped his arms around her, locking her into a hug.

She giggled, putting her hands up around his shoulder blades, feeling his muscles shift beneath her palms.

He kissed her cheek, then released her.

“I suppose I’ll let you go now,” he said, smiling softly. She pulled back to see there was a sweet expression on his face, and she was hit with a deliciously painful wave of affection. She touched her hand to his cheek, then noticed the ring she was still wearing.

“Oh, before I forget …” She took the ring off, holding it out for him.

“You can keep it,” he said.

She looked at him to see if he was joking, but he was serious. Ridiculous! “Okay, let’s slow down,” she teased, laughing.

But then she quickly sobered, realizing the suggestion was probably best if taken seriously. Nani-Ma always used to warn Saphira about how Saphira’s mother would dive into things and get hurt. Saphira didn’t want that to happen to her, especially with Sparky involved. They had to be thoughtful.

“Yes, of course,” Aiden replied, clearing his throat. He pocketed the ring.

“Sparky’s first vet appointment is tomorrow morning,” she reminded him. “I think we all need some rest before that, and I should check in at the cafe.”

He sighed, his hands falling to her waist. “I don’t want to let you go, but you’re right. See you tomorrow, then?”

“Tomorrow.” This time it was Saphira who stole one last kiss before going, looking over her shoulder for one final glance. Aiden was still leaning against his car, holding a hand to his heart. She giggled.

Practically floating, Saphira went inside the cafe, where Lavinia was watching her from behind the counter, mouth wide open. Saphira realized that Lavinia had probably seen her and Aiden kissing through the window.

Before Lavinia could adequately freak out, Saphira held up a hand. “First, tell me how everything’s been,” she ordered. “Was everything okay while I was gone? No problems?”

“Oh my god, everything’s been fine, literally nothing to worry about,” Lavinia said. “Business as usual, and no problems at all.”

“Okay, good, good,” Saphira said, glad that the cafe had fared well during her absence.

“Now, I need details!” Lavinia cried, eyes wide. Saphira hid her face with her hands. “Wait for me in the back while I tell Cal to cover the front!”

Saphira went to the back and, a few moments later, Lavinia rushed after her with two iced lattes in her hands.

“Details, now!” Lavinia ordered. Saphira took one of the drinks, and they went to the garden door, from where they exited to sit outside on the grass. There, Saphira relayed everything that had transpired in the thirty-six hours since Saphira had seen Lavinia yesterday morning, which now felt like an eternity ago.

“We have the vet in the morning, so it’s probably best to get some rest tonight,” Saphira finished. Talking about all of it made it so real, which was a bit overwhelming to grapple with. “I also need to just process all of this.”

“What is there to process?” Lavinia asked. “He’s hot! He likes you! I don’t see the problem.”

“Well! Technically I work for him? I’m pretty sure this is an HR violation.”

“Psh.” Lavinia waved a hand. “Who cares about that? Besides, you’re not going to be training Sparky forever. Don’t overthink it.”

“True.” Though that was much easier said than done.

Lavinia squealed, and Saphira grinned, feeling giddy.

“I can’t believe that all actually happened,” Saphira said at the end, shocked. “Like, that wasn’t a fever dream?”

“He was wearing your lipstick in the middle of Main Street, so no, it was not a fever dream!” Lavinia cried. Saphira threw her head back and laughed. She couldn’t stop, she was positively giddy. Lavinia giggled.

“Oh Saph,” she said, awed. “I’ve never seen you like this.”

“I’ve never felt like this,” Saphira said, and the words sunk in. “God, my tummy hurts.”

“You are fine!” Lavinia said. “Breathe! You just need some oxygen.”

Saphira took deep breaths, fanning herself. “Okay.” She blew out her cheeks. “Enough about me—tell me how your internship has been going?”

“I’ve been learning so much,” Lavinia told her. “I’ll be there tomorrow when you guys come in with Sparky-Poo.”

“Oh, good! He’ll have a friendly face,” Saphira said, relieved. “I know we’re putting the little guy through a lot all at once.”

“No, it’s good,” Lavinia said. “He’s growing up, so he needs his vaccinations now.”

“Don’t say that he’s growing up! I’m going to cry!”

“When aren’t you crying?” Lavinia asked.

Saphira was about to protest but conceded. “Fair point.”

They were interrupted when Calahan stuck his head out of the side door, a clearly apologetic expression on his kind face.

“Um … Lavinia?” he asked nervously. “If someone had—theoretically—attempted to foam milk with too much milk in the frothing pitcher, and said milk splattered everywhere, how would that someone go about cleaning that?”

Lavinia gave him a dry look. “Is this someone you?”

“Maybe.”

“And is this theoretical situation actually not theoretical?”

He paused. Lavinia gave him a look. He gave her a winning smile, and she rose to her feet.

“You’re a lifesaver, Lav,” he said, looking eternally grateful.

“Oh, I know.” Lavinia went to follow him, then turned back to Saphira, who waved a hand, not wanting to get up yet.

“You go in,” Saphira said. “I’ll be there in a second.”

Lavinia went in, and Saphira sat outside for a few moments longer, admiring the garden, which was all cleaned up and organized, mostly finished. Soon, the playpen would be ready for the baby dragons, and patrons would be able to sit outside and enjoy the sunshine the same way she was now.

A little while later, Saphira got up, about to head in. As she reached the door, she overheard some girls talking as they left the cafe from the front. Her heart pounded, and she strayed closer to the garden door, listening.

“I can’t believe Aiden Sterling was making out with Saphira.”

“I know! Like, what?”

“Do you think they’re, like, together?”

“Absolutely not. There’s no way. They’re probably just hooking up.”

“In the middle of Main Street? That is so messy.”

“Tell me about it.”

Saphira felt as if she had been doused with a bucket of ice water. She recognized the voices; they were some girls who were around Saphira’s age. They were from Drakkon families and often came into the cafe with their baby dragons.

Saphira was shocked to hear the disdain in their voices. They had always been perfectly nice to her, but they were speaking now as if she had personally offended them.

They were so astonished that she and Aiden had been kissing, as if Saphira had reached for something that was not hers and could never be hers.

Insecurity rippled through her. She was devastated, actually.

This was just like how, at Mount Echo, Mireya had said Saphira was an outsider, that she didn’t belong.

Saphira shook her head, pushing the memories and voices from her mind. She would not spiral.

These girls were probably just jealous, Saphira convinced herself. Aiden was a highly eligible bachelor, after all. The Sterlings were an important family.

Was it truly so unbelievable that Aiden would be interested in Saphira?

Whatever. She was not going to think about it. Saphira went into the cafe, helping out with the last customers before sending Lavinia home. Saphira covered closing up the cafe with Calahan.

After everything was clean and in order, she grabbed her bag and went up to her apartment, where she changed into her pajamas, rummaging around for something to eat. She settled on a handful of strawberries with chocolate spread, munching while she prepared for the vet appointment tomorrow.

The appointment was midday, and she would be leaving work for an hour to head over to the Animal Hospital for it. She had missed the cafe while she was at Mount Echo, which was why she didn’t want to take an entire day off for Sparky’s appointment.

Saphira thought about Aiden and, alone in her apartment, she giggled to herself, twirling around. She collapsed onto her couch, hugging a pillow to her chest. She was giddy all over again, and she wouldn’t let a stupid comment bring her down.

She recalled how it felt to kiss him, to be kissed by him, and she touched her fingers to her lips, the memory of his mouth making her toes tingle.

Saphira looked around for her phone and, when she found it, she saw she had a missed call from him from about twenty minutes ago. She called him back, and he picked up after the first bell.

“Hey, everything okay?” she asked.

“No,” he replied.

Concern shot through her. “What’s wrong?”

“I miss you.”

She smiled, getting up and going to the kitchen. He was so silly! Goodness!

“You just saw me!”

“Can never have too much Saphira,” he replied easily. “What are you up to?”

“Just thinking about making dinner,” she said, inspecting the contents of her fridge. “What about you?”

“I made some dinner and was going to eat soon. What are you making?”

“Hm, good question.” She pulled out a loaf of bread and some turkey. “I think a sandwich?”

She put him on speaker and set her phone down, and they chatted while she quickly assembled her sandwich.

“Are you eating now?” he asked.

“Just about to sit down, yes,” she replied. “Did you finish?”

“No, I was waiting for you,” he replied. She received a notification and opened their chat to see he’d sent her a picture of his plate, which was half chicken, and half steamed vegetables, but all untouched. She smiled, sending him a picture of her plate, too.

They both began to eat, continuing to chat as they did. She knew she should probably say goodbye and focus on the little chores that needed to be done around her apartment, but she couldn’t bring herself to say goodbye just yet. She hadn’t gotten enough of him, and she feared she never would.

“What’s Sparky doing?” she asked.

“Being a menace,” Aiden replied, sending her another picture, in which the baby dragon was being adorable, as usual. “He’s flying around, knocking into things.”

“Aww, he is too cute,” Saphira replied. “He’s getting too big, though. It’s breaking my heart.”

“God, mine, too. He needs to stop growing, actually.”

“I completely agree. We need to come up with some scheme to keep him forever this small.”

“I will start researching.”

They kept talking, and she kept the phone on as she did her dishes and unpacked her bag and did her skincare and got ready for bed, his company a constant through her entire evening.

“Okay, I think we should sleep now,” Saphira said, yawning in bed. She heard sheets rustling and knew he was in bed, too. She turned her lamp off, and then all that was left was the glow of her phone and his voice. “Goodnight, Aiden.”

“Sweet dreams, Saphira,” he said, voice low and warm.

Smiling to herself, she hung up, then released a long sigh. She kicked her feet, feeling fizzy.

She couldn’t wait to see him tomorrow—she could hardly sleep, she was so excited.

