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A standard ride on the light rail train offers a man fantastic opportunities... if he’s down to earth enough to accept them.

	 

	 

	Cory Porter takes the light rail to and from work on a daily basis. After making an extra stop so he can pick up food for an ailing friend, he’s approached by a stunningly handsome man—Benjamin Sturgis. Cory gives in to temptation and accepts a date from Benji. On his way to meet him at the restaurant, however, Cory sees what looks like a mugging gone wrong in an alley... and recognizes Benji right in the thick of things.

	Can Cory accept that things aren’t always what they seem, or will he cut Benji from his life... as well as the extraordinary implications it could offer him?

	 


Dedication

	 

	 

	The natural flights of the human mind are not from pleasure to pleasure, but from hope to hope.

	~Samuel Johnson

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Cory Porter whistled softly to himself as he hopped off the light rail car. Turning to the left, he strode swiftly down the block. Cory reached the curb and grinned when he realized he’d arrived just in time to make the crosswalk. Spotting the bakery he wanted, he hustled to it.

	As soon as Cory opened the door, the delicious scents of baking bread filled his nostrils. He inhaled deeply as he headed inside, his mouth watering. Licking his lips, he swept his gaze over the bakery’s chalkboard menu overhead.

	Yum! Maybe I should grab a French loaf.

	With ideas of making garlic bread dancing through his mind, Cory got in line. He smiled at the cute guy behind the counter when it was his turn, Todd per the nametag, but wasn’t truly interested in the man—too young. Cory preferred his guys bigger, older... and with the ability to grow facial hair.

	Giving himself a mental shake at his thoughts—maybe it’s been too long since I got laid—Cory gave the young man his order. “A large bowl of chicken corn chowder, another of no-bean, turkey chili, a half-dozen cheddar biscuits, and a roll of French bread, please.”

	Todd grinned widely as he repeated the order, verifying that he had everything correct. Once Cory had confirmed the food, Todd rang him up. Cory paid, then watched as Todd began bagging the biscuits and French bread.

	After setting those bags on the counter, Todd headed back to the window that separated the front from the kitchen. Todd picked up two soups in paper to go bowls with plastic lids and returned to the counter. After placing everything in a larger paper bag, he slid it toward Cory.

	“I hope you enjoy it,” Todd offered, still smiling. He was already turning toward the next customer, however.

	Cory wasn’t offended. The place was busy and growing more so every minute past five o’clock. Cory wasn’t the only one who appreciated their fantastic offerings, after all.

	Once outside the store, Cory opened the bag and took a deep whiff. He wasn’t hungry, but his mouth salivated anyway. Everything smelled delicious.

	After rolling the top of the paper bag down tightly in hopes of keeping the soup warm, Cory checked the time on his phone. He realized he might make the next light rail train. Power-walking back the way he’d come, he dodged other pedestrians.

	Cory just made the train, slipping through the doors before they could shut. Glancing around, he spotted a few empty seats near the middle of the car and made his way toward them. He settled in one, his back to the windows. Placing his messenger bag on the floor between his feet, he rested the paper sack on his lap.

	Then Cory relaxed, enjoying the slight sway of the car. He’d always found the sensation soothing. Tipping his head back, he thought about his sick buddy.

	Kristof Merrill had been one of his best buddies since grade school. He’d come down with a case of mono. While Cory had heard it called the kissing disease and they’d teased their friend about it, Kristof swore he hadn’t been kissing anyone. Well, he’d grumbled about it, really.

	Along with Riley Wisner and Stefan Renaldo, the four had done everything together. They’d been inseparable. Banding together over being gay had forged them into a family, especially when Kristof’s and Cory’s families had disowned them.

	Times were changing, though.

	When they’d headed to Steamboat Springs for a ski trip, Stefan had ended up breaking his leg. He’d met a man he claimed was the love of his life—Kazeem Lefevre. Cory still thought the verdict was out. It’d only been a few months, after all. Still, Stefan always sounded happy and upbeat on the phone, plus he gushed about his reclusive lover and how well he took care of him.

