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      “Do you want me to take you home? I can pick you up in the morning to get your car,” Damon asked Ruby. He wanted to ask more questions about what happened with Zack, but he didn’t want to push her.

      It was nearing midnight on a school night, and they were alone in the Purple Dragon. Ruby was vulnerable, but man, she looked beautiful standing there in front of him.

      She fidgeted with the edge of her skirt and wouldn’t meet his eyes. “Not really. I need time to think, and I don’t want to be alone.”

      He shoved his hands into his pockets. He had no earthly idea what to do. This was all new territory for him. “Alright. Probably no coffee though. It’s too late. Hot chocolate?”

      “That would be great.”

      He eyed her carefully. As beautiful as she looked in the tight red shirt and short skirt, she couldn’t be comfortable. That was a problem he could fix for her.

      “Sometimes, I stay here when I’m fighting with my parents. There are a couple of couches upstairs, and I keep a few changes of clothes. Mostly sweats and basketball shorts. You’re welcome to change if you’re cold.”

      She finally looked up at him, and it was all he could do to keep his hands to himself. He had an overwhelming desire to draw her close to him.

      “That would be great,” she said.

      “Okay, I’ll get our hot chocolates and meet you up there in a few. The sweats are in the cabinet by the door.”

      She turned and made her way upstairs, and he finally relaxed.

      He didn’t know if she liked anything fancy in her hot chocolate, so he made them both normal with copious amounts of whipped cream. His hands shook as he carried the mugs upstairs. He stood outside the rec room and took a couple of deep breaths.

      “You decent?” he called out. The last thing he needed right now was to walk in on her changing her clothes. She’d be so embarrassed.

      “Yeah,” she called back.

      He pushed the door open with his shoulder. She was sitting on the loveseat, wearing his mom’s old Guns N’ Roses hoodie and a pair of black sweats. She pulled her hair back into a low ponytail, but her makeup was still flawless, and she was missing her glasses.

      He handed her a mug and sat next to her, their knees touching. There were six couches here, and she picked the smallest one. Maybe she liked him more than she let on.

      He and Liam spent hours here, learning how to shoot pool and sucking up to pretty girls. They held a back-to-school party every fall that his mom said had been a tradition for nearly twenty-five years. This was his favorite place.

      “Hughie do your makeup for you again?” he asked with a grin.

      She scowled. “Yes, I wish he could figure out how to undo it completely.” She took a sip of her hot chocolate and got whipped cream on her nose. It looked adorable. “Maybe then it wouldn’t look like I was a nerd trying to be pretty.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Yes, it is. I was a fool. I won’t make that mistake again.” She crossed her arms over her chest.

      “You’re gonna have to tell me everything that happened tonight so that I understand. But first, you have whipped cream on your nose.”

      She smiled and wiped it off, and he scooted closer to her. He couldn’t help himself. He needed to be next to her. “Also, I’m not sure where you’re getting this nerd pretending to be pretty thing, but you got it backward.”

      She stared into her mug. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “I mean, you’re a very pretty girl pretending to be a nerd.”

      A ghost of a smile flitted over her lips, and even though he had no idea what he was doing, he was pretty sure he was doing a good job of it.
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      Ruby didn’t know if Damon was just being sweet or if he really meant those things. He’d said flattering things to her before, but now she wasn’t sure what to make of him. Especially after everything with Zack tonight. It was late, and she was restless.

      “Tell me about tonight,” Damon said again, interrupting her thoughts.

      “Ugh. I don’t know. He’s a jerk.” She let out an involuntary shiver, unable to warm up. She’d been hoping Damon wouldn’t ask, but on the other hand, she wanted to talk about it and make sense of the whole thing.

      “Obviously, if you tried to break your hand on his face. Did he do anything inappropriate?” His words were tight, and she could tell he was biting down his anger. She didn’t want him going after Zack.

      “No, nothing like that.” She took a few more sips of her hot chocolate and then set it on the floor. She told him everything. Not just about Zack but about everything that happened at her school in Oregon and how much she hated her dragon form. She wasn’t sure why, but once she started talking, she couldn’t stop. She’d never felt this way with anyone before. A few times, she had to wipe away stray tears, but it felt good to get this all out.

      After she finished, Damon just stared at her. Maybe she’d said too much. After what felt like a long moment, he moved off the couch, went to a cupboard, and came back with a fluffy blanket.

      “You’re still shivering.”

      She wished he’d acknowledge the things she said. She wanted to know what he thought.

      She expected him to lay the blanket over her, but instead, he sat down and spread it over himself. He lifted the side closest to her. “Come here.”

      She gave a stiff shake of her head. After all of that, he decided cuddling was the next step. They so weren’t at the cuddling stage. Maybe she’d misjudged him. Maybe he was just like all the other jerks out there.

