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        Legal assistant Claire has always wanted a career she's truly passionate about but the state of her bank account doesn't agree.

      

        

      
        Rich dragon shifter Taylor is under a lot of pressure from her family to find her fated mate and settle down but there's so much else she still wants to do.

      

        

      
        Could a fake relationship be the solution for them or will things become more complicated than ever?

        -

        Her Fake Dragon Mate is a fated mates paranormal romance featuring a rich dragon shifter and her mate. It includes a standalone f/f fake relationship romance and a dash of steamy goodness. It is part of the Crescent Lake Shifters series.
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      There was wealth and wealth and Claire had neither, something she was painfully aware of as she arrived at the monster of a mansion that was owned by one of the oldest and richest dragon shifter families in the community. She couldn't quite believe this was where she was celebrating her New Year's Eve but pinching herself didn't wake her up, so it had to be true.

      "Now we're living the life," she whispered to Celine, temporarily drawing her sister's attention away from her new girlfriend and the reason why they were invited to a party of this size in the first place.

      Celine chuckled. "Let me guess, you're already imagining ways of how you can ever own a mansion like this."

      "You better believe it. Wow. How much do you think a place like this would sell for?"

      "No idea." Celine looked lovingly and questioningly at Renata. "Do you know?"

      "I believe if Harlow's family ever decided to get rid of it, it would become a national treasure," Renata said, clearly unfazed by the whole situation. She showed the invitation on her phone to the doorman at the large iron entry gates and he allowed them in with a mere nod.

      The whole situation felt surreal to Claire as they followed the long driveway up, gathering at the entrance where other guests were arriving too. Faint music was already coming from inside and everyone looked ever so slightly tipsy, which wasn't surprising on a night like tonight.

      Going in, she marvelled at the high ceilings and obscene chandeliers that looked like they could crush a horse if they ever fell. Claire stifled a giggle just thinking about the poor sod who was tasked with dusting all the teeny tiny dangly bits.

      A woman in a neat black uniform held out a tray with glasses of something bubbly and Claire happily accepted one. She took a sip, delighted by the taste. "Is that Champagne?"

      Renata nodded, drinking her own. "Yes, Harlow goes all out for New Year's."

      "And you're sure we don't have to pay for any of this?" Celine questioned, clearly less used or excited by the idea of accepting freebies.

      "Of course, we're guests." Renata's gaze shifted and she waved to someone in the distance. "Oh, come, I want to introduce you to people."

      Not in the mood to be the awkward third wheel to her sister's lovey-dovey mood, Claire gave them a smile. "Go on, I'll be alright on my own."

      "Are you sure?" Celine asked, her concern unnecessary.

      Claire gave her a confident nod. "Oh, yes. Free alcohol and pretty people, I'll be fine. In fact, I'd rather you didn't cramp my style." Perhaps she was putting on a little bit of a front but that was her duty as the oldest sibling.

      She savoured her Champagne and happily took another glass from a passing tray, fully intending to drink as much as she possibly could without losing her consciousness or dignity.

      As she moved through the mansion, it became instantly clear that most guests knew each other which made sense, it was a private party after all. Only a few people seemed on the outskirts and Claire assumed they were like her, a plus-one of a plus-one. Part of her wondered if she should've gone to her usual spot for New Year's Eve but Celine would never have felt comfortable splitting up.

      As Claire enjoyed her expensive drink, she couldn't say she was disappointed with her choice. How often was she going to have the opportunity to mingle with the upper class? Just being here confirmed that they were living the best life and she could see herself being at home in a massive mansion like this. She just wished she wasn't wearing a dress that cost the equivalent of a single potted plant in here. Less, if it was a particularly fancy plant.

      As the party went on and people got drunker, some of the initial groups scattered and Claire found herself chatting vaguely to some people she didn't even know the names of. What had started as an exciting evening had quickly become a rather dull affair.

      She downed her fourth glass of Champagne and excused herself from the group of strangers before they murdered her with boredom. She considered mingling on the dance floor instead but the music wasn't exactly to her taste so she decided to check out the garden.

      She passed by the large staircase leading up further into the mansion which had been closed off with a rope. Claire had to admit to being tempted to ignore the sign that said 'no entry' but she restrained herself. She had to remember that anything she did would reflect back on Celine and Renata. As much as Claire found the whole fated mate thing nauseating, the last thing she wanted was to mess things up for her sister.

      She made her way out into one of the side gardens where a handful of people were smoking, making out in the shadows, or attempting to sober up. She ignored all of them and sat down on a bench near a flowerbed that smelled like a store that sold bath bombs and other luxury cosmetics.