	Stefan had even told Cory that Kazeem had encouraged him to get a job only if it made him happy. Now that his leg was healed, Stefan said sometimes he felt like a freeloader. Evidently, Kazeem was loaded.

	A sugar daddy. Lucky dude.

	The train stopped, and Cory focused on the passengers getting on. After getting hassled for being gay a couple of times in the past—Cory certainly didn’t try to hide his sexual orientation, and those who looked could peg him right off—he always paid attention. He wasn’t a coward, but he wasn’t stupid, either. He could spot the violent sort straight away, so would move to sit amidst older business folks.

	That usually kept the assholes away.

	Fortunately, no one pinged his bigot radar.

	When the train started moving again, Cory once again relaxed. He pulled out his phone and sent a text to Kristof, letting him know he was on his way and that he should get to his apartment in around twenty-five minutes. Just as he hit send, he realized someone was slipping into the seat next to him.

	Shit! Did I miss a bigot?

	Glancing left, Cory chanced a quick look at the man. The stranger appeared older, maybe in his mid-thirties. He wore a nice pair of blue jeans and a black sports coat. Cory could just see the top of a green button-down beneath it.

	The man had short dark hair and sported a neatly trimmed goatee. He was also smiling. His brown eyes were even twinkling as he swept his gaze up and down Cory’s seated form in open perusal.

	It took everything in Cory to keep from gaping. Yanking himself together, he lifted one brow and asked, “Can I help you?”

	The stranger grinned widely, showing off even white teeth. “My apologies. I’m certainly doing this all wrong, but you are striking.” He looked Cory over once more, doing nothing to hide the gleam of interest in his eyes. When he met Cory’s gaze again, he held out his hand. “I’m Benjamin Sturgis. Please pardon my presumptuousness, but would you be available for dinner?”

	At that, Cory couldn’t stop his lips from parting in surprise. He instinctively reached out and took the man’s hand. When he felt Benjamin’s callouses slide across his palm, his body responded to the handsome man seated next to him, warming him from the inside out.

	“Uh, are you serious?” Surely no way would some stranger sit down and ask him on a date. “No way you’re serious.”

	“I am, actually.” Benjamin lifted Cory’s hand, since he hadn’t released him, yet. “Very serious.” He pressed a kiss to the back of it, then winked as he lowered it without releasing him. “Ever seen the movie Avengers?”

	Confused at the sudden change, Cory scowled. “Uh, yeah.” He cleared his throat, then admitted, “One of my favorites.”

	Benjamin nodded, smiling. “Me, too. You know that part at the end where Iron Man wants to check out shawarma? Ever since then, I’ve wanted to try it, and since I’m here on vacation, I found a place downtown that has it. Wanna come with me?” Benjamin squeezed Cory’s hand as he added, “No bullshit. We’ll meet at the restaurant, if that would make you feel more comfortable.”

	Cory thought quickly. Could he trust the man? He’d said they could meet there. It wasn’t like he couldn’t leave whenever he wanted if Benjamin ended up being an asshole. Plus, Cory could let his buddies know where he was going, for safety’s sake.

	When was the last time I went on a date, anyway?

	“Okay.” Cory figured it could be a mistake, but he couldn’t resist. Benjamin was hot, and he pushed Cory’s buttons. “Uh, where’s this shawarma place?”

	In truth, Cory had thought the same thing just about every time he’d seen the movie.

	Benjamin grinned broadly at him as he finally released him and yanked out his phone. He poked at the screen for a few seconds before holding out his phone. “Ever been here?”

	Cory looked at it and shook his head. “Nope.” He pulled up the maps app on his own phone and entered the restaurant’s info. Once he had it saved, he smiled at his date. “What time?”

