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            Driven by Dragonblood

          

        

      

    

    
      Driven by instinct, I leave the seclusion of my ancestral home to find my fated mates. With my isolated upbringing, I naïvely thought my journey toward completion would be simple.

      

      However, shifting winds complicate my flight.

      

      The cunning voice that my beta hears lands him in a psychiatric ward, leaving me no hope of freeing him without exposing the secret that humans are not the only sentient beings on earth.

      

      My alpha battles his inner darkness, living a life of strict self-control to prove his sanity. He seeks out yet rejects the truth of our connection, shattering my dreams.

      

      When a court order grants my beta his freedom, a moment of passion breaks down all barriers between us. Yet, without our alpha, we remain unsatisfied.

      

      In our struggle to claim what is rightfully ours, fate reveals itself to be even more cunning.

      

      Our alpha’s dragon asserts dominance over his human side, speaking into being what cannot be broken. We find ourselves caught in flames that threaten to destroy everything he has fought to achieve.

      

      Will our alpha embrace his destiny, or will his humanity keep the three of us from finding the wholeness we have all been desperately searching for?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Primrose

          

        

      

    

    
      The scent of rain lay heavy on the wind, sighing through the trees over my head. Laughter rang out from the children on the playground across the grass from where I slumped on the hard ground, knees pulled to my chest.

      Picnic tables sat between me and the laughing youngsters, families with loved ones packing up what was left of their lunches they had enjoyed in the fresh air now threatened by an incoming storm.

      Two people lay on a blanket a few feet from me, cuddling each other as though they didn’t have a care in the world about what went on around them. Let the winds blow, the downpour soak them. They lived in a bubble of perfection where nothing could touch them.

      Sighing, I tore my gaze off the lovers.

      Two photographers hurried a couple in wedding attire back toward a waiting limo, their smiles almost as bright as the warm winter sun that had been taken over by clouds a few minutes earlier.

      Sweetness from nearby flowers wafted past my nose, and I breathed them in deeply as I’d been doing since flying southward enough that the snow-covered Tetons were nothing but a distant memory. I’d hunted for my fated mates by air in dragon form for days on end, anticipation of a sense of connection that would lead me toward my alpha and beta, but no such feelings had swept through me while in flight. And I’d stretched my wings wide and soared over the entire state of Arizona.

      Defeat had sent me permanently to the ground a couple of weeks earlier, and I’d taken on my human form, hoping that mingling with people more closely would allow me to find the connection I yearned for. But so far, I’d been unlucky, which caused my heart to wilt in my chest. At least I wouldn’t run out of funds anytime soon, thus being forced to return to the mountains.

      On the day I had turned eighteen, my human grandmother had added me to her bank account, one richly donated to by my grandpapa, who had recently found out I existed. A debit card allowed for motels and hotels, much less accommodating and comfortable than the cavern I’d grown up in, even if the amenities of my childhood home were severely outdated.

      And the noise…

      Engines, radios, humans chattering—vastly different than the solitude of Grand Teton and the quiet wildlife interested only in surviving.

      Thunder rumbled, and I lifted my face skyward, hugging myself a little tighter. Darker clouds lay on the horizon, promising cleansing rain to the arid land and sustenance to the thirsty plants struggling to survive the dry winter.

      But the people enjoying the unseasonably warm afternoon in the park didn’t seem to care about the danger on the horizon.

      My loneliness sharpened while watching parents and children as well as lovers being affectionate with one another.

      Soft touches.

      Kind words.

      Secretive smiles.

      Sweet kisses like those shared by the couple on my left.

      I wanted those same interactions but had no experience or knowledge of how to go about finding such things.

      For the first time in my twenty-two years, I began to question how my grandmother had raised me. She’d kept us cooped up in the mountains, far from civilization and others who might seek to harm us. I’d been sheltered, hidden away, and now, tears stung my eyes over all I had missed out on.

      Even though fated mates awaited those with dragonblood in their veins, I could have experienced a fuller life, such as school with my peers and perhaps even a tender young love or a first crush, even if it wouldn’t have lasted for my lifetime.

      At least I would have been better equipped to deal with the humans now surrounding me, those without inner voices my dragonblood gift would have allowed me to communicate with.

      The ache in my chest hurt almost as much as it had on the morning I’d buried my grandmother beneath stone and dirt. Returning to our cavern home alone that afternoon had been brutal, but I felt an absence of connection now more than I did that day, among people who had purpose and a reason for living. They had others they looked to for either nurturing or partnership, while I was a single star in my life’s sky, attempting to prohibit darkness from overshadowing my heart and mind.

      A tear slid down my cheek as the first pattering of rain hit the leaves above me, and my next inhalation caused a shudder to wrack through my huddled body.

      The people around me, lovers included, scrambled to gather their belongings, rushing toward the safety of their vehicles while I sat alone, the heavens opening up faster than I’d expected. I couldn’t be bothered to move from where I sat, chest cracked wide, throat swelling shut, and eyes releasing the sorrow inside me.

      Within a matter of minutes, I was once more alone, without a trace of humanity left behind except for a bit of trash beneath one of the abandoned picnic tables.

      No more laughter.

      No more smiles.

      No more gentle caresses or chaste press of lips for me to envy.