She hadn’t been this excited to be alive since the cafe first opened, when an entire expanse of possibilities seemed to spread ahead of her. There were so many ways this could go wrong, but so, so many ways it could also go exactly and perfectly right.

*

The next day, Saphira waited outside the Animal Hospital, waiting for him. He was running a little late, he had messaged her, but he would be there soon.

Saphira was restless, fidgeting. Until she saw him coming down the street. Air entered her lungs, and she met him halfway, throwing her arms around him in a hug. She inhaled the sweet scent of mint.

“Hey, gorgeous.” He kissed her neck, holding onto her tight. She pulled back, and he gave her a smile, dark eyes molten. She played with the ends of his hair as his hands moved up and down her back. She hummed, perfectly content. “Sorry I’m late, I gave Spark some of the medicine the vet had said to give him this morning and he was not happy about it.”

Saphira looked down to where Sparky was grumpily sitting by Aiden’s legs, scratching his face and growling. He was having a little temper tantrum, hissing and glaring.

“Aw, my little baby,” Saphira said, lifting him up into her arms. She gave him a cuddle, but he still fussed, upset and agitated. She made soothing noises, trying to calm him.

“Ready to go in?” Saphira asked. Aiden opened his mouth to reply when his phone rang. He pulled his phone out, then winced.

“Ah, it’s my father,” he said. “I have to take this.”

“No worries,” she replied. “I’ll go check us in.”

Saphira headed inside with Sparky while Aiden answered his phone. She walked up to the receptionist who was busy typing something into her computer.

“Hi! I’m here to check Sparky in for his appointment.”

The receptionist looked up, then did a subtle double-take, blinking; she was clearly surprised to see Saphira with a dragon.

Saphira bristled.

Before the receptionist could say anything, Aiden rushed in, coming to stand beside Saphira. “Sorry about that.” He put a hand on her back. “Checked in okay?”

“Just a moment.” The receptionist did something on her computer, then gave Aiden a big smile. “You’re all set. You can go to the waiting room and you’ll be called in.”

Aiden kept his hand on Saphira’s lower back as they walked over to the waiting room, where there were other small animals like baby chimeras and baby griffins and baby phoenixes. The Animal Hospital on Main Street was mainly for the babies; the veterinarians did house calls for the fully grown animals whenever there were any problems, since they couldn’t exactly easily fit into a small building.

When they sat down in the chairs, Sparky leapt from Saphira’s arms.

“Sparky!” Saphira chased after him, and he growled at her, trying to fly away. Despite all of his training, he really did not want to be here. The medicine Aiden had given him this morning was supposed to help him relax, but it had only succeeded in making him more agitated.

She caught him in her arms, and he squirmed, inhaling as if to blow a puff of smoke at her. Saphira gave him a frown.

“Sparky, no,” she scolded, and he acquiesced, though he clearly was not happy about it.

Saphira sat down again with a sigh. “I don’t get it,” she said to Aiden. “He was fine on Mount Echo, which was so much worse than a few shots.”

“Don’t worry.” Aiden put his hand on her thigh. “It’ll be over soon.”

A few minutes later, Lavinia poked her head into the waiting room, scanning. When she spotted Saphira and Aiden, her face lit up.

“Hey guys!” She came over.

“You look so official!” Saphira said, impressed. Lavinia wore a white coat with a name tag and even had a stethoscope around her neck. “I’m so proud!”

“A real professional,” Aiden added.

“Thank you, thank you.” Lavinia did a little bow, smiling. “You guys can follow me.”

Saphira stood, still holding onto Sparky so he wouldn’t get ideas about running away again.

“And how’s our little baby doing?” Lavinia asked, petting Sparky with both her hands. She looked up at Aiden and Saphira then. “You know a lot of the babies try running away or setting things on fire when they’re getting checked in, but Sparky-Pie is being such a good boy.”

Sparky was pleased by the praise, even if it was false, and he settled in Saphira’s arms, enjoying the attention. As they followed Lavinia into one of the rooms, he remained calm.

It helped that he already knew Lavinia as a friendly face, and though he fussed a bit on the hospital cot, he stayed largely well-behaved as Lavinia ran the preliminary checks and took his vitals before the veterinarian came in to administer the shots.

As Lavinia checked the inside of Sparky’s mouth, Saphira’s phone buzzed. Checking it, she saw a text from Calahan, asking where the napkin refills were stored.

“I’ll be back in a sec,” Saphira whispered to Aiden. He nodded, and she slipped outside, walking down the hall a bit so they wouldn’t hear her in the room and get distracted. As she instructed Calahan on precisely where to look, she saw the vet going into the patient room that Sparky was in.

“Cal, hold the fort a little longer, okay?” she said into the phone. “Sparky’s about to get his shots, so I have to go.”

“You got it, boss.”

She hung up, then headed for the room.

An assistant was walking by just as Saphira reached for the doorknob, and he said, “Excuse me, are you meant to be here?”

Saphira stopped, a cold feeling creeping through her. “Yes, um … my dragon is just in this room.” She cleared her throat.

The assistant checked the file on the door, looking up at her. “Sterling?” he asked. She nodded. “Can I see your ID?”

Saphira was taken aback. She reached to her side, then realized that she hadn’t brought her purse with her, so she had neither her regular identification, nor her Drakkon identification.

“Sorry, I don’t have it on me,” she said, and the assistant frowned. Anxiety spread through her. She didn’t want to miss being there for Sparky while he got his shots. “I was just in there—I only stepped out for a second!” Her voice was high. 

“I’m sorry, we’re pretty strict about that kind of thing,” the assistant said, face blank.

Saphira was so embarrassed, she had no idea what to say or what to do. She stood there, frozen, heart hammering. Time felt as if it was standing still.

A second later, the door opened, and Aiden stepped out, coming to her side. “Hey, where did you go?” he asked, brows furrowed. “They’re about to start.”

Saphira’s lower lip trembled, and a dark expression immediately crossed his face. “What’s wrong?” he asked, hands light at her elbows.

“Is she supposed to be here?” the assistant asked Aiden. Aiden looked at the assistant, seeming suddenly to understand why Saphira was upset.

“Yes,” he snapped. Aiden looked pissed off. “Obviously.”

“Oh.” The assistant swallowed nervously, sheepish. “I’m sorry about that.”

Aiden frowned. With his hand on Saphira’s lower back, he led her back into the room, but not before glaring at the assistant one more time for good measure.

Saphira hardly noticed; she felt so humiliated.

“I’m sorry you had to deal with that,” Aiden said to her, voice low.

“It’s not your fault,” she whispered. Saphira forced a smile, but it didn’t quite land.

“Ready?” the veterinarian asked. Saphira nodded, but Sparky was unsettled, fidgeting on the cot. Lavinia came to Saphira’s side.

“Saph, you okay?” Lavinia asked. “Sparky’s picking up on whatever you’re feeling, so try and put on a brave face, okay?”

But that only succeeded in making Saphira feel even worse. The room was suddenly too small; she couldn’t breathe.

“Hey,” Aiden said, coming to stand in front of her, until all she saw was him. He put his hands on her shoulders. “Breathe,” he instructed, voice gentle.

He cradled her face in his hands, thumbs rubbing against her cheeks.

“You have every right to be here,” he said. “Look—Sparky’s looking to you.”

He let go of her face, stepping aside so she could see, and he was right. Sparky was watching Saphira carefully, as if waiting for her to tell him it would be okay.

Saphira took a deep breath. Subconsciously, she reached for Aiden’s hand, and he entwined their fingers. When he squeezed her hand, she felt centered … calm.

Saphira gave Sparky a smile, and this time, it was genuine. Sparky relaxed, no longer fussing.

“He’s ready now,” Saphira said to the veterinarian, stepping forward. He nodded, then began administering the shots.

Sparky cried out at the first shot, and Aiden told him, “You’re so brave! You’re doing so well!”

Then Aiden turned around to see that Saphira was crying, too, her eyes welled up with tears. “Oh no,” he said, lips twitching. “You’re so brave, you’re doing so well!” he told her, looking amused.

She pouted. “It’s not funny,” she cried, and he hugged her. Saphira buried her nose against his chest as he stroked her hair.

“I know, sweetheart, I know.”

She pulled back, sniffing. “Sweetheart?”

“You are my sweetheart.” He gave her a shy smile. “You’re my sweetest.” Aiden kissed her cheek.

The veterinarian cleared his throat, and she gave him a sheepish smile, turning her attention back to Sparky.

“He’s all done,” the veterinarian told him. Lavinia reached into the cupboard and gave the baby dragon a lollipop, which he happily sucked on. “Sparky did great, he should just rest up today and tomorrow.”

“Thank you, doctor,” Aiden said, shaking his hand. Then the veterinarian took his leave, and after he was gone, Lavinia snuck a lollipop to Saphira, who really needed it. She undid the wrapper, sucking on it; it was spicy-sweet.

“You did great, bestie,” Lavinia said, giving Saphira a hug. “I’ll see you later.”

Saphira and Aiden both said goodbye to Lavinia, then turned to Sparky. “My little golu-molu,” Saphira cooed. She squished him, and he purred. “You did so well! I’m so proud of you!”

“Good boy,” Aiden said, scratching Sparky’s chin. Sparky closed his eyes, enjoying the contact.

“Ready to go?” Aiden asked. Saphira nodded. She picked Sparky up, and he cuddled close to her. They walked out of the patient room, passing the waiting room to head out.

As they did, Saphira felt like everyone was staring at her, even though they probably weren’t, and she was just projecting her insecurity, but even so …

She felt the urge to hide away.

Aiden walked her to the cafe. They stopped in front to say goodbye before she went in but, after a sweet kiss, Aiden pulled back to inspect her face. He furrowed his brows.

“Is everything okay?” he asked. She nibbled on her lower lip, and he frowned. “Hey. Tell me what’s wrong.”