	“I assume you’re on your way home from work.” Benjamin glanced at Cory’s bag and satchel. “How about seven-thirty? Can you get there by then?”

	Doing a quick estimate in his head, Cory added up the time needed for a short visit at Kristof’s, his drive home, getting cleaned up, then making it back into town and to the restaurant. He slowly nodded. Good thing he didn’t live too far out of town.

	“Yeah.” Cory nodded. “Yeah, I can make that. Seven-thirty.”

	“I am so very pleased,” Benjamin responded. “And please, call me Benji.”

	Cory nodded. “Benji.”

	Benji’s lips eased into a wry smile. “Soooo, does that mean I can have your name and phone number?”

	Grinning, Cory nodded. “Sure.” He saw that his stop was up next, so he put his phone away and shifted his sack and the strap of his messenger bag in preparation to rise. “My name’s Cory Porter, and if it’s a good date, I’ll give you my number.”

	“Oh, a challenge.” Benji seemed extremely pleased by that prospect. “In that case—”

	Benji reached out and cradled Cory’s jaw. Before Cory could react, his date leaned in and planted a soft, searching kiss on his lips. It was over almost before he realized it had happened, and Benji had released him and relaxed back in his seat.

	With his dark eyes twinkling, Benji purred as he stated, “Just to get us started.” He winked. “I’ll see you tonight.”

	Cory laughed softly, shock and arousal surging through his system. He nodded dumbly as the train stopped, and he rose to his feet. Feeling the heat in his cheeks, he offered, “See you later.”

	“I look forward to it.”

	With a spring in his step, Cory headed down the street.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Cory Porter.

	The first thing Benji did after watching Cory exit the light rail car was lick his lips and relish the masculine flavor of the human. Wonderful! Next, he did a search for the human’s address. He found three, which didn’t surprise him. As a shifter, it wouldn’t be difficult to figure out which one was his Cory’s.

	All I have to do is go and smell the area. I’ll be able to scent Cory. Gods, after all these centuries, I’ve found my mate!

	Benji couldn’t hide his elation and knew he was grinning like an idiot.

	A few people in the car even gave him amused smiles. One dude sneered, but a glare from Benji had him looking away. Benji went back to grinning.

	As a seven hundred plus years dragon shifter, Benji had been alone a long time. He had just about given up hope of finding his mate, his one and only, the other half of his soul. Dragons didn’t age and die as other paranormals, so he’d anticipated being alone a long damn time.

	Now, I won’t be. Hot damn.

	Exiting the car, Benji headed up the street to his hotel. Once he arrived, his first stop was at the reception desk. He changed his stay to open-ended, since there was no way of knowing how long it’d take him to woo his human.

	Drawing humans into the paranormal world could get a little sticky sometimes, especially if they panicked and ran.

	Hoping and praying that wouldn’t happen, Benji thanked the woman at the reception desk, then headed up to his room. He had over two hours to kill. Like any dragon who’d found his mate, he decided to use that time hunting.

	Benji grabbed his laptop off the coffee table, then reclined on the sofa. These days, hunting took on a slightly different tactic. He couldn’t go swooping across the countryside searching for a scent. Instead, he would search via the internet.

	Typing in Cory’s name and location, Benji sorted through hits and chose a Facebook link. He lifted one brow as he peered at thumbnail pictures. Some of the things that people used as their profile pictures were just weird.

	A unicorn with a rainbow coming out of its butt, really?

	Snorting, Benji continued to scroll. He spotted a thumbnail that was a likely candidate and clicked on it. It wasn’t right, so he backed up.

	Benji scrolled some more. He paused and squinted, bending closer to the screen. A tiny picture of four young men with their arms around each other’s shoulders caught his attention. Clicking it, when it grew bigger, he realized he’d found his mate.

	The picture appeared to be of Cory with his close circle of friends.