      He gave her an exasperated look. “Listen, I’m not gonna lie. I totally want your hot body pressed up against mine, but that’s not the point here.”

      Her face flushed. No one had ever spoken about her like that before.

      “You’re cold,” he continued, “and body heat is the best way to warm you up. It won’t take long. I’m harmless, I promise.”

      She pressed her icy hands to her cheeks. He wasn’t lying, but she knew once she curled up next to him, there was no going back.

      She shivered again and then gave up and scooted over to him. He put his arm around her and pulled her close. She rested her cheek on his chest and her hand on his stomach. A part of her melted a bit, but it was different than when she was snuggled up with Zack. There was something far more intimate about this. Maybe it was because she told him all of her secrets.

      Damon dropped a kiss on the top of her head. Harmless, yeah, right. She couldn’t help but smile.

      He cleared his throat, and she felt the vibrations in his chest. “I don’t understand your desire to not be a dragon. I mean, when you explain it all like that, I do. But my whole life, all I’ve ever wanted was to be one.” He rubbed his fingers lightly across her back.

      She let out a sigh. “Maybe someday, we’ll both get our wishes.”

      She was so utterly comfortable here. At night, she was usually wound up, unable to fall asleep because of her racing mind, but something about Damon calmed her every nerve.

      “I’m still gonna beat the crap out of Zack tomorrow.”

      She chuckled. “Nah, we can do better than that. Maybe instead of driving to school tomorrow, we’ll fly. Well, I’ll fly, and you’ll be on my back.”

      “As appealing as that sounds, now that I understand your issues with dragons, I’m never riding you again.”

      She’d been so wrong about Damon. She pressed closer to him. They had a connection she couldn’t deny. Nor did she want to. Over the years, she’d read about great love. Heard her parents talk about it, but she finally understood the feeling.

      And never wanted to let go of it.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby blinked her eyes open and tried to make sense of her surroundings. She was on a couch in the arms of a boy. She let her eyes drift closed again.

      Then she bolted upright. Damon rubbed his eyes, and her heart clenched. He looked so adorable. But she couldn’t think about that right now. She glanced at her phone.

      6:00.

      Crap.

      She was in so much trouble. She grabbed her purse and slipped on her shoes.

      “I gotta run. See you at school.”

      Damon just grunted. Not a morning person, apparently. She drove like a maniac, hoping against hope that no one would notice her coming home. She could shower and act like she was getting ready for school.

      Her mom wouldn’t even notice.

      At least, that’s what she told herself.
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      Isa didn’t sleep well that night. Not that she was surprised. Between trying to make sense of the magical book and Liam not ten feet from her, she couldn’t shut her mind off.

      He was sound asleep on the couch. She’d seriously thought about inviting him into her bed last night, but her mark was still nameless, and until that changed, she would keep him at arm’s length. Because she had no guarantee that he loved her back even though he said he did.

      Missy stood and stretched. Then, she jumped off the bed and curled up behind Liam’s legs. A twinge of jealousy pricked Isa’s heart. She’d like to be the one curled up next to him. She swallowed. No. She had to be strong.

      His hair had fallen into his face, but she could still see his long lashes. He was beautiful and so different from the men around here. She could sit and stare at him all day long. However, eventually, he would wake up and catch her in the act. Not that she had anything to apologize for. But it would still be embarrassing.

      The flames in the fireplace had grown low, and she tugged the blanket around her. She wondered at her future with Liam. If he sealed himself back to her, someday they’d be bonded and have kids.

      She wanted to meet his family. Would they like her? She’d never worried much about things like that before, but she wanted the people he loved to love her. He spoke of them with such fondness. She’d never really missed having parents before—hers had died when she was too young to remember—but listening to him talk about his made her long for her own. Perhaps his parents would treat her like a daughter.

      She’d never be able to leave, but they could come here and visit. Well, if her guardians let them. She’d make them. The guardians couldn’t keep away her family, which they would become if they bonded.

      That was a problem for another day though. Today, she had other things to think about. She didn’t mention the book to Liam last night, too busy worrying about whether or not to leave him on the couch.

      Wizards were alive.

      The wizard who had thrown himself out of the window had hidden his family. He specifically left them out of the spell that killed the rest of his people. That had been thousands of years ago, so that meant he could have hundreds, if not thousands, of descendants who carried on his legacy. She’d never let herself consider that wizards still lived, but now she had to.

      Perhaps a wizard was behind the rebels. If they succeeded in killing her, then the dragons would all but be destroyed, which was what the wizards ultimately wanted. But this wizard sacrificed his own people, so maybe his heirs didn’t have the same desire to kill dragons.

      Someone had to know more about the wizards. There was no way the wizards had been kept such a secret that no one knew. Isa was good at finding out things she wanted to know.

      Today, she’d find out if any of that man’s posterity ended up in the castle.
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