Saphira released a long breath. She opened her mouth to speak, but she couldn’t quite find the words. Aiden tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, caressing her cheek, patiently waiting while she collected her thoughts.

“It’s just—when we’re in our little bubble, I don’t feel as though I don’t belong,” Saphira finally said. “I feel like I have a right to Sparky, like he’s mine, too. But out in public sometimes, I just feel so out of place, and it makes me insecure.”

“You do have a right to Sparky,” Aiden reassured her. “He is yours, and you belong with him—with us. Okay?”

She sighed. She knew the opinion of random strangers didn’t matter; what mattered was how Aiden felt, how Sparky felt. And she knew that she belonged with them. Sometimes it was just hard—but Aiden’s words did make her feel better.

Saphira nodded, mustering a smile. “Okay,” she said.

Aiden gave her a small smile, kissing her cheek. They wouldn’t be training Sparky today or tomorrow while Sparky rested, and Aiden had some work to catch up on anyway.

“I’ll call you later?” he said.

She smiled, nodding. “Okay.”

With his free hand, he cupped her face, and she went on her tiptoes to kiss him, melting into his achingly tender touch. She savored the kiss, her body humming even after she had pulled away.

“Remember,” he said with a wink. “You’re my sweetest.”




Chapter 22

Saphira didn’t see Aiden for the next two days, and she missed him with an ache that was painful, even though they spoke on the phone multiple times throughout the day. He was busy with work, and she was busy at the cafe, while Sparky was resting after his shots.

Then, the next morning, Saphira woke up a bit earlier than usual because she heard some noise outside. Curious, she got out of bed, slipping on a robe and some shoes before heading downstairs.

The noise was coming from the back. Saphira opened the back door and headed outside. The moment she did, she saw Aiden’s profile, and the sight of him made her heart leap.

She watched him quietly for a moment while he worked. Everything was beautiful, a soft breeze in the air, birds chirping in the early morning. The sky was a pinkish blue. Along the building, she saw the bougainvillea were restored and in bloom, bursts of hot pink along the stone.

Beyond Aiden, the garden was … complete. Everything was neat and sectioned off, with hedges of various sizes for the dragons to play around. There were outdoor chairs and a few tables along the side for customers who wished to sit outside while their baby dragons played.

Along the perimeter of the entire garden, it looked as if he had planted white flowers in front of the fence. The plants were tall, about two to four feet high, and held pea-like flowers in clusters. They had velvety trifoliate leaves and towered above all the other plants.

Aiden finished patting the soil and stood. When he did, he noticed Saphira, and the moment he registered her, his eyes brightened, his lips spreading into a smile. There was such an expression of genuine joy on his face to see her that she was overcome with emotion.

In that moment, she felt loved. Even if he didn’t love her, for the duration of his smile, he at least made her feel like he did.

Saphira went to him. “What is this?” she asked, touching the white petals of the flowers he had just finished planting.

“It’s white wild indigo,” he said.

“Pretty.”

“It’s a strong plant,” he explained. “It can tolerate clay, gravel—even poor soil. It only needs occasional watering, but it can also survive droughts, or flooding. After the winter, it’ll go dormant, but then bloom again in the following spring.”

“Ooh, interesting,” she said, smiling. He looked shy.

“I know, I’m such a nerd,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck.

“No! I love your botanical knowledge.” She looked around at the white flowers. “They’re beautiful.”

“Incredibly so,” he replied, but he wasn’t looking at the flowers, he was looking at her.

She blushed, and then he turned back to the white indigo and said, “Useful, too. Look.”

There were more than a few bees attracted to the flower, pollinating. Sparky was steering clear away, scowling.

“Baby dragons hate bees,” Saphira said.

“The bees won’t bother them, and this way you don’t have to worry about any baby dragons ruining the fence or hopping over,” Aiden said, proud of himself. “They’ll stay in the middle of the playpen.”

“Oh my goodness! It’s perfect. Thank you.”

He was too sweet. She reached up and kissed his cheek. She would have kissed him properly, but then a bee buzzed by her, and she yelped. Saphira ducked behind Aiden, hiding.

“Don’t tell me you’re afraid of bees too?” Aiden asked, laughing.

“I’m not afraid!” she argued. “I just don’t like them! And I hate the buzzing!”

She clutched his arm tightly, watching from over his shoulder.

“It’s nothing to be afraid of, darling,” he said. “Look.”

He stepped toward one of the white wild indigo flowers, where a bee was pollinating. Appalled, Saphira watched as Aiden touched one of the bees.

She screeched, shutting her eyes tight.

“Let me show you,” Aiden said, taking her hand.

“No, no, no!” she cried, as he pulled her forward. “I’m good! I am so good.”

Still, she let him bring her toward one of the flowers, where a bee sat on a white petal. Her heartbeat quickened with fear, and she braced herself as Aiden held her finger up, bringing her closer and closer to the bee.

She squeezed her eyes shut.

“Saphira, open your eyes,” Aiden said, voice soft.

Slowly, Saphira pried her eyes open. With gentle hands, Aiden brought her finger to the bee, petting it.

The bee was fuzzy, like a little puffball. It didn’t mind being petted; it was minding its own business, unbothered.

Saphira released her breath, shocked. Aiden was right. There was nothing to be afraid of.

She laughed, proud of herself for being brave. “I can’t believe I just did that!” She beamed up at him. “All with your help.”

Aiden’s ears tinged pink, and he looked at her fondly. She couldn’t imagine ever thinking him cold or callous or stoic or severe; it was just a layer of ice, underneath which he was so mushy and warm.

As she went to kiss him, she felt something tug at the end of her robe.

Saphira looked down and saw Sparky was trying to pull her away from the bees, unhappy by how close she was to them. She smiled, scooping him up. He was getting heavier by the day, and soon he would be too heavy to hold, which broke her heart, but she was happy, too, to see him growing so healthily.

“We’ll get out of your hair,” Aiden said. “I just wanted to finish up the playpen so you can open it up to your patrons.”

“No, stick around,” Saphira said, putting a hand on his arm. She didn’t want him to go. “There’s still some time before the cafe opens—just give me two minutes.”

She ran inside and grabbed a picnic blanket, then made a quick breakfast: a teapot of tea and leftover lemon loaf and some quick fried eggs with toast and butter. When it was all ready, she came out, and Aiden set down the blanket, where they had a little breakfast picnic with their baby dragon.

They ate under the rising sun, then sat in comfortable silence, just looking at each other as they sipped tea from their teacups. She could get used to this—him being there first thing in the morning.

Setting down her teacup, Saphira smiled. Tenderness entered his expression, and a moment later, he reached over, poking her cheek.

“I like your dimple,” he said, his index finger pressed against the indent there. Her smile deepened, and he smiled, too.

“But that’s nothing special,” she said. “You always see it, since I’m always smiling.”

“So?” he asked, wrinkling his nose. “Just because the sun is always shining doesn’t make it any less beautiful.”

She wrinkled her nose at him, then lay down on the blanket. He lay down, as well, in the opposite direction, both of their heads perfectly fitted together. He stroked her head, fingers playing with her hair, and she did the same, running her nails along his head.

He turned her head, pulling her in for an upside-down kiss, which felt disorienting in the best way, like being on a carnival ride and seeing the world spin in technicolor. She laughed against his mouth, and he sat up, kissing her properly.

She slid closer to him, no longer upside down, but allowing herself to be properly kissed. He pushed off her robe, hands moving up and down her arms, then settling on her waist.

His firm lips parted hers, his tongue entering her mouth, and she made a soft sound deep in her throat, heat pooling low in her belly.

His hands were gentle as he held onto her waist, his fingers playing with the end of her shirt until his hands slipped under the fabric. Her skin was scorching everywhere he touched her, and she lay down on her back, pulling him on top of her, losing all sense of time and place.

Until there was a loud noise at the garden door.

“Excuse me.”

Saphira opened her eyes and Aiden pulled back. They both turned their heads to see Theo at the garden door. Behind him were a bunch of bakery boxes.

Oops. He was here for the delivery.

“I hate to break up this idyllic scene,” Theo said, “but I’ve been waiting for five minutes and I don’t want anything to melt.”

With a sigh, Saphira got up, gently pushing Aiden from her. They both stood, and he handed her her robe, which she slipped back on.

“Just a sec,” she said, but Theo wasn’t paying attention to her. He was looking at Aiden very carefully.

“Are you guys together now?” Theo asked Aiden.

Saphira was mortified. “Theo!”

“Yes,” Aiden said, putting an arm around Saphira’s waist. She twisted to look up at him.

“Oh, we are?” she asked, surprised since it wasn’t something they had discussed yet.

“Yes,” he said, as if it was the most obvious thing. She smiled.

Theo’s eyes narrowed to slits. He gave Aiden an unimpressed look. “You’d better not hurt her,” he said, voice threatening.

“Theo!”

But Aiden only looked amused at being threatened by a child.

Theo frowned. “I’m being serious.”

“Please stop embarrassing me, oh my god.” She turned to Aiden. “I’m sorry. Ignore him.”

Aiden’s expression turned serious. “I would never hurt her,” he said, his voice deadly earnest. He met Theo’s gaze head on, and Theo stared for a few moments, not reacting.

Until he broke into a grin. “Okay, great!”

Saphira shook her head, shoving Theo away. He went, looking over his shoulder to make sure Saphira was following.

“I’m coming.” She turned back to Aiden. “I should get in,” she said, apologetic.

“Of course,” he replied.

“And I’m sorry about Theo,” she said, wincing.

“Don’t be. I meant it—I really, really like you.”

She was pleased by that. “Well, good. Because I really, really like you, too.”

She giggled. Being with him made her lose her mind with desire, but also just made her really giddy.