      Rain and cloudy skies surrounded me, a mirror of the heaviness upon my shoulders.

      Sniffling, I tilted my head down, forehead on my knees, hugging myself tighter.

      I’d fled the comforts of home even though I’d never truly felt a sense of belonging in the Teton mountains. An urging deep inside, the whispering of my inner dragon, had insisted it was time to fly and seek out our fate. I’d left my newly met grandpop, Dolyn, behind with his alpha and female in the cavern of our ancestors, where they would mate and raise a family. Having seen their love and how they belonged to each other, I wanted nothing more than to experience the same. The thought of returning to the Tetons alone and having to witness their happiness made my stomach twist.

      But where else would I go?

      Stay.

      My throat tightened as my inner dragon attempted to soothe my emotions. She’d been as silent as my human half for days on end, overrun by thoughts of despair.

      “And do what?” I whispered aloud, since no one was around to accuse me of being mad from talking to myself.

      Seek.

      “That’s all we’ve been doing,” I stated, straightening to swipe my arm over my wet eyes even though rain continued to batter my face.

      My dragon half went quiet once more.

      The feeling of urgency that had sent me flying south through the winter winds to the warmer southern state had calmed to where I barely felt a hint of my dragon’s assurance we were in the right place.

      So why didn’t I sense my mates?

      Were they even of lesser blood than Grandpop’s alpha and female that I couldn’t perceive or communicate with their dragons? I was a Blood Born with the rare ability to hear all inner beings of those with dragonblood in their veins. Even the most minuscule from those I’d come into contact with on the few times Grandmother and I had gone into town for supplies before her death.

      But it seemed no such creatures inhabited the southernmost parts of Arizona.

      Perhaps I’d missed my fated mate by a mere mile. Flown past where they resided, their supernatural halves unknown or somehow hidden away from their consciousness. What if both my alpha and beta had managed to suppress what they didn’t understand, burying their true self deep enough our souls couldn’t call to one another as, according to the ancient texts I’d studied, fated mates ought to be able to do?

      I lifted my face once more, eyes closed.

      Rain sluiced through the branches overhead, soaking through the old-fashioned, large shirt and the long skirt that flowed around my ankles while I’d walked listlessly across the park in search of a sense of belonging. The material would stick to my legs now, clinging and itching, reminding me how much I hated the restriction of clothing.

      North.

      I sniffled but didn’t bother attempting to wipe the wetness from my face. “We can’t return to what used to be home,” I whispered, my heart aching for my mates.

      The canyon.

      Heaving a sigh, I straightened my legs, shoulders still slumped. “What about it?”

      Let us soar over its beauty once more.

      A huff of sad laughter escaped me. Thanks to Grandpop sharing his ability to cloak our true selves, my inner dragon had released and been able to fly during daylight hours, invisible to the human eye. Diving deep into the reaches of the Grand Canyon, shooting skyward in a rush of wind, rolling and tucking my wings to glide above the winding river at its base, was almost as pleasurable as winding through the peaks of the Tetons.

      I had been in this form for far too long.

      Standing, I stretched my back, filling my lungs. Three steps took me from beneath the semi-shelter of the tree, exposing me to the full force of the elements. Wind and rain buffeted me, whipping the soaked skirt around me.

      But a torrential downpour didn’t compare to my stubbornness or my beast’s strength.

      My mind’s desire to cloak myself from sight blinked me from visual existence. I removed the sodden clothing from my body and stuffed it into the drenched duffle bag I carried everywhere before straightening once more.

      Communicating with my inner dragon came as easily as breathing, and the shift rippled through my physical body like a bend of light, morphing my human form into that of a pale golden dragon, the same color of my waist-length hair, scales, spines, and all.

      Front claws of our left foot wrapped tight around our duffle, and we launched into the stormy sky, our grief-filled roar masked by the thunder rumbling around us.

      We will locate them.

      My human half held no such hope but gave over to the dragon side, a powerful flap of golden wings sending us into the dark sky. We shot through the rain, northward toward the canyon.

      More than anything, we yearned for happiness.

      But all we had learned thus far in our travels was that heartache proved much easier to find.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Jaxon

          

        

      

    

    
      Wind whips through my hair. I can barely breathe from the air blasting against my face—but I can’t keep the grin off my face. Plummeting to the earth causes my heart to race. My muscles too tense. Elation swells in my chest and even makes my dick hard.

      I can fly.

      I can fucking fly!

      The ground rushes up to meet me, but tingles erupted along my spine. Wings sprout from my back. Instinct has them spreading wide, catching wind, gracefully arcing me upward, toward freedom rather than splattering to my death⁠—

      

      I gasped, pulse pounding in my temples as reality slammed into my brain, ripping me from my favorite dream that had been on repeat in my head for as long as I could remember.

      “Goddamnit,” I muttered, readying to stretch and reach for my throbbing cock⁠—

      Couldn’t move.

      “The fuck?” I lifted my head, blinking weariness from my eyes even as familiar scents flooded my nose and made my breath hitch and hair stand on end.

      I wiggled my hands and toes. All four limbs were lashed down to a bed. A white gown covered me from neck to knees, my morning wood creating an obscene tent. A shift of my backside made the plastic sheet beneath me crinkle.