      While she enjoyed the fresh air, she observed the people around her. The party might've started fancier and classier than she was used to, but the scenery now was exactly like any outside a cheap pub or club. Drunk looked the same, regardless of money.

      Her gaze was drawn to a beautiful woman with long blonde hair that looked much soberer than anyone else. If she was tipsy, she did a hell of a job not showing it.

      Their eyes met and Claire smiled, partially out of politeness, partially out of intrigue. To her surprise, the blonde woman came toward her and sat down on the other end of the bench.

      "Enjoying the party?" she asked, her voice melodic and clear.

      Claire turned ever so slightly to give the stranger her attention. "It's alright. You?"

      "I suppose so. I don't think I've seen you before. How do you know Harlow?"

      "I don't, my sister's new mate does. This is my first time here."

      "Interesting. Most people usually claim to be one of her closest friends,” the stranger remarked with a knowing smile.

      "I'm not most people," Claire replied, which sounded really cool in her head, but that could've been the alcohol. "How do you know Harlow?"

      The woman gave her a bemused smile. "I'm one of her closest friends."

      Chuckling, Claire studied the woman opposite her, taking note of the expensive dress and the even more expensive shoes. Her smile dropped. "You're not Harlow, are you?"

      Her question drew a tinkling belly laugh from the blonde. "No, I'm not, but wouldn't that be funny?"

      "And awkward for me," Claire returned with a slight smile.

      "Well, luckily for you, I'm not Harlow. Oh, if this is your first time here, have you seen the fountain?"

      "No, what fountain?"

      Mischief twinkled in the woman's eyes and she tugged Claire off the bench. "Come on, I'll show you."

      "Woah, woah. I'm not about to run off into the dark with some random stranger," Claire protested, firmly planting her heels in the ground. Even after a few glasses of Champagne, she knew better.

      "Right." The blonde released her hand so she could hold it out properly. "I'm Taylor."

      Claire shook it properly. "Claire."

      "Nice to meet you, Claire. Now can I show you the fountain?"

      There was no denying that running off with a stranger could bring all sorts of trouble but with a deliberating look at the mansion where everyone was getting progressively drunker as midnight approached, Claire couldn't imagine she was going to have much fun in there. Besides, while Taylor was slightly taller than her, her arms were slender and didn't look like they'd pack much of a punch, if it came to that.

      With a shrug, she agreed. "Sure, why not?"
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      Taylor found drunk people infuriating, which was problematic when the whole mansion was riddled with them. If it was up to her, she'd avoid these kinds of parties all the same but there was something inherently sad about being alone on New Year's Eve, even more so when all her friends were gathering without her.

      In truth, she'd rather do something else, but this was a small sacrifice to make so she could spend some time with her friends before they were too inebriated. So when she'd struck up a conversation with a random brunette on a bench, she was surprised to find someone who still managed coherent sentences, even if she clearly also had been drinking.

      "So what's so special about this fountain?" Claire asked.

      "Well, it supposedly contains water from Crescent Lake and has the same magical properties," Taylor replied.

      "Does it?"

      "No, Harlow admitted it's just something they say. It's just regular water." She paused as the fountain came in view, a marbled dragon sculpture with water cascading from its mouth like a waterfall.

      Next to her, Claire gasped. "Wow, that's actually really cool."

      "It was carved in Harlow's great-great-great-grandfather's image. And that is genuinely true," Taylor explained, pleased that her newest acquaintance seemed genuinely interested. She wasn't sure what possessed her to give Claire a grand tour of the grounds but it certainly beat being surrounded by drunks who no longer understood personal space and social boundaries.

      "It's majestic," Claire agreed, looking up at the dragon's face. "He doesn't look well pleased, though."

      "He doesn't, does he? I've never noticed. I wonder what he has to be upset about."

      "Maybe because he has been vomiting water for centuries," Claire commented.

      Taylor erupted in laughter. "That would piss me off, for sure." She sat down on the edge of the fountain and drew her hand through the cool water, playing with the rippling.

      "Are you sure it's not water from the Crescent Lake?" the brunette asked as she sat down too.

      "Fairly sure. Why?"

      Claire shrugged. "Just not looking for an accidental mating bond, no offence."

      "None taken." Taylor splashed a little bit of water up, careful not to get any on the hesitant brunette. "Besides, even if it was water from the lake, I don't think it would work. The moon isn't in her right phase."

      "Right, I forgot about that." Claire dunked her hand into the fountain as well and sighed. "Oh, that's nice and refreshing."