Saphira rose to her tiptoes and pulled him in for another kiss, a fizzy feeling in her chest.

He walked her back until she was against the garden fence. Deepening the kiss, he lifted her hands above her head, pinning her wrists there.

The movement set her blood on fire as devastating pleasure overcame her in a white-hot blaze. She clung to him, aching to get closer.

“Saphira!” Theo called.

Aiden pulled away, breathing ragged.

They pressed their foreheads together as Saphira caught her breath.

“I’m coming!” she yelled.




Chapter 23

While moments with Saphira were absolute heaven, Aiden could not say that everything in his life was equally blissful.

His father had called before the vet appointment to ask how the trip to Mount Echo had gone. Aiden had replied that it had gone well, and then promptly hung up before his father could say too much more, but Aiden knew that a conversation was inevitable.

One evening after he and Saphira had gotten dinner together, they walked around Main Street as the sun set. The clouds were a blazing orange and pink; it was that time of the year when there was a stunning sunset nearly every day, and Aiden was amazed by the beauty of the world, of this life.

It was a warm evening at the end of June, and spring was almost over. Soon it would be summer, and while ordinarily the changing of the seasons was something he dreaded, now he was looking forward to it: to see Saphira in a new season, to experience it with her. Every day was a new exploration, a new wonder, and he was equally torn between wanting to stay in this perfect moment forever and wanting to experience what might come next.

Aiden had his arm around Saphira’s shoulder, their fingers entwined. Her hand was in his back pocket, and as they walked, they kept bumping into one another. He loved being this close to her, perpetually connected, as if he was simply an extension of her, and she an extension of him.

He pulled her into him, and she nestled against his chest. He inhaled the scent of roses in her hair, pressing a kiss to her forehead.

Aiden was content, but he was also a bit stressed. His gaze strayed to Sparky, who was flying a little ahead of them. The baby dragon was always flying now; he loved it.

“I’m worried,” Aiden said, and Saphira looked up at him. “Now that Sparky has had his first flight, he’s only going to become a stronger flier. What if my parents want him to race?”

“Your parents love you,” Saphira reminded him. “I don’t think they’ll pressure you. Why not just talk to them?”

Of course, that was the easiest and simplest solution. “Easier said than done.”

“Come on, I know you can do it,” she said, bolstering him. “You don’t give yourself enough credit.”

“Really?” He wasn’t quite sure if he believed her.

“Yes! You are so competent and strong. You’ve handled so much, you can absolutely handle an honest conversation with your parents. I know you can.”

Huh. It was hard not to believe her; she could have told him the sky was raining donuts and he would have gone out with a basket to catch them for her. 

So maybe she was right—maybe he could do this.

“Okay,” he said. “I will try.”

*

The next day, after Aiden had finished up work, he went to his parents’ estate. He was entering as Genevieve was leaving for class, and she had to jump up to grab Sparky out of the air to give him a kiss. Similar to toddlers who had just learned how to walk, the little dragon no longer enjoyed being held; he just wanted to fly.

“Wish me luck,” Aiden said to his sister.

“For what?” she asked.

“Have to talk to Mum and Dad.”

She made a face. “Good luck.” She saluted him dramatically. “You’ll need it.”

He rolled his eyes and smiled, glad to have her in his life. “Hey, come over for dinner sometime,” he said. “We haven’t hung out in a while.”

She gave him a funny look.

“What?”

“Nothing. You’re just different lately, that’s all.”

“Different how?”

“I don’t know. You just seem more … open. Happy.”

“I am happy,” he replied, thinking about Saphira, the way it felt to kiss her. He must have gotten a stupid expression on his face because Ginny laughed.

“And that’s my cue to go.” She headed in the direction of the stables, taking Sparky with her to drop him off with the caretakers. She gave Aiden one last comment over her shoulder: “I’d sober up before talking to Mum and Dad!”

Aiden straightened his shoulders, entering the house. Nerves needled through him, but he thought of Saphira’s confidence in him, and it gave him strength.

He went to meet his parents in the library, where his mother was going over menus for family dinner this week, and his father was at his desk, doing what looked to be Dragon Council work.

When Aiden entered, they both looked up, setting down what they were doing to give him their undivided attention.

“How are you, darling?” Cecilia asked.

“I do hope everything is alright,” Edmund said, looking slightly concerned.

“Well … Yes, I …” He broke off, trying to collect his thoughts.

“What’s going on, dear?” Cecilia asked. He felt nauseous, but he had practiced the lines with Saphira, and he just needed to go for it.

“I know racing is important to the both of you, that it is important to the Sterlings,” Aiden said. “I also know that—after Danny—you’d like for me to uphold the family name in the races. I am here to say that dragon racing is something I will not engage in, not now and not ever. Nor is it something I will allow Sparky to be involved with.” He swallowed. “And that is my final decision.”

His heart was hammering to be put through such a confrontation, but he had to be firm, especially when it came to Sparky’s safety. He loved the little guy.

Aiden braced for his father to argue with him, for his mother to convince him. His parents exchanged a long glance, then Cecilia let out a little laugh.

“Goodness, is that all?” she asked.

“Son, we may be old, but we aren’t dense,” Edmund added. “You’ve always made it clear that you aren’t interested in racing. Of course we would never force you into something you felt so strongly about.”

Aiden was confused. “But what about Sparky? He’s a Sterling dragon.”

“Darling, what about him?” Cecilia asked. “He’s your dragon, it’s your decision.”

“But I thought you guys meddled with the egg to hatch it to try and force me into racing.”

Cecilia looked alarmed, and even Edmund looked taken aback by his claim.

“Do you really think us to be that manipulative?” Edmund asked.

“Er … well … no,” Aiden replied, and it was his honest answer. He realized then that perhaps he had been worrying for no reason.

He did have a bad habit of overthinking, of being in his head too much.

“We may have meddled a little with the hatching, but it was only for your sake, dearest,” Cecilia said. “I was betting that once the egg was hatched, you would want to raise it on your own.”

“We were hoping it would make you feel connected to Danny,” Edmund said. “You were so sad for so long.”

“Oh.” Aiden blinked. “Well, thank you.”

His parents laughed. “Of course,” Edmund said.

“Anything else?” Cecilia asked. 

“I took Saphira with me to Mount Echo for Sparky’s first flight.”

“How did you manage that?” Edmund looked curious. “You know how Sister Mireya is.”

“We pretended to be married,” Aiden said, cheeks warm. He thought he might get scolded for such a deception, but his mother only looked delighted.

“You must really like her,” Cecilia said, eyes glittering.

“I do.”

“Good. You deserve a bit of happiness,” Edmund said.

“And we like her a great deal, as well, dear,” Cecilia added with a smile. Aiden’s heart warmed. He was so thankful for his parents and gave them a smile he hoped relayed just how much he loved them.

“You’ll stay for lunch?” Edmund asked.

“Yes.”

Aiden stayed, and they had lunch together. Afterward, he hung out with them for some time, just being there, and when he went home in the evening, he felt so much lighter.

He was glad Saphira had given him the courage to speak up.

She made everything better. He was falling for her harder and harder every day. They had only known each other for three months, but he felt as if he had known her forever.

Aiden wanted to arrange a special date for her. As he considered what to do, he recalled something she had said about her favorite flower and started planning.

It took a bit of research and a handful of phone calls, but he managed it.

The day of the date, it was super sunny: perfect weather, if a little hot. He picked her up after work, and she wore a sundress the color of cornflowers. She looked radiant, which she always did, but today, especially so, half of her hair tied back with a ribbon.

“Where are we going?” she asked, approaching his car, where Sparky was already seated in the back.

“Can’t tell you,” he replied, kissing her before opening the passenger side door. “It’s a surprise.”

“Ooh,” she sang, getting into the car. He closed the door, hoping she would like it,

Aiden drove them out of town, and in the car they listened to music, enjoying the views and talking now and then. His whole body was buzzing with nerves; he hoped everything would come together the way he’d planned; he hoped that she would like it. All he wanted was to make her happy.

Aiden pulled up at a public area, and they all got out of the car.

“Oh, a park!” Saphira said, delighted. “Fun.”

But that wasn’t the surprise. Aiden took her hand, Sparky flying alongside them, and walked her to the location he had searched for and scouted out a few days ago. The moment they got closer, he heard her gasp.

“Oh my god,” she sighed, awed. “Aiden!!”

It was a row of golden shower trees, each in full bloom. The floor was strewn with yellow petals. The amaltas tree—her favorite.

“Why didn’t I ever know about this place?” she asked.

“I just found it myself,” he replied. They walked down the path, golden petals raining over them. She lifted her hand up, catching a few in her fingers. She grinned, overjoyed. “It’s beautiful, truly. Thank you so much for bringing me here.”

Saphira threw her arms around him, hugging him, and he pulled her closer as his chest tightened with a tender feeling.

He felt like he was in a dream—surely this is a dream. How could this be real? How could he be so lucky? It made him afraid.

He wanted to hold onto every moment that was passing, capture them like fireflies in a jar in case they were fleeting.

Even if they were—even if this was all the time he was allotted, he would be content, he would die happy. Even just one moment with her had made living all these years worthwhile.

She pulled back, looking around with wide eyes. She smiled. “I love it.”

And he knew that he loved her. He had loved her for some time, now, and maybe today if everything went well, he would tell her.

But not yet. He didn’t want to scare her away.

They sat down in the shade of a tree on the grass, talking and kissing and laughing until the colors in the sky deepened, Sparky playing on his own, then coming to cuddle with them.

“Are you hungry?” Aiden asked. “Should we head back for dinner? I cooked for you.”

“Yes! I love your cooking. Let’s.”

He drove her back to his place, and when they entered, he didn’t turn on the lights just yet. She reached for the switch, but he held her hand.

“Wait,” he said, feeling nervous. “I want to show you something.”