      “No, no, no,” I whispered as the truth weighed on me, causing me to sink powerlessly into my restraints regardless of how my heart raced and legs twitched in desire to escape.

      My dick remained hard, uncaring of our predicament, throbbing and letting me know nothing but the gown stood between its heated flesh and the air.

      I glanced around the room, my sparse surroundings, the stark white walls, the scent of bleach in the air, the lone window with its bars to keep me prisoner⁠—

      Lockwood.

      Fucking Lockwood. Again!

      What goddamned fuckery had I gotten up to this time that my parents had shipped me out over three hours from home into the middle of nowhere?

      Snickering echoed in my mind, and I scowled, cursing at myself under my breath. I’d been well on my way toward proving I wasn’t a nutcase so my parents wouldn’t keep sending me away.

      Wait.

      I jerked my head up, straining my neck to see past the tenting of my gown. Wiggled my toes again—toes not covered by a cast. Legs bare. No pins sticking out, no bandages, or evidence of fresh wounds. Just a jagged scar from the time I’d leaped off a building while high as a kite.

      “Oh, thank fuck.” I huffed a laugh, half-mad with relief even while adrenaline crashed through my entire body, making me feel as though I could rip through the straps tying me down to the hospital bed.

      My paternal grandmother had been schizophrenic and, thinking she could fly, had thrown herself off one of the south rim viewpoints of the Grand Canyon long before I’d been born. Unfortunately, I seemed to inherit the inner voice that promised me wings would sprout from my back if only given a chance. Yeah, I wasn’t right in the head, and then when I’d become too much for my parents to handle, they had sent me to an expensive boarding school so they wouldn’t have to deal with their defective son.

      The first time I actually listened to the voice though, I’d ended up with a shattered leg and, a few too many surgeries later, could pretty much run like a normal guy my age. I would never be a medalist in the hundred meters at the Olympics, but as long as I could chase the ladies and be the best lay of their lives while getting my rocks off, I deserved gold.

      I took stock of my body now, relaxing as I realized I was whole—and obviously still healthy. No searing agony ripped through me, leftover from a surgery to repair the damage I’d caused a body I’d believed indestructible thanks to drugs I knew better than to touch.

      But I’d been weak. Lonely as fuck, worse than normal, even though part of my daily affirmations included reminders that I didn’t need anyone, that I was stronger on my own. Letting people into your head and heart only weakened a man.

      Take my parents—the ones who were supposed to love me unconditionally and have my back.

      Yeah, right.

      They’d abandoned me countless times, the final being Christmas break this year. Rather than have me home from my senior year for the holidays, they jetted overseas on some lovely vacation, dining at five-star restaurants while I’d sat alone in my dorm, eating takeout.

      The return of my so-called friends and their readiness to party after break had led us all down a path toward sure trouble and possible destruction.

      Well, me, anyway. I was the only one of us who’d ever gone to the roof of our dorm, ready to leap off, believing I could shoot into the sky like a goddamned bird.

      Just like Gramma⁠—

      “No.” I shook my head at my inner voice’s insistence, ridding my thoughts of her. I was nothing like her.

      More snickering sounded between my ears, but I pretended to ignore it like I always did. Wished I could do the same with my throbbing balls.

      Obviously, the madness I attempted to hide had reared its head while around others, but someone or something had stopped me. I’d been lucky last time I did a swan dive off a roof that I only shattered bones in my right leg rather than cause my head to splat like a watermelon dropped to the sidewalk.

      I wracked my brain, filtering through haziness to remember what had gone down. There had been liquor. A couple of shared joints—one had been laced with a funky substance. Had I hallucinated? Memories flashed through my head like murky shadows.

      Stumbling upstairs.

      Laughing like the Mad Hatter.

      Howling into the sky like I was a werewolf or some shit.

      A straitjacket

      Sweet darkness finally quieting my consciousness that was louder than most humans’.

      “Moron,” I muttered to myself, wishing I could scrub my hands through my hair and try to rip it from my scalp.

      I’d been so close to full independence. A few months away from graduating, but even better, not long before I turned eighteen, when I would have complete freedom from the rule of my parents, who didn’t give a shit about me.

      Having visited this lovely—not—place before, I expected a ninety-day stay with shit food, therapy, and playdates with fellow inmates who stared and drooled or threw violent tantrums regardless of the drugs they had shoved down their throats.

      At least I didn’t have a roommate. Maybe I would manage to get some sleep⁠—

      The familiar squeak of a cart came from out in the hallway, and I glanced toward the solid white door with its small square of unbreakable glass. A pause in the noise assured me the orderly had stopped. Sure enough, a beep sounded, and my room’s door swung open to allow a sweet-smelling morsel over the threshold.

      My dick didn’t care about being caught straining toward the ceiling. It had a brain of its own, and exhibition was its kink, especially when it came to pretty ladies.

      I grinned at the face I recognized from my last stint in Lockwood, the only good thing about being behind Lockwood’s walls. “Nurse Yum Yum.”

      She snickered, shaking her dark head, cheeks pink as she glanced over my restrained form. “Yano,” she reminded me while I fought off the need to thrust into the air, desperate for a touch from one of the few people in this joint who hadn’t stared at me like I was some deranged criminal.