      "It is, isn't it? Who knew dragon vomit was so refreshing. Although I can assure you, the real thing isn't anything like that." Taylor shuddered lightly just recalling the memory.

      "Now you have to elaborate."

      "When I was sixteen, I made the mistake of drinking before shifting. I hadn't even had very much, some of those pre-mixed cocktails in a can, but it just hit wrong. I managed two air loops before I projectile-threw up on all my friends on the ground so now we have a strict no-alcohol policy for both driving and flying."

      "Sensible. I guess that rule only applies to me on the driving front," Claire replied as she stretched her arms out and flapped them faintly. "No wings for me. Or anything else, for that matter."

      Taylor nodded. "I know, I can tell you're not a shifter."

      "Of course, you can tell from my smell. One of my close friends is a dragon and she's always on about smells and scents but it's a lot of incoherent rambling most of the time, if I'm honest." Claire gave her a curious look. "What do I smell like then?"

      "I don't know, I didn't sniff-sniff you. Just got a vague whiff of dragonkin from you," Taylor replied, a careful white lie to hide the fact that she could smell all sorts of things on Claire, like the Champagne on her breath, the lavender in her shampoo, or the slight musk that reminded her of the grassy meadows in Drakefield.

      Luckily for her, Claire didn't ask for more details. She checked her phone and hummed. "I should go back inside, my sister wants to know where I am."

      "Of course, I didn't mean to steal you away from your friends." Taylor rose up, only now realising she didn't have anything to dry her hands on besides her dress. Not wanting to get wet stains on the light blue fabric, she just gave her hands a bit of a useless shake.

      Claire chuckled as she followed suit. "Are you going back inside as well?"

      "I should. It's almost midnight, isn't it? I promised my friends I'd be there for the countdown," Taylor said, although she doubted any of them would remember in the morning whether she had been there or not. She loved her friends but it was hard being the only one who didn't drink, especially at events like this.

      They left the dragon fountain and strolled back towards the mansion. Taylor noticed that neither of them seemed in a particular rush to get back as the conversation continued to flow about nothing in particular.

      On their way back, they passed by the entrance to the hedge maze and Claire paused, her expression revealing her intrigue. "Have you ever been in there?"

      Taylor smiled at the fond memories she had of playing in the maze as a child, chasing Harlow and her other friends around in silly games. Sometimes, she missed when they were young, without a care in the world. "Yes, but it's not as big as I remember."

      "It looks fun. Oh, there are people in it," Claire remarked, taking a step closer. "Hey, isn't that Michelle from Silver Radio 2? It looks just like her. I didn't realise her and her husband were at this party."

      "Oh, very possible. Michelle and Harlow are friends," Taylor confirmed, wishing she hadn't when she recognised the person the radio presenter was making out with. Panicked, she grabbed Claire by the arm in the hope of pulling her away before she saw it too.

      Claire stalled with a loud gasp. "Wait, that's not her husband. At least, I don't think so. No, that's Damian Rivers! I recognise him from the memes. He's one of Wolf Creek's millionaires, isn't he?"

      "You can't tell anyone," Taylor hastily said, preparing to give Michelle an earful after the party. If she was going to cheat, she should do it discreetly. Or even better, just not. She sighed in relief when Michelle and Damien disappeared into the darkness of the maze and hoped nobody else had seen them together. If someone had, it would be all over the papers and the internet tomorrow.

      Claire stared at where they disappeared. "That's disappointing. I really like Michelle, we listen to her at the office. Now I know she's a cheater, I'm going to enjoy it a little less."

      "We don't know the full story," Taylor tried weakly. "Maybe she and her husband are separated but they haven't made it public yet. There's weird pressure when you're a celebrity."

      "True. I suppose it's none of my business." She checked her phone and sighed. "My sister again. She's worried I'm passed out in a bathroom somewhere. I should really go inside but it was nice to meet you. Thank you for showing me the fountain."

      Taylor nodded, reluctant to part ways with Claire, although she couldn't tell whether it was because she enjoyed the other woman's company or because she was worried the brunette was going to spread the news about Michelle and Damian. Unfortunately, there wasn't much she could do about it and so she just smiled as Claire returned to the mansion, leaving her with nothing else to do but find her friends and wait for the new year.
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      To Claire, the best and the worst part of the new year was the fact that everything was exactly the same as last year.

      She sighed as she made her way through the mountain of legal paperwork on her desk that had piled up over the holidays, eager to get some of it cleared away. Holidays or not, the clients of the law firm she worked at wanted to buy real estate no matter what time of year.