Aiden picked Sparky up from the air, then went to the dining table, Saphira following him. On the table, there was a tapered candlestick.

“Okay, buddy,” Aiden whispered to Sparky. “Just like we practiced.”

Sparky took in a deep breath, then released a very controlled flame. The candle lit, the flame flickering.

“Oh!” Saphira’s face brightened. “Good job, my little angel!” She petted Sparky, who purred happily. Then, she turned to Aiden, impressed. Controlling dragon fire to that extent was very technically advanced, and it had taken him some time to train Sparky to accomplish such a trick.

“How did you …?” she started, amazed.

“I’ve been training Sparky on my own,” he said. It was something he had not admitted to her before because he wanted to surprise her. Her eyes lit up, and she smiled at the news. Going to her tiptoes, she reached up to kiss him. He savored the sweet taste of her lips, sighing against her mouth.

Even as he lived it, he knew the memory of today would be a chapter bookmarked in his mind, a favorite passage highlighted, one he would return to again and again.

Then, they were interrupted by a knock on the door. Aiden furrowed his brows, wondering who it could be.

He went to answer, turning on the lights of his cottage as he did. He opened the door, then blinked at who was there. It was Emmeline and Genevieve.

“Hello!” Emmy said.

“We’re here for dinner,” Ginny announced. “So you better have made something good.”

They walked past him, entering, then paused when they saw Saphira.

“Ooh, sorry,” Emmeline said. “I didn’t realize you had a hot date.”

“Yes,” Aiden replied, glaring. “So please go.”

“You’re the one who said to come over for dinner sometime,” Genevieve protested.

“Not today!” He tried to shoo them out the door, but Saphira put a hand on his arm.

“No, it’s fine, let them stay,” she said, smiling. He pulled her to the side.

“Are you sure?” he asked, voice low. “Because I can absolutely kick them out.”

“No, I like seeing you with them,” she said with a laugh. “Even when you’re being harassed by the women in your life, you’re very patient about it.”

He turned back to Emmeline and Genevieve. “Okay, fine, you guys can stay.”

“Please do!” Saphira added. “We can all have dinner together.”

“See, this is why you’re my fave,” Emmy said, wrapping an arm around Saphira.

“Team Saph for the win!” Ginny hugged Saphira’s other side. Even though Aiden was initially annoyed by the girls crashing, the sight of them with Saphira now made him surprisingly very happy.

He loved to see Saphira slotting easily into his life, like she was always meant to be there. It was as if he had spent his whole life saving a seat for her, even when he didn’t know who she was, and now she was finally here.

“So what did you make?” Emmeline asked.

“I’m starving,” Genevieve added.

“Anything I can help with?” Saphira asked, heading to the kitchen, but he stepped in front of her, blocking entry.

“No, no, this is a surprise,” he said, hands on her shoulders, turning her around. “You go sit.”

Saphira shrugged. “If you insist.”

Aiden turned to Emmeline: “Emmy, you can stay and help, though.”

“You got it, boss.”

Ginny went to sit with Saphira on the couch, and he threw his sister a quick warning look to behave, while Emmeline went into the kitchen. She strayed to the stove, where she lifted the cover off the pot. Her face lit up when she saw what was inside.

“Oh my god?” She blinked, looking up at Aiden. “How did you make this?”

“Does it look okay?” he asked, worried.

It was a dish called kachnar gosht. Saphira had mentioned once that her favorite dish was a mutton curry made of flower buds. She hadn’t known what it was called, so it was difficult to find a recipe, but he had talked to Emmeline’s mother about it, and she had known right away what it was. 

“It looks great,” Emmeline said. “Did my mom teach you?”

He nodded. “I watched her make it once, then practiced with her once, then practiced once on my own.”

He had made most of it earlier in the day, he just needed to reheat and finish it off now, as well as heat up naan to go with it.

Emmeline was thoroughly impressed.

“Do you think Saphira will like it?” he asked, voice low so Saphira wouldn’t hear.

“She’s going to love it,” Emmy replied, smiling. She heated up the naan while Aiden finished off the curry, and then she left to join the girls on the couch, the three of them chatting and laughing.

Aiden looked over at them from the kitchen, admiring the homely scene.

Then, when the food was ready, he placed it on the table with the naan in a breadbasket, glad he’d made a lot but nervous because he had not made this dish for company before. He had made other curries, but not this particular one.

“Dinner is ready!” he announced. The girls came over.

“Mm, smells amazing,” Ginny said. Saphira was right behind her, and when she saw the table spread, her face lit up with recognition. She gasped, putting a hand over her mouth. Her eyes welled up with tears.

“Oh god, did I ruin it?” he asked. “Have I offended you?”

“No,” she laughed. “It looks perfect! But how did you … this is … I mean …” She was at a loss for words, voice thick. Then she looked up at him with shining eyes.  “Thank you.”

They all sat down, and Aiden replied, “Emmy’s mother gave me the recipe. I hope it’s similar. It probably won’t be how your grandmother used to make it, but I hope it’s close.”

He served Saphira first, and then the others. Aiden waited, his stomach churning as he watched Saphira take the first bite.

“Oh my god.” She pressed a hand against her heart. “It’s so good.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

Aiden let out a breath, relaxing. He served himself, and they all ate.

“So, so sorry to crash your special date, but this is actually delicious, so I’m not really that sorry, honestly,” Genevieve said.

“Exactly same,” Emmeline added.

“Well, this was supposed to be a special meal just for Saphira …” Aiden said.

“No, it’s okay!” Saphira smiled. “You know, I always wished I could share meals with a bigger family when it was just me and Nani-Ma. She would always tell me stories of when she was growing up, how her and her family members would be fighting over the best piece of meat and stealing from each other’s plates, how busy the table would be … I finally know what she was talking about.” Saphira sighed happily. “So thank you, all of you.”

“Aw,” Ginny said.

“That’s so sweet,” Emmy agreed.

Aiden was just happy that Saphira was happy. Under the table, he squeezed her knee, and she put her hand over his.

They all ate, talking about random things, the girls telling embarrassing stories about Aiden from when he was a kid, followed by Aiden begging them to stop. Then Emmeline was complaining about Luke, who ran a chimera-roasted coffee company, and Genevieve was talking about her classes at college, where she was studying Dragon History.

“You must be really excited to get your own dragon,” Saphira said.

“Yes, oh my god, I cannot wait,” Ginny replied.

“What are you most excited for?”

“Riding, of course! The baby part is too chaotic for me.”

“What! I want Sparky to stay this little forever, he’s such a cutie.”

The dragon in mention was big enough to eat proper food now, so he was eating the same thing as them from his dragon bowl on the floor, clearly enjoying himself.

When they finished eating, Emmeline helped Aiden clean up as thanks, while Saphira and Genevieve played with Sparky.

As they were getting ready to leave, Genevieve picked Sparky up. “I’m taking this little guy with me,” she said. “He wants a sleepover with his favorite auntie, doesn’t he?”

Sparky flapped excitedly. Aiden looked to Saphira. “What do you think?” he asked.

“I think that sounds great,” Saphira replied.

“You sure you can handle it?” Aiden asked Ginny, who waved a hand.

“Yeah, of course,” she replied easily. Aiden also knew there was loads of help at the house, too, if she needed it.

The girls got up to leave, Sparky in tow. Aiden and Saphira walked them to the door, where Emmeline said, “Don’t have too much fun,” as she and Genevieve giggled.

“Stop, don’t be gross,” Ginny said, hitting Emmy, but Aiden knew they were both happy for him.

“Byeeee.” Aiden closed the door behind them with a satisfying thud. Finally, he sighed.

He turned and closed the space between him and Saphira, bringing her mouth to his in a hungry kiss. She yelped with surprise, then kissed him back, smiling against his mouth.

“You were waiting for that a while, huh?”

“Yes,” he said, breath ragged. “I thought they would never leave.”

“Well, they’re gone now,” she said with a smile.

“Thank god.” He pulled her in for another searing kiss, desperate for her. He walked her backwards into the house, inhaling the sweet scent of roses on her skin.

With nimble fingers, he reached into her hair, undoing the ribbon. The curls fell forward, and he twisted her hair around his fingers, gently pulling her head back and opening her mouth to deepen the kiss.

She let out a little cry, and his heart pounded with urgency, both of physical need and of words he could no longer wait to say.

He pulled away, cradling her face in his hands. She opened her eyes, where her pupils were blown wide. He stroked her cheeks. A slow smile spread across her face.

“Saphira,” he said, voice thick. “You should have no doubts as to what my feelings for you are, but in case it is not clear, let me make it so now. It feels like everything leading up to meeting you was just the prologue to my life; after meeting you, the real story began. Like my real life started the day I met you. Which is all to say—I love you. Deeply, passionately, madly, I love you.”

He was breathless, his heart beating fast. He watched as the words sank in, Saphira’s eyes lighting up and, though there was nothing but joy on her face, still he worried how she would respond, what she might say.

“Aiden.” Her smile widened. “I love you, too. Knowing you is the best thing that has ever happened to me. You aren’t just in my heart—you are my heart.”

He had never really believed in magic. Even though they lived in a world of dragons and chimeras and other mythical creatures, magic always seemed just a bit too far-fetched.

But what he felt for her—what she, somehow, some way, felt for him—was nothing less than magical.




Chapter 24

Saphira felt as though she was floating. She had suspected for some time now that she was in love with him, that she loved him, and when he had just said those words to her, she had felt like of course she loved him. It was the most obvious thing in the world.

She pulled him in for a kiss, opening her mouth against his, melting against him. A groan broke from his throat as he hitched her higher, closer against him. Her body pushed into his, every inch of her trying to fuse them together. She needed him, completely and entirely. She needed him, now.

She pulled away.

“Where’s your room?” she asked, breathless. His eyes burned with scorching desire.