      “I don’t know,” I said smoothly, checking her out from cleavage to Crocs in her blue scrubs, my backside shifting restlessly as pre-cum smeared between my cockhead and the gown. “Still looking as delicious as ever.”

      Nurse Yano rolled her eyes and wheeled the cart closer while I stared up at her face, loving how I unnerved her. How she couldn’t keep her gaze from flitting to the tent above my groin. I flexed my cock every single time, expecting a wet spot had appeared, considering how much I leaked.

      She bit her lip while putting the cuff on my arm, glancing once more at where I ached.

      “Naughty girl,” I whispered, and she cleared her throat, pretending to be all professional and shit.

      I’d tried to get into her panties when I’d last been locked up in this shithole, but with me being underage…fuck. I was still too young. But in three months⁠—

      “No,” she stated firmly, and I huffed as she pumped the cuff full of air.

      Same as last time, I was a caged animal being poked at, but at least she didn’t hold a needle.

      “You’re no fun,” I muttered with a pout that included puppy dog eyes.

      “Because you’re jailbait.”

      I smirked. “I won’t tell if you won’t.”

      “Behave, Jaxon Denham.”

      A snicker, both internally and from my own lips, sounded. Serious mental illness ran in my family, but I wasn’t mad. That inner part of me I shared space with was fulfilling. Felt right. Peaceful even while mostly chaotic. I called the fucker—whatever it was—my beast, which suited him just fine. “You know me better than that.”

      She listened briefly to my blood pressure before retrieving my meds and a small cup with a straw. “Head up.”

      “Oh, it’s up, all right.”

      Another eye roll and shake of her head set my grin in place, but I was a good boy, sticking out my tongue.

      Two pills.

      A long pull on the straw, and I swallowed the lukewarm liquid that tasted like tap water.

      Ugh. Gross.

      “Were you high again?”

      Nurse Yano and I had been chatty when I’d last visited her workplace, and since being on her good side afforded me contraband in the form of caramel hard candies during my last stint, I filled her in on what I could remember while she finished doing her nurse duties in taking care of me—just not in the way I’d have preferred.

      “You need to stay away from the drugs, Jaxon.”

      “Don’t I know it,” I grumbled, tugging on my wrists’ restraints, twitchy with the need for freedom. “Can I get these off?”

      “Doctor Holliday will be in to see you since you’re awake. It’s his decision to make.”

      “That old fart is still here?” I asked, not looking forward to the probing of doctors attempting to make sense of my brain with endless questions and demands to talk about my dreams of flying.

      I’d always hated zoos as a kid.

      Even more now that I was caged up like an animal.

      “He’s one of our best.” Nurse Yano patted my forearm, all motherly and shit. “Three months,” she reminded me, trying for a firm look, but I saw the truth behind her professionalism, which gave me something other than my prison to focus on.

      “Can you help me out before you go? Pretty please with a big juicy cherry on top? Hell, I’ll even throw in a couple of chocolate bars once I’m finally free of this place for good.”

      She pressed her lips tight but managed not to check out my raging boner again.

      “I’m already so damned close—just a brush of fingertips, and I’ll shoot off like a goddamned rocket.” I pumped my hips upward, but she managed to ignore me.

      Nurse Yum Yum reached into her pocket, the crinkling of a wrapper making my mouth water. “Open up.”

      I did so without argument, releasing a low, sensual moan as the taste of caramel slid over my tongue.

      “Three months,” she stated with a twinkle in her eyes before turning away.

      I enjoyed the sweetness making my mouth water and the swell of her ass in her scrubs as she moved toward the door, the squeaky cart wheel grating on my nerves. “Promise?”

      She didn’t answer before locking me in once more, and I lay back, determined to enjoy myself this time around.

      The woman had almost caved last year. I could wear her down.

      Need.

      My dick bucked on its own, and swallowing the lush taste of caramel, I groaned, rubbing my ass against the crinkling mattress cover beneath me. Coming untouched was something I fucking loved. The out-of-control ache, the desperation for friction, the agony of my taint pulsing without fingers or a mouth on me just fucking did it for me.

      Need.

      I closed my eyes at the insistent word in my head and gave over to my favorite fantasy.

      A blonde goddess with curves like a train track, hair draping over her lush backside. Thick thighs, spread and inviting. She would stick her finger up my ass, play with that patch of nerves that always made me shoot off like a geyser whenever I felt the desire for a little something extra.

      Wet warmth would welcome me home. Tight heat clutching at my thrusting shaft, desperate for me to breed her.

      “Fuck yeah,” I murmured around the hard candy in my mouth, the slight friction of my gown rubbing over my leaking slit more than enough to get me there.

      Her teeth on my neck. Fingernails breaking skin.

      Delicious fucking violence, sweet pain to send me⁠—

      “Fuck!” I jolted against my restraints, spurting cum all the fuck over my pulsing dick and groin. Curses continued to spill with every shot of spunk, and I shuddered, loving the pain of release without a firm grip on my shaft. The agony of denied true fulfillment.

      Goose bumps rose over me, like bubbles attempting to break free from skin.

      I finally stilled, my heart racing, lungs sucking in air.

      Cum leaked over my relaxing balls, down my taint, to drip onto the bed.

      “Shit.” I lifted my head. There was no denying the wetness of the white gown and how it now clung to my softening dick.