      She looked up when she heard Michelle's voice coming from the radio. "This is Silver Radio 2 and you just listened to Dancing Under Water by IceBerg which is currently number five in our top 100. Next up, one of everyone's favourites, I'm of course talking about Painkiller by the popular band DK4 who moved up two spots from last week. Here they are, it's Painkiller by DK4."

      Even though DK4 was one of her favourite bands at the moment, Claire turned the volume down so she didn't have Michelle's voice blabbering through her thoughts all morning. As much as she wanted to, she couldn't listen to her without having flashbacks to what she saw at Harlow's New Year's Eve party.

      "Rough morning?" her colleague Regis asked from over by his own desk, gesturing to the radio and the lowered volume.

      "Oh, yes. Didn't sleep well," Claire lied, not wanting to explain her reasons. Even if she didn't approve of the radio host's actions, she wasn't going to gossip about it and potentially ruin marriages, careers, and whatnot. “Have you heard anything about our requests for the tuition assistance program yet?”

      “No, nothing yet but my friend in finance said they’re definitely reviewing the numbers at the moment.”

      “I hope one of us gets accepted this year. I think I’d make an amazing lawyer if I got the chance,” Claire said, even though she didn’t have high hopes after getting rejected each year without much more explanation than that there were better candidates at the firm.

      She figured there was no point worrying about it until and pushed it to the back of her mind so she could tackle her most urgent paperwork, checking contracts to make sure they weren't going to come back to hurt the firm and reading up on some of the new legislation and zoning permits.

      Once it was time for her break, she decided to eat lunch at her desk and scroll through her feed to catch up with what her friends had done over New Year's Eve. An article about Harlow's party appeared in her recommendations and like any sane person, she clicked on it.

      A picture of the mansion appeared but it didn't do any justice to what the estate looked like in real life, Claire noted. She turned her screen to Regis. "That's so trippy, I was actually at this party."

      "Really?" He gave her a look like he was trying to figure out if she was telling the truth. "Wait, really? You were invited to Harlow's party? Isn't that for celebrities and millionaires and stuff?"

      "Yes, but my sister's fated mate appears to be an old friend of Harlow's or something. I tagged along with them." She read the headline and chuckled. "Best party of the year? I don't know about that. It was kind of dull."

      "Then you clearly didn't party right. Didn't you see anyone cool?"

      Claire released a noncommittal noise. "I don't know, there was an open bar so my memory is a bit foggy." She scrolled through the article, suddenly curious about Taylor and how she fitted into all of this. She wasn't named in the article and Claire hadn't recognised her so maybe she'd spoken the truth when she claimed to be one of Harlow's closest friends.

      On impulse, she typed in Taylor's name together with Harlow's in her search bar, curious if that would get her anywhere.

      A long list of articles instantly appeared with pictures of Taylor and Harlow together and bold headlines, claiming they were bitter enemies, best friends, fated mates, and anything in between. Regardless of which was true, there was no doubt that she didn't just vaguely knew Harlow, she knew Harlow.

      "Taylor Van Der Walen," Claire muttered as she found a page dedicated fully to her fountain companion. She wasn't sure why she was looking it all up, it seemed very unlikely that they'd ever cross paths again, but she was curious, too curious for her own good. "Holy shit."

      Regis leaned over his desk towards her. "Everything okay?"

      "Yes, sorry. Just discovered I spent a good amount of the party talking to a literal millionaire. I'd never have guessed, she was really down to earth."

      "What kind of millionaire? Self-made or daddy's money?"

      "The latter," Claire replied, turning her screen to show the website on the Van Der Walen and their net worth. "They’ve owned land in Drakefield for centuries.”

      "Ah, dragon millionaires. I can’t say I’m very familiar with those. What do they do?" Regis asked.

      "I'm not sure. Lots of charity work but I don't know how that makes money. That's the big secret they don't want us to know, right?" Claire grumbled, trying not to think of the sorry state of her bank account at the moment. While her job paid just fine, the rising cost of living was making it hard to save up enough excess so she could go to law school and still afford a roof over her head while she reduced her hours.

      The longer she worked as a legal assistant and the more time passed, the more she was starting to realise the whole thing was never going to happen.

      Bitterly, she clicked away from the Van Der Walen website, and returned to her dry but perfectly passable homemade sandwich. She was slowly making peace with the fact that she'd never have enough money for her dreams but that it also wasn't the end of the world. There was plenty she did have and that would just have to be enough.
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