“Are you sure?” he asked, voice hoarse. Her skin prickled. She was so glad she had taken tomorrow off from the cafe.

“Yes.” She pulled him in for another kiss.

He lifted her off the ground and she wrapped her legs around his waist, gasping at the contact. He nipped at her lips, making her pulse spike dangerously.

He walked her to his room, then set her down with great care onto his bed. She fidgeted, her body restless to be away from his, something he remedied quickly by kissing her again. The sound of their uneven breathing filled the space as they exchanged sharp kisses, each charged with longing and need.

“Off,” she said, pushing his shirt up. He pulled it off in a swift motion, and she stared, drinking in the sight of him, and then they were kissing again, his body pressing hers back into the soft covers.

She felt the muscles in his stomach tighten as she touched him, her hands greedily exploring every inch and contour.

His hands slipped under her dress, clever fingers moving along her bare skin, and heat poured through her. She made a desperate sound in the back of her throat as he tugged her dress higher, and she stopped kissing him long enough to pull it off.

With reverent hands he peeled away the rest of her clothing, and her heart pounded with urgency as she reached to undress him as well.

Then they were kissing again, all tongues and teeth and skin and nerves. Her blood roared in her ears, heart pulsing painfully.

She pulled him closer, a dreamlike haze coming over her as he touched her everywhere. Her skin burned as his fingers moved. She cried out, her entire body pulled taut with need.

Then finally his body came over hers, and the feeling was catastrophic, delicious, right. Her nails dug into his back, urging him closer, and he made a strangled sound in response. He kissed her desperately, hungrily, the friction between them frantic, electric.

Everything else faded away, until all that remained was the two of them; the feel of him as he pushed inside of her; his body and hers, moving together; the pounding of his heart; his lips; his hands; his skin.

Desire and delight—so much delight.




Chapter 25

The next morning, Saphira awoke with the very best sort of exhaustion. They had been up for hours last night, unable to get enough of each other, so when they did finally sleep, they both slept like the dead.

Saphira opened her eyes to find that Aiden wasn’t there. She stretched, then went to the bathroom. Her eyes widened when she looked in the mirror, and she tried not to laugh at the sight.

Her hair was a mess, courtesy of last night’s activities, and she had a huge hickey on the sensitive part of her throat. Heat flushed through her at the memories.

Saphira freshened up, stealing a shirt from Aiden’s closet. It had an embroidered floral detail on the chest and fell past her hips. Cute. Maybe she would keep this.

She braided her hair back so it wasn’t such a mess, then was about to leave the bedroom, when the door opened from the other side and Aiden entered. He was shirtless, wearing only boxer shorts, and was carrying a tray.

She was delighted at the sight (of both his body and the breakfast), but he looked dismayed to see she was already awake.

“What are you doing? Get back in bed!”

She held up her hands. “Okay, okay.” Saphira got back into bed, then took it a step further, pretending to go back to sleep. She felt the bed shift as Aiden sat down on it, then he cleared his throat.

She opened her eyes again. “Oh! Breakfast in bed! What a surprise!” He laughed, pinching her side, and she yelped. “No, seriously, this looks wonderful.”

The tray had a plate of French toast stacked high, maple syrup, a bowl of mixed berries, and a little vase of red roses. There was already a jug of water and two glasses on his side table.

“You are too sweet,” she said, kissing his cheek.

“Only the best for my best girl.” He poured her a glass of water, and she took a long sip.

“I needed that.” As she drank, he watched her throat, noticing the bruise, a smug glimmer in his eyes.

“I’ll be back.” He left, then came back a moment later with a little square of aloe vera, one side cut off to reveal the gel, which he rubbed against her throat. It was cool and soothing.

“Mm, that feels good.”

She loved how he took care of her. Saphira reached for the syrup, drowning her French toast in the liquid as Aiden watched.

“Please eat some of the berries, too,” he said, as she added a spoonful of whipped cream.

“Oh, I thought those were for you.”

He laughed. “They’re for both of us. You need proper nutrition.”

“Toast is nutritious!” She took a huge bite, relishing the sweet bread. “So yummy.”

With a smile, he fed her berries, which were also very sweet, and they ate breakfast together, their feet brushing against each other’s under the sheets.

When they were finished eating, he set the tray aside, and she stretched, her stomach full.

“I’m so glad I have today off.” Saphira got cozy, sinking deeper into the bed. It was already past noon, and sunlight streamed into the room, making everything warm and golden. She turned to him.

“So what do you want to do today?” she asked.

A wicked gleam entered his eyes. “I’ve got a few plans.”

The summer began, and Saphira had never been so happy. She and Aiden spent every free moment they had together, sometimes spending the night at Aiden’s plant-filled cottage, where he cooked for her and told her all about different flowers and they laughed and kissed and laughed some more.

Some days were at her apartment, where he also cooked for her, but she at least attempted to help by adding in vital ingredients like cheese and butter and heavy cream when he forgot. Sparky loved that they were together, and he was getting so big now, practically fully trained.

It was not all heat and fun; they spent time together doing mundane activities as well. Because wasn’t that what so much of love was? Just having someone to witness your life with you? To have someone to chat to and to react with?

One evening, Saphira had to do all her bills, so Aiden helped her out. He was absolutely shocked by her disorganization.

“This is stressing me out,” he declared, and he took all the invoices and bills and her laptop and created an impressively cohesive system. Aiden was surprisingly handy with numbers because of his own gardening business, and he had a number of tips that he could share with her, and which she willingly and gladly accepted and implemented.

“How are you so good at this?” she asked, awed.

“I love math,” he told her. She balked. “Everything always makes sense! It always works out, and you don’t have to worry or guess.”

“Hmm, I suppose that is true,” she said. “But you have to know what to do to begin with.”

“Yes, but you can easily learn the rules,” he replied. “I feel like in real life, I always need to worry or wonder—practice things in my head, overthink, over-prepare.”

“I noticed that about you at first,” Saphira said. “You would be very in your head—but I don’t think you are so much, anymore.”

“That’s because I’m comfortable with you,” he replied. “You make everything go quiet, in the very best way.”

“Even though I’m so loud?”

He laughed. “Even though you’re so loud.”

They spent some nights working on the numbers, and the changes Aiden suggested helped Saphira to step away from her cafe even further. She could take more days off, which was just as well—she couldn’t get enough time with Aiden.

Some days they grabbed food with Theo and Lavinia; she loved to see Aiden slot so easily into her life, with the people she loved. Both Theo and Lavinia really liked Aiden, which made Saphira happy. It meant a lot to her that he spent time with the people in her life who were important to her.

She wished Nani-Ma could have met him; she knew Nani-Ma would have loved him, just like Saphira did.

Saphira was just so happy. She couldn’t believe that this was her life, that Aiden was hers. She could touch him whenever she pleased. Sometimes in the mornings, if she woke before him, she would watch him sleep, touching the curve of his dark eyelashes, tracing his nose, his mouth.

Then he would kiss her fingers, waking, taking her hand and kissing her palm, her wrist. They would both fall back asleep, her hand resting against his cheek, his fingers on the pulse in her wrist.

She had always believed in magic, and what she felt for him—what he felt for her—just confirmed her steady faith all these years, like she was finally being rewarded.

Everything was lovely, perfect, wonderful.

Except that, sometimes, during their dates, Saphira felt as though people in town were watching her. She was self-conscious, hyper-aware, and so she would overhear what seemed like people talking about her.

At first, she tried to convince herself that she was being dramatic—that she was imagining it. But it was like a rock in her shoe, and she couldn’t shake it out.

Her insecurities were growing, affecting her more and more. She kept thinking of her mother, who had reached for something that wasn’t hers by buying a dragon on the black market; how it had ultimately led to her demise. Saphira thought she could understand that desperation now; she couldn’t imagine a life without Sparky.

But even though she had been training Sparky, he did not truly belong to her, and he never would. Saphira wasn’t from a Drakkon family, and she could not change that.

There were the little comments, the little looks. She was sensitive to them, especially now that Sparky’s training was nearly done, and she would be losing her official link to the baby dragon.

Saphira was in a much better place with the cafe, but if Sparky’s training stopped, she would no longer be paid, and she was so close to paying off the last bit of her mortgage. Aiden had offered to pay it off for her, but she did not want a handout.

He had already given her such an expensive gift recently: he had gifted her two more identical gold bangles to complete her set. She loved them, and wore them every day, and she could accept something like that—even if it seemed too much—but she could not accept him paying off the last of her mortgage.

The cafe was something she needed to complete on her own. It was Nani-Ma’s money that had begun this dream, and Saphira had to be the one to finish it.

One day, she was walking along Main Street, on her way to pick up ice-cream, when she heard her name. It was some girls, gossiping mindlessly, not caring what they said or who might hear. They were Drakkon girls, and Saphira had seen both of them riding their dragons above Starshine Valley before.

They were talking about Saphira and Aiden, disdain and confusion clear in their tone.

“I just can’t believe they’re actually together,” one girl said.

“Even them hooking up is hard to understand, but properly dating? It doesn’t make sense.”

“I know. She isn’t even one of us! She’s an outsider.”

And that word: outsider. It triggered Saphira deeply, and she decided right then. Enough was enough. She needed to prove herself. She couldn’t keep going on like this.

Saphira recalled what Mireya had said on Mount Echo, how there was a ritual available for those outsiders who married into riding families. So that they could belong amongst the dragons.

Maybe if Saphira did the ritual, she would stop feeling this way. She would belong.

At dawn, Saphira awoke and left a sleeping Aiden behind.




Chapter 26

When Aiden awoke, the first thing he noticed was that Saphira was gone. It was not her habit to get out of bed earlier than him, even if she did wake up first. He looked around, confused, but she was not there.