      Snickering echoed in my ears, and I shook my head at myself while crunching what was left of the candy between my teeth.

      Doc Holliday knew I was a horny fucker from my last stay in Lockwood.

      No biggie.

      My smile faded along with my arousal that had been sated for the time being.

      Yeah, I would be eighteen soon, but what if my parents somehow managed to keep me in the loony bin? What if the doctors deemed me unsafe to live among the people who didn’t have really fucking loud inner voices that constantly got them into trouble or attempted to embarrass them by leaving messes for anyone to see?

      I was desperate to travel my own path toward wherever the fuck I belonged. Make mistakes. Learn and grow as every other young adult was allowed to do. I deserved the right to become my own man, figure out who and what I was.

      And my secret longing that I hated but couldn’t help? Finding someone who would love me. Accept me. See the value in my life and want me for more than just my rocking body that fucked like a god.

      Ask my past hookups about the validity of that statement.

      Escape.

      “Wish we could,” I muttered, pulling against my restraints again even though I had personal knowledge such a thing wasn’t possible.

      Lockwood was tighter than a virgin asshole, and no amount of lube would get me where I wanted to be.

      Outside its walls.

      Need.

      “We’re not going anywhere. Gotta be patient.”

      I snorted at my attempts to soothe the agitation inside me. Patient, I was not. A wild animal better portrayed who I was at my core. Instincts dictated my actions more often than not, life-threatening at times, but maybe someone understanding would collar me. Tame the beast, so to speak.

      I snorted at my pipe dream.

      First off, I had to get out of here in order for that to happen, and second, that meant I definitely needed to stop talking to myself.

      I glanced at the camera up in the corner of the ceiling. Yeah, the first rule about showing you weren’t off your rocker was to act like every other supposed normal person on the planet.

      Closing my eyes, I waited for Doc Holliday’s visit and the chance to prove my sanity.

      My inner beast found that fucking hilarious.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Patrick

          

        

      

    

    
      Hands on hips, I stared up at the pull-down ladder and its frayed string hanging overhead.

      I’d been back home for going on six months, and while I’d managed to clean out Dad’s—now my—house, I’d yet to tackle the attic. Dad had been a pack rat, and I couldn’t begin to imagine, nor did I want to, the mess I would find beneath the eaves.

      “It’s not going to get done on its own.” I pulled on the string, unfolding the wooden stairs. The apparatus shifted as I climbed, groaning beneath my weight like the sky did outside with its constant rumbles of thunder. Regardless of their weakness, the stairs allowed me entrance into the chilled space that smelled like mothballs and stale air.

      Rain slashed at the roof attached to the exposed beams above me and dirty windows on either end of the attic that didn’t allow enough light for me to see. Had this storm hovered over the apartment building I’d moved out of back in Boston, rather than the Arizona two-story house I’d been driven to make my own, we would have been knee-deep in snow. As it was, the weather was warmer than normal, giving the parched earth some much-needed water.

      I pulled on another string above my head, this one attached to a bare bulb. Pale yellow light attempted to dispel the gloom.

      Floorboards creaked beneath my feet as I surveyed the hoarded mess around me. Dust motes tickled my throat, causing me to cough while taking in the boxes of who the fuck knew what, old pieces of furniture, and odds and ends Dad had most likely picked up at estate or yard sales.

      Green bins of Christmas decorations from when Mom had still been alive stacked on my right, faded boxes with peeling masking tape on my left. Patrick was written in black marker, Mom’s curved loops easily recognizable to me, even though she’d been gone for over a decade, thanks to aggressive breast cancer. A couple of dead flies lay on the top box, and feeling I had too much in common with their dried-out husks, I flicked them from sight.

      Through meds and years of study, I’d gained control over my unstable mental health and had learned to hide the madness inside me from the world. And even though I’d received my doctorate in psychology and treated patients for over a dozen years, I continued to fight for a sense of belonging, a way to fill the dark void inside me that sometimes made me question my sanity.

      As far as everyone in my life was concerned, I was normal—whatever that might actually be.

      I’d had an easy, middle-class childhood with decent enough role models as parents and no serious trauma. Our small family had enjoyed family meals at the scarred oak table down in the kitchen. Christmases beside the artificial tree standing upright alongside the bins on my right, the fake branches covered in balls and tinsel from whenever Dad had last managed to wrangle the thing to the living room for the holiday season.

      There’d been no emotional torment, no wounding event that had hindered my growth into adulthood. But a restlessness that felt like a separate entity lay buried deep inside me. I’d gone into psychology to figure out what was wrong with me but hadn’t ever gotten a clear diagnosis. I wasn’t sure what to make of it other than to consider myself a driven person, always seeking out the next task to execute and goal to attain.

      However, no matter how much I accomplished, a sense of lacking remained, and I strove every day to rid myself of its clutches.

      A flash of lightning lit the dim attic for a split second before thunder rumbled loud enough that the house shook around me. We needed the rain desperately, but the weather matched my mood.

      A little gloomy. Overcast, a complete lack of sunshine.

      But what else was new?

      I had hoped moving back and opening a practice of my own would give me what I’d spent two decades searching for in Boston, whatever that might be. Nothing satisfied or filled the emptiness in my soul that drove me toward fulfillment of some sort.