Aiden looked around, searching for a note. Once or twice, she had gotten out of bed first, and whenever she did, she left him a note, but today, there was none.

He went out of the bedroom in her apartment, and headed to the main area, where Sparky was resting in his little bed.

“Hey, Spark,” Aiden said, petting the dragon. “Where’s Saphira?”

Sparky blinked, no response. If Saphira had been in the apartment, Sparky would have directed Aiden to where, but she wasn’t here.

Aiden searched for his phone, then called her. It rang and rang, but she did not pick up. He furrowed his brows, worried.

Quickly getting changed, Aiden went down to the cafe with Sparky, where Lavinia was opening up. Today was Saphira’s day off, but perhaps there was an emergency at the cafe that Saphira was dealing with. However, when he looked around there as well, she was nowhere to be seen.

“Hey, Lavinia, is Saphira around?” he asked. Lavinia gave him a funny look.

“I should be asking you that,” she said. “Why? You don’t know where she is?”

Aiden shook his head, a strange feeling spreading through him. He was starting to worry in earnest now. This was unlike her. 

He thought of who else he could ask, and Emmeline popped into his head. Aiden dialed his cousin and, as the phone rang, he took Sparky and headed outside, by which point Emmeline had picked up.

“What’s up?” she asked.

“Have you seen Saphira?” He headed toward his cottage, wondering if maybe she was there. Until Emmeline’s reply came.

“Yeah, I dropped her off a few hours ago.”

He stopped in his tracks. “What? Where?”

“What do you mean? She went to Mount Echo—didn’t you know?”

“What?” His voice was high with panic. “Mount Echo—
why?”

“She said she had to discuss something with Sister Mireya,” Emmeline said, “so I dropped her off on Torch.”

He had a sinking feeling. “Em, I need to borrow Torch,” he said into the phone, walking quickly to his cottage to retrieve his car. “I’ll meet you in the field.”

“Okay, but … Aiden, what’s going on?”

“I think Saphira might be in trouble. I’ll see you in fifteen.”

He hung up, too stressed out to speak further. He started his car, then drove up, making it there a few minutes early because he was speeding. Thankfully, Emmeline was already there, a troubled expression on her face.

“What do you mean Saphira might be in trouble?” Emmeline asked, as Aiden ran up to Torch, where his cousin was waiting.

“I’ll explain later,” Aiden said, climbing onto the saddle in a swift movement. Torch took Sparky into her paw and, with a kick, the dragon was off.

As they flew straight to Mount Echo, Aiden had a sinking feeling as he realized what Saphira had most likely gone to the mountain for.

He had thought the ritual was ridiculous at the time because of course Saphira belonged—but perhaps she hadn’t felt that way.

He had noticed a slight change in her behavior, and when he’d asked her about it, they had talked about how she sometimes felt like she was an imposter to be with him—and Sparky, for that matter—because she wasn’t from a Drakkon family. He had reassured her that of course she belonged with him—but maybe he hadn’t emphasized that enough?

As a surprise, he was going to show her that he had changed Sparky’s custody so that it was joint to the both of them. She would have a golden ID; he knew she felt insecure about that, and he wanted to give her the token to make her feel better.

He wanted her to feel like she had equal ownership over Sparky, that no one could take her place, even if Sparky was trained now and the cafe was doing well and their agreement was coming to a close.

But he should have done more, sooner.

He just hoped it wasn’t too late.

When they arrived on Mount Echo, Aiden dismounted Torch, rushing into the compound to find Mireya. Sparky was close by Aiden’s side, flying next to him.

Aiden found Mireya reading in one of the smaller rooms, and when he burst in, she looked up with surprise.

“Where is Saphira?” he asked, breathless.

“I don’t understand,” Mireya said, setting down her book calmly. “Don’t you know?”

“Sister, please,” Aiden begged.

“She has gone to make herself a rider, even though she is not of rider blood,” Mireya said.

Aiden’s hands clenched into fists, and he resisted the overwhelming urge to hit something. He was losing his mind with worry, his thoughts racing over terrible scenarios.

“It doesn’t matter that she isn’t from a Drakkon family!” he cried, hardly able to speak.

“Apparently to her, it did.”

“What is the ritual?” he spat out. “Where is she?”

Mireya furrowed her brows. “I am sorry, Aiden, but I cannot tell you.”

Aiden was not a violent person, but right then, he wanted to be, if that would mean securing Saphira’s safety.

“Please.” He managed to grind the word out, but just barely.

“We must not interfere, nor can we disturb the sacred ritual,” Mireya simply replied.

This was ridiculous. Aiden considered how to force her into telling him, but he felt something nudge against his shoulder. It was Sparky, trying to get his attention.

“Not now,” he tsked, but then Sparky flew out, and Aiden had no choice but to follow. He glared at Mireya, then chased after his baby dragon—just like he had that night over three months ago, the night Sparky had led Aiden to Saphira.

“Sparky!” Aiden ran after him as Sparky zigzagged through the halls, heading up. The dragon went outside, passed Torch, flying toward the edge of the mountain.

“Please, I don’t have time for this,” Aiden said, running his hands through his hair. “We need to find Saphira.”

Sparky looked back to the edge of the mountain, making a sound, then turned back to Aiden, his purple eyes wide, as if willing Aiden to understand something.

But Aiden didn’t understand; he could hardly see straight, he was so worried.

Sparky moved as if to fly off the cliff, and Aiden reached out for him.

“Sparky, what are you doing?” Aiden asked, exasperated. “We have to find …”

He stopped himself, remembering something, a vital bit of information: dragons could track their riders. Which meant that Sparky could track Saphira; he was as bonded to her as he was to Aiden, if not more so.

Aiden exhaled, the realization dawning on him, while Sparky waited expectantly. He was a baby, but he was smart.

“Good boy,” Aiden said, scratching under the dragon’s chin. He ran to Torch, and Sparky followed. They quickly mounted, then set off.

While Sparky was too small to be flying on his own through the mountains, he could communicate to Torch where they needed to go.

As they flew through the clouds, Aiden couldn’t help but feeling this was his fault: he should have done better to protect her from gossip, or reassure her, or given her the Drakkon ID sooner, or done a million other things so she wouldn’t have had to put herself in danger like this. He felt as if he was well and truly losing his mind.

It was freezing. He hadn’t even worn a jacket, he had been in such a rush, but he hardly noticed the wind whipping against his skin, he was too preoccupied in searching for her, for where she might be.

Sparky led Torch to another mountain, this one higher up. It was a stark and sharp white peak, surrounded by clouds, higher than any other mountain. As they flew toward it, the temperature dropped even further, but Aiden was focused on searching.

And then he spotted a little speck amongst the snow.

“Saphira!” he cried, voice breaking, but she couldn’t hear him. They were too far away. His chest tightened painfully. “Torch, faster!”

They grew nearer, and he could see her clearly now, dressed in a dark robe. She was climbing up steep steps, her movements slow as she pushed against the wind and snow. The steps spiraled up alongside the mountain, leading up to a cave.

She was about halfway there, but the weather was too horrid for her to be doing this. It was much too dangerous.

“Saphira!” he cried again, heart pounding painfully as they got closer and he saw just how steep the steps were, just how close to the mountain’s edge. Anxiety was making his stomach roil, and he pushed Torch harder, faster.

Then, a gust of wind blew.

And she slipped.




Chapter 27

“The ritual is simple,” Mireya had explained to Saphira that morning.

She would get dropped off on a mountain, where she would have to climb steps up to a cave. In the cave, a dragon would be guarding gemstones, of which she had to choose one. Once she had done so, the dragon would signal Mount Echo, and they would come retrieve her.

Easy! Unless the dragon took offense.

Then she would be barbecued.

Saphira was pretty confident that wouldn’t happen. Sparky loved her, as did all the baby dragons at her cafe. So this ritual would be quick and simple.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t as easy as she’d hoped. Halfway up the mountain, Saphira was struggling. She was incredibly high up—higher than Mount Echo—and it was freezing.

The wind was a physical force, fighting against her as she climbed, and snow kept blasting into the air, cutting into her face like tiny shards of ice. Saphira paused to bury her nose in her scarf, catching her breath.

She had to do this. So Saphira pushed on.

Until a gust of wind blew against her, and she slipped.

Her stomach turned, heart stopping—but she caught herself at the last moment.

Snow fell off the side of the steps, and she looked over, watching the snow disappear into the clouds. She swallowed hard, pressing a hand to her chest. Saphira tried to stay calm, gathering up the courage to keep going, despite the fear beating through her.

And then she heard Aiden’s voice, calling her name. Saphira blinked. The voice was distant, so she must have imagined it.

But then she heard it again.

Saphira looked to the side, and through the clouds, there he was.

Aiden was riding Torch, Sparky in the dragon’s paw.

“Aiden!” she cried, surprised.

“Saphira, my god,” he said, voice ragged. Torch stopped beside the steps so that she was eye level with Aiden. His face was pale, his eyes shining. “Are you alright?” His voice broke. He surveyed her, inspecting for any damage. “Please, let’s go home.”

“What are you doing here?” she asked, inspecting him as well. “Why aren’t you wearing a jacket?”

“You’re going to kill me,” Aiden said, ignoring her questions. “You don’t have to do this, you have nothing to prove. Sparky loves you; he’s just as much yours as he is mine. He’s the one who found you! And dragons can only track their riders; he could only do that because you are his.”

He broke off, emotional.

“Saphira, I love you.” His eyes welled with tears. “I love you.”

“I love you, too,” she said, voice thick with emotion.

“Please, let me take you home,” he begged. “I just want you to be safe. If anything happens to you, I will actually die.”

Guilt needled through her. She hated to see Aiden so worried; it was why she hadn’t told him she was doing this. She had thought she would be home by the time he realized she was missing.

“I’m sorry, Aiden,” she said, choking up. “But I have to do this—I have to prove it to myself, if no one else.”