      My savings dwindled, so I’d put in an application at the mental institution that had been built here in town a couple of years ago, while working on my plans to rent office space on Main Street. While my location finally felt right, the deficit inside me remained.

      I needed…something.

      Getting laid always took the edge off for a short while, and it had been some time since I’d last had a woman beneath me. But no one ever felt like they belonged.

      Turning my thoughts toward cleaning out the attic, then heading into town to find a willing partner for the night, I reached for the closest box. I unpeeled the tape, keeping its flaps closed, and pulled up short.

      Hesitant, I fixed my eyes on the leather-bound journal atop countless others, my brain quieting while my insides strained to reach out and relive the past I’d buried, as innocent as it had been. I’d forgotten about the memories I’d written—and had asked Mom to toss them out with the trash when I’d packed up to leave home for college.

      She’d been stubborn to a fault, never one to listen, so I should have expected to find these still around, collecting dust.

      My hand shook as I reached for the final diary of the childhood I’d left behind when I’d driven eastward.

      The spine cracked as I leafed through the thick pages that had cramped writing filling every bit of space. Mostly ramblings about girls, sports, and grades, but some of the secrets I’d kept from everyone, parents included, lay inside the warped pages.

      All children had imaginary friends—but mine had been too real. Held substance. Carried on full conversations with me. I’d been in seventh grade when I’d first heard the word schizophrenia, but that mental disorder didn’t match the darkness that billowed like smoke inside me, as if a separate being was held captive inside my body.

      As though the discovery of my old written words had zapped me like a defibrillator, heat came to life in my core, spreading outward until my limbs tingled.

      My back itched.

      Feet grew restless.

      Teeth clenched, I tossed the diary into the box, my gut like lava, but my mind set on ridding myself of this part of me for good as I thought I’d done years earlier.

      “I am in control,” I stated my life’s mantra through clenched teeth and carted both boxes of my old ramblings downstairs.

      The awareness of something other from my childhood lingered, unbothered by the repeated words that helped me silence the madness and envision it behind walls that no voice could penetrate.

      I coaxed flames to life in the fireplace that had only ever seen action on Christmas Eve.

      Fed my past to the gold and orange flickers above embers that glowed red.

      One by one, the diaries disintegrated into ash, forever gone from existence. But the strange consciousness beneath my breastbone remained, alive and needy, threatening to erupt and devour my humanity.

      Jaw set, I strode upstairs to get ready for a night on the town, tiny and somewhat backward as it might be compared to Boston. A shower rid me of dust and filth from having cleaned all day, and crisp jeans and an ironed button-down made me feel semi-normal again, even though I felt anything but.

      Two hours later, I stumbled back through my front door, a fiery redheaded woman attached to me like a leech. She smelled like flowers, and her mouth tasted like hope. Attraction at first glance had prompted me to initiate, chemistry enough that my sleeping dick had shown interest in someone for the first time since returning to Arizona.

      She agreed to take things to my place.

      And here we were, both of us halfway to drunk, fucking on my living room floor.

      A hissing built in my ears, like a whispered admonishment that I was making a mistake, but I buried myself in the warmth of the woman’s welcoming arms, deciding she would do just fine. Might even be worth keeping around for a while. Maybe we could grow together. Find a new beginning of our own, one where the hollowness that haunted me wouldn’t seem as stark—or dark.

      She could be my sunshine, I decided once I lay gasping in her soft hold, her fingers sifting through my hair, her long legs still wrapped around my waist.

      Yeah, this could work, I told myself.

      The hissing went silent, but I didn’t trust that so-called imaginary friend from my past hadn’t reawakened and planned on sticking around.
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      Three Months Later

      “Looking for crazies, huh?” The old woman peered up at me from the park bench with watery, blue eyes, not a hint of an inner dragon within her whispering to me.

      I smiled, having learned over the months that pure humans responded better to kindness than the anger her words simmered to life inside me. “Some people’s inner thoughts can take on a mind of their own. Not everyone who hears voices has mental issues.”

      She snorted, lips pressed in a tight line, and glanced around the small park, the first of many such areas I’d explored while traveling in an ever-widening circle around the Grand Canyon. Leaves had burst from branches after their winter sleep, the promise of a new beginning, and gifted me a renewed hope that had dwindled over what seemed like a long winter.

      I’d learned in my travels that older humans were full of stories—gossip, lore, and truth. Weeding through the fantastical proved harder for me, especially since I hadn’t spent much time around others in my childhood. I’d also found that while the older generation didn’t mind answering questions like the younger did, they had similar people skills like my own—almost nonexistent.

      At least having lived in isolation for so long, I had a reason for my behavior should anyone pose a question about my inability to converse as well as others.

      But being immersed in the human world over the previous four months had earned me knowledge of their ways, better forms of communication—mainly knowing when to keep my thoughts to myself—and how to dress so as not to draw unwanted attention, like the old-fashioned clothing I’d brought from Wyoming had earned me.

      “What do you want with people like that, anyway?” the gray-haired woman asked, peering up at me from where I towered over her. “They’re the sickos who take guns into schools and blow themselves up for their religion.”

      “Have you heard any good gossip lately about people hearing voices? Do you know anyone personally?” I forced myself to ask—again—rather than storm off for reasons she would never be able to fathom, ones that a recluse like me understood perfectly well.

      Another snort of sarcastic laughter shook her shoulders. “All kinds of crazies like that over at Lockwood.”

      “Lockwood?”

      “Hospital for the crazies out in the middle of nowhere.”

      I’d never once considered that humans would lock up people who claimed to hear voices to the extent I did, and I was far from mentally unstable. While my forehead furrowed over the woman’s assumptions, a lightness roused in my chest that I didn’t dare trust. I smoothed down my blouse with shaking hands. “Can you tell me where this Lockwood is located?” I asked while leaning toward her, my breathlessness betraying my rising hope.

      Wrinkled hand waving toward the west, where she said a small town lay buried near the rim of the Grand Canyon with hardly a population worth mentioning. “Plenty of them crazies you’re looking for over there.”

      Flutters woke in my belly, causing my limbs to tingle with the need to shift and escape her ignorance. But she was human and knew nothing about Blood Born and the inner beasts that might be mistaken for madness.

      “I appreciate your time,” I told the old woman, rather than turn on my heel without offering a good day.

      She hummed beneath her breath, and I took the dismissal for what it was, happy to leave her behind.

      Old duffle clutched tightly in my hand, I hurried toward a line of trees and the privacy they would afford me for a quick shift, since flight would get me to the next town faster than any rented car.

      My inner dragon purred at the possibility that one of the two I searched for might be at this Lockwood. That I might finally feel the draw of our mates, the stirrings of desire only they would be able to sate. My alpha and beta, the two I would need to procreate and rebuild the dragonblood line on earth, might be closer than I’d imagined. While I longed for the physical hunger my grandpapa experienced with his fated mates, I had yet to meet anyone, human or dragonblood, who could make my body burn, yearn for my first sexual encounter.

      Warmth stirred in my core, and a sense of calm settled over me.

      Even though we had soared over that area before and hadn’t felt any connection drawing me toward the earth, I had no choice but to follow the lead gifted to me.

      Once out of sight of the small park, I cloaked myself and readied to fly, taking care to pack my clothing away as I always did before shifting into my true form.

      Invisible to the human eye, I soared through the warm, spring air, breathing as deeply as always, hoping for a hint of the scents that would bring my body to life. The ragged cliffs and ancient openings in the earth lay below to my right in muted tones of red, brown, and gray, the deepest parts still hidden in shadow from the rising sun—a different beauty than the snow-capped mountains of my home, but no less stunning.
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      A small town nestled along a snaking, two-lane highway, so we banked slightly and drew closer, our dragon sight allowing us to focus in on buildings and cars easily. No hint of male dragonblood floated on the breeze from my height, so we circled until we located what must be the hospital the watery-eyed woman had spoken of.

      Stark white and sprawling, the building was surrounded by a metal fence topped by razor-sharp wire. It looked more like a prison than a safe place for those with supposed mental health issues or disabilities to reside.

      Seeing no other towns on the horizon, and even though no pull of awareness enticed me to land, we did so on the town’s outskirts, near a rundown motel.

      Once shifted into my human form, I hid amongst the fauna, uncloaked, and pulled on my leggings, a bra—something I’d hardly worn while living in seclusion and hated with a passion—and a long-sleeve tunic that fell to mid-thigh. My favorite ballet flats, easy to tear through should I need to shift in a hurry, pinched more than I would have liked, and I told myself I would spend my days naked once fate allowed me to live in privacy with my mates.

      I breathed in the soothing scents of spruce and juniper from the surrounding trees, and finding no hint of dragonblood in the air, I headed to the motel to reserve a room for the night and possibly longer, depending on what I did or didn’t find. Belly still fluttering, I stowed my duffle bag away in my room and started off in the direction of Lockwood, which the motel’s owner had assured me I had properly located from above.

      The purr in my head accompanied my light steps through town, past a cafe of sorts, a used car dealership, a small grocery store, and various other businesses that kept the community afloat.

      Turning a corner brought Lockwood into sight, the three-story building the largest in the area by far and no more inviting than it had been from the sky.

      My steps hurried as I approached, gaze roaming over the landscape and exterior, desperate for a glimpse of the ones who belonged to me.

      Because they had to be here. I couldn’t handle any more disappointment, couldn’t imagine having to⁠—

      Yessss.

      A shiver slid over my skin, causing goose bumps to erupt and heat to pool low in my belly. My head swiveled toward the hospital’s closest wing as a sense of dragonblood, delicious and enrapturing, tangled with my mind and made my heart race.

      This was the draw I’d been searching for, the feelings I’d read about but had almost given up hope of ever experiencing for myself.

      Beta.

      Swallowing against the thickness growing in my throat, I nodded an agreement with the creature inside me I trusted fully. Surely, she would be more aware of the Blood Born behind bars than my human half would be.

      I eyed said bars on the windows, anger stirring over the fact one of my mates would be held against his will.

      My dragon growled in my chest, and I bit my lip to keep it contained as humans approached me on the sidewalk. I didn’t bother forcing a smile or replying to their greetings, my focus flitted from window to window along the hospital’s wing, wondering which separated me from my beta.

      I’d been mistaken to believe finding my mates would be easy. Even more so that connecting them wouldn’t require work other than simple introductions and being led by instinct to bond and live happily ever after.