Aiden’s face broke. He looked troubled as he thought something over, and she braced for him to argue with her, for him to try and force her to go home.

But he only released a long breath, resigned. “Okay.” He swallowed. “Even though it’s killing me, if this is something you are adamant about, I won’t stop you.”

She let out a sigh of relief. “Thank you.”

Saphira expected Aiden to fly back to Mount Echo then, but he surprised her by turning Torch to face upwards, parallel to her path.

“Let me watch your back, at least,” he said. “If you fall, I’ll be here to catch you, I promise.”

He was with her, supporting her, watching her. She felt a new sense of strength.

So she continued on.




Chapter 28

Slowly, painfully, Saphira climbed the rest of the way up, and this time, she wasn’t afraid. Aiden was right beside her, watching her with quiet concentration, and she knew that if she so much as slipped, he would leap out to catch her, even if it meant that he fell in the process.

Luckily, she made it to the top without any more hiccups.

Once she did, Aiden landed Torch, then leapt off, running straight to her. Sparky was behind him, coming out of Torch’s paw. Before she could even react, he swept her into his arms, hugging her tight.

He buried his nose against her neck, his breathing uneven. She could feel just how scared he was.

“I’m alright,” she told him, pulling back and holding his face in her hands. “I’m alright.”

“Was that it?” he asked.

“No, I need to go in,” she said. “There’s a dragon guarding the gems, and I need to take one.”

His grip around her tightened with fear, but then he released a measured breath.

“I know you can do it,” he said, voice low. “I’ll be waiting right here.”

She smiled, bringing his mouth down to hers. He kissed her firmly, then pulled away before he got carried away. Aiden rested his forehead against hers.

“Good luck,” he whispered.

She pulled away from his arms, the air cold around her. Sparky fluttered up and licked her face, wrapping his little paws around her neck. She squeezed him.

Then, she faced the cave. It was dark and gaping; from here, she could not see the contents except for a brief glimmer here and there. She stepped forward, and suddenly, she was afraid.

Maybe this was silly, but she couldn’t shake the insecurity deep within her. If she successfully retrieved the gem, she would wear it so everyone would know without a doubt that she belonged.

Taking a deep breath, Saphira entered the cave. Darkness surrounded her completely, but she kept going, until she felt warm air blow against her face.

She took a step closer, and all of a sudden, light filled the cave: white, black, red, and blue glittering gemstones shining all around her. And in the center lay a sleeping dragon.

With a swallow, Saphira stepped closer. Then, the dragon woke.

She jumped back, heart trembling as the dragon came fully awake, rising up. It was the biggest and oldest dragon she had ever seen, double the size of Torch and the other dragons she had interacted with. It was also a different breed than the four she was accustomed to in Starshine Valley; this one had green and gold scales, its eyes a kaleidoscope of different colors.

She had never seen anything like it—she hadn’t even known such a creature existed! Such a sight now was a wonder, even if it was frightening. And it was.

The dragon registered her and released a low growl, sending a shudder down her back.

She released a shaking breath, rooted in place as the dragon’s face came closer. She had the sense that she could not just pluck a gem from the wall; she needed to let the dragon assess her first, earn its permission.

Then, the dragon roared in her face. Its hot breath blasted against her, her ears splitting, and she cried out with fear, squeezing her eyes shut. As much as she wanted to run, Saphira stood her ground, holding still.

The dragon quieted, and she opened her eyes to find it was inspecting her now. The dragon got closer, sniffing. Saphira’s heart pounded.

Then, the dragon seemed to make a decision. She braced—but it bowed its head to her.

Even though she was shaking, Saphira lifted a hand and petted the dragon. It purred, then settled down.

Oh my god.

Saphira took a cautious step away from the dragon, but it was unperturbed. She went to the cave’s walls and picked a gem: the one that was the most beautiful to her. It caught her eyes immediately. It was black and purple, the size of her fingernail.

She looked back at the dragon, who nodded its head at her. Then, Saphira turned around and stepped toward the light until she had exited the cave. Behind her, the dragon exited the cave as well; once it was out in the open mountain air, it stretched, and she realized it was even bigger than she’d realized.

The dragon tilted its head back and roared in the sky, erupting colorful flames against the clouds. Saphira gasped at the beautiful sight as Aiden wrapped his arms around her from behind. They watched the fire, stunned.

Then the dragon went back into its cave, leaving her.

She was still shell-shocked; she couldn’t believe she had done that.

“Saphira,” Aiden said, holding her face in his hands. She looked up and met his searching eyes.

Saphira opened her hand, and they both looked down at the gem in her palm.

“I belong,” she said, voice a whisper.

“You always have,” he said, then kissed her.

She kissed him back, smiling then laughing against him. He pulled back, shaking his head at her.

“You shaved a few years off my life, but it’s alright,” he teased. “As long as you’re laughing.”

She shoved him, and he pressed a hand to his heart, doubling over.

“God, that was stressful,” he said. “I need to catch my breath.”

“Honestly, me too.”

They both stood in silence, taking in breaths of air. Aiden shivered, and she remembered he still wasn’t wearing a jacket. She took off the robe Mireya had given her and gave it to Aiden, since she was wearing a coat underneath, anyway. He slipped the robe on, and it was about six inches too short, but it covered his body well enough.

He opened his arms, and she stepped in, both of them inside the fabric. She put her arms around him, both of them keeping each other warm with their body heat.

“Better?” she asked, looking up at him.

“Much.” He pressed a tender kiss against her forehead, and she leaned into him.

A moment later, Sparky bounced over, wanting to join them. Saphira laughed, letting Sparky in between their legs, and he made them even warmer.

There was no denying that he was all grown up, that he was all trained.

“I suppose our agreement is coming to an end,” Saphira said, trying not to sound too sad as she scratched Sparky’s chin.

“Our agreement may be coming to an end, but there is no ending my love for you, Saphira,” Aiden said, releasing his grasp on her to reach into his pocket. She stepped back to see as he pulled something out, holding it up between them. “Nor is there any end to Sparky’s love for you.”

Saphira gasped. It was a golden Drakkon ID card that stated she held equal custody over Sparky. A lump rose in her throat, her eyes welling with tears.

“Thank you. This is …” There were no words.

“No need to thank me,” Aiden said. “We’re yours, the both of us. What is a piece of paper when you own our entire hearts?”

She smiled, kissing him, distracted until Torch made a noise, unhappy to be up in the cold for so long.

“You should probably go, anyway,” Saphira said with a laugh. “Or Mireya will suspect I cheated.”

“I’ll see you on Mount Echo,” he said, stealing one last kiss before heading to Torch. Sparky licked her cheek, then flew to Aiden’s side. They saddled up and were off.

Saphira blew out a long breath, waiting for the dragon that had dropped her off to come retrieve her. A little while later, it came, and she flew back to Mount Echo with a novice, still not quite believing that she had done this. The gem was still in her hand, beautiful and sparkling.

Maybe it was silly to put herself in danger for this little stone, but she had wanted to do it. She was proud of herself for it, and she was happy that Aiden had supported her through it, even though she knew how stressed out he had been by it.

She made it back to Mount Echo, where Mireya and Aiden were both waiting. Dismounting, she went to Mireya, who met her halfway while Aiden stayed back.

Saphira opened her palm, showing Mireya the gem.

“Good.” For the first time, Mireya smiled. “I knew you could do it.”

“Really?” Saphira was surprised. “You seemed so displeased with me.”

“I still had faith you could do it. Aiden and you are bonded.”

“Yes, but we aren’t actually married … we were pretending.”

Mireya looked amused. “I am not stupid. Nonetheless, you have the spirit of a true rider. I had no doubt you would finish the ritual and, married or not, you and Aiden have a deep bond, and you and Sparky have a deep bond independent of that, and the three of you are interwoven—which is all to say that, yes, you belong.”

“What about the gem?” Saphira asked. “Do I keep it as a spoil?”

“Wear it with pride, show everyone,” she replied. “Or, if you have no need for it, you can sell it to us. You have a fine eye; the gem you selected is rare. It will be worth a great deal.”

It would be the perfect token to prove to everyone what she did today, but just then Saphira realized she didn’t need to prove anything to anyone, actually.

While she appreciated the validation from Mireya that she belonged, she realized after hearing her say it that she actually already knew this. Deep down, she knew she belonged amongst the dragons; it was why she had not been overwhelmingly afraid to complete the ritual.

She knew Sparky loved her. She knew the baby dragons at the cafe did. She had let a few voices poke at an irrational insecurity, but she would not let that insecurity hold any weight over her again.

She looked down at the gem, glinting in her hand, and thought about the last of her mortgage. “How much could I sell it to you for?” Saphira asked.

“At least forty.”

Saphira blinked. That was more than enough. The gem was beautiful, but it was not as important as her cafe.

“Perfect.” She handed Mireya the gem. “I’d like to sell, please.”

Mireya nodded, pocketing the precious stone. “I’ll manage the funds.”

Then, Mireya took her leave, and Saphira turned around to Aiden, who was watching and waiting. She smiled, and he exhaled a sigh of relief, face brightening.

He didn’t know what she was smiling about, but it was enough for him that she was happy, which only made Saphira’s smile deepen.

She went to him, throwing her arms around him. He spun her around, smiling into her neck.

“Aiden,” she said. “Let’s go home.”




Epilogue

A year later, Aiden returned to Mount Echo for the little stone that had caused him so much stress, but which was also a testament to Saphira’s strength and courage. She had given it up for her cafe, and now, Aiden was buying it from Mireya to give back to her.

Except, he wouldn’t just be offering her the stone.

He already had the gold band from that time that they were pretending, and the diamonds to set around the center stone.

It would be the perfect engagement ring.

Aiden could not wait to spend the rest of his life with her. 
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