      I threaded my fingers through the chain-link fence holding me at a distance, allowing my dragon to take over my wandering gaze since her instincts far outshone those of my human form.

      Energy rippled over the mostly-empty parking lot on the other side of the fence, the tether of dragonblood calling to dragonblood leading up to the second floor…third window from the building’s end.

      He is there.

      “Yes,” I whispered my agreement with my inner dragon, the draw strengthening enough I could almost feel it like a physical caress across my fingers. Tingles rose to life between my thighs for the first time, and I gasped at the luscious dampness, the slight pulse of need for my mate to fill the emptiness inside me.

      Biting my tongue against the whine building in my chest, I stared at his window as the sun warmed my face.

      Did he sense me as I did him? Did he communicate with his inner dragon to the extent he knew who and what he truly was?

      I clutched at the fence, unmoving except for the gnawing of my lip as questions plagued me and the minutes slipped past. What if the voice had driven him to insanity? What if the ability to think rationally, to understand the truth of his circumstances, lay beyond his grasp?

      The energy between us strengthened with every passing minute, and I focused on finding a way to save my beta from those who wished to keep him from my side.
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      The first time I’d sat on Doc Holliday’s couch in his office, the box of tissues on the small table between us had mocked me. Every scratch of his pen had made me want to snap the damned thing in two, and while I still hid my other half that always begged to come out and play, I no longer resented the doc or hated the months I’d been locked up.

      I’d been on my best behavior this time around, even with Nurse Yum Yum, who continued to eye me like an ice cream sundae whenever she was working and making her rounds. Sure, I flirted—what healthy eighteen-year-old wouldn’t when a woman showed interest?

      But I kept my hands to myself. Behaved, like she’d insisted on from day one, while gifting me candy for being a good boy, because freedom awaited.

      The appeal I’d sent to the court system had come back in my favor, and since my three-month mark in the joint had come and gone, I would be released. Add to that fact I’d turned eighteen two weeks prior and my parents were no longer my keepers, they didn’t get to dictate how I would live my life. It was Monday morning, and in forty-eight hours, I would once more have access to my small trust fund and the freedom to seek out my destiny.

      Which sure as fuck wouldn’t be in Phoenix.

      The drive inside me to get started, the desire to find my place in this fucked-up world, owned my thoughts. Not my dick, but what else was new?

      Doc Holliday had assured me I would be free to walk the fuck out of here, and I’d never been more grateful for a shrink in my life.

      “We have our final meeting tomorrow at ten,” he told me, shifting through some papers atop his desk.

      I sat still, hands in my lap, even though every atom in my body vibrated.

      Escape now.

      “I’ll have your belongings and the key to your apartment that I’ve procured for you. You’ll be free to leave of your own accord on Wednesday and start your new job next Monday.”

      I wasn’t keen on bagging groceries, but it would keep me busy and hopefully out of trouble until I got my personal shit in order and decided on a real course of action. I hadn’t gotten the chance to graduate like a normal kid, but nothing about me had ever been “normal”. I would get my GED someday and figure out the rest later.

      Doc Holliday leaned onto his desk, his old face a wrinkly mess but eyes kind. “Are you sure you’re ready to be on your own, Jaxon?”

      Yessss.

      “Yep,” I answered with a firm nod. “And I appreciate all your help in finding me a place to stay.”

      “It’s nearly an hour from here and isn’t much, just a studio apartment above a garage.”

      “It’ll be mine,” I insisted, the promise of freedom so damned sweet my mouth watered. I was used to being on my own since people always left when times got tough.

      Not alone.

      Doc Holliday stood and rounded his desk, holding out his hand and giving me something to focus on other than the voice inside me that never shut up.

      I leapt up to my feet and clasped Doc’s hand with a firm grip. “Thanks again.”

      “I’m sure you’ll be counting down the hours⁠—”

      “Got that right,” I muttered.

      “But try to get some rest, young man. I’ll see you in the morning for our final session together.”

      Less than forty-eight hours until I could walk out of here a free man.
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      My new roommate snored like a madman, keeping me from that rest Doc Holliday had insisted I get. But even without the man enjoying his slumber beside me, I wouldn’t have been able to sleep.

      Energy-like vibrations lighting up my body had plagued me all day and still caused twitches to wrack through me. I swore wings stretched beneath the skin on my back, ready and willing to burst from my muscles and bones in order to get me the hell out from behind these bars.

      Yessss.

      My mind was fucked, just like Gramma’s had been—no fucking doubt.

      Problem was, I didn’t feel mad. Rational in every other way, I struggled to make sense of him, the thing inside me that loved to whisper mischievous ideas, naughty thoughts about the opposite sex, and other tempting shenanigans that always ended up getting me into trouble.

      I punched my pillow and groaned as my cock took interest in who the hell knew what. When my beast side was in the mood to fuck, my body responded. Horny fucker didn’t care which hole a female offered release in, but neither of us had yet to find real satisfaction nutting inside someone.

      Blessed with my asshole father’s good looks and my mother’s smile, I didn’t have any trouble getting laid—another of the reasons my parents had sent me off to an all-boys school. Couldn’t lock my cock in my pants when it lusted to dip into a slick, tight pussy.
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