	For the next hour, Benji scrolled through public posts and comments, as well as the sites of his three friends—Riley, Kristof, and Stefan. It seemed Kristof was down with mono, and the guys were supplying him with food. In fact, there was a brand-new post on Kristof’s profile about the fantastic soup that Cory had brought him that evening. He remembered the paper sack that had been on his mate’s lap.

	Huh. Cory was taking that food to his buddy.

	When Benji reached the final friend, Stefan, his jaw sagged open as he stared at a recent picture. “Oh, my fucking god!” Benji knew Stefan’s partner. “Kazeem. Is that the name he’s going by these days?”

	Well, knew might have been a strong word. However, the world of dragon shifters wasn’t all that large. At one time, Benji had known Kazeem as Kayzon.

	“So, Cory’s buddy is mated with a dragon.”

	Benji placed his laptop on the coffee table, then stretched. He lifted his arms over his head and groaned softly as he twisted, trying to work out the kinks caused by sitting in an awkward position for too long. With his head resting against the back, he grinned at the ceiling.

	Coming to a decision, Benji rose from his seat. “I think I’ll reach out to him. Hopefully, I won’t need Kayzon’s help, uh, Kazeem, but better safe than sorry.”

	Benji crossed to the dining room table and grabbed his phone. After sending off a text to his brother, Sarna, telling him the fantastic news, he scrolled through his contacts. He found the number for Kayzon and dialed. It went to a voicemail message, but Benji recognized Kayzon’s deep voice.

	“Kayzon, this is Benjamin Sturgis. It’s been a lot of years, but I hope you remember me. Congratulations on meeting your mate. I’ve recently discovered that my own mate is Cory Porter, one of your Stefan’s buddies. I hope that if I run into trouble, I can get your aid. Best wishes.”

	He ended the call and set down his phone.

	Seeing the time, Benji realized he needed to get moving. “Time flies when you’re having fun,” he mumbled, heading to the bathroom.

	 

	Benji strode down the sidewalk, heading toward the restaurant. He was a little early, but his dragon had been restless, forcing him out of his room. The cool spring evening air helped him keep his beast settled... along with the promise that he’d see his mate again soon.

	Pausing at a street corner, Benji waited for the light to change. He didn’t have to wait long. Striding through the crosswalk, he spotted the sign of the restaurant ahead.

	His stomach growled, and he smiled in anticipation... more from being with Cory soon rather than the food.

	Benji felt a pair of hands on him, then was propelled into the alley. Smelling the ever-so-slight hint of brimstone, he realized one of the males shoving him was a fire dragon. The other didn’t carry a scent, but he knew it was a dragon, none-the-less.

	His own dragon hissed in anger at the intrusion.

	On page with his beast, Benji pretended to stumble, giving him the chance to drop and roll. As he rose back to his feet, he shrugged off his leather jacket. He pivoted, spreading his arms defensively. Facing the dragons in human skin, he glanced between them.

	“Something I can help you with, gentlemen?” Benji asked with a snarl. “Or are you both just in need of an ass-whooping?”

	“Tell us where your brother is hiding, and we’ll let you go.”

	Benji swept his gaze over the speaker, a wiry red-haired fellow. That would be the fire dragon, then.

	“My brother?” Benji offered them a feral smile. “You’ll have to be more specific. I have a few.”

	His parents had been fairly prolific breeders, which was rare for a dragon pairing. Benji had five siblings. He had three brothers and two sisters.

	“Dagskon,” the other man replied. His higher-pitched voice betrayed his breed. “Where is Dagskon?”

	An air dragon. Interesting.

	They normally stayed out of other people’s affairs.

	So, they’re looking for my fire dragon brother.

	Benji’s father was an earth dragon, like himself, but his mother was a fire dragon, hotheaded and temperamental... like Dagskon. And Skitnesh, too, come to think of it. His parents had hatched four earth dragons and two fire dragons—one male and one female. The fire dragons, naturally, had been tougher for his parents to raise, putting plenty of gray hairs on his sire’s head.

	They were family, though.

	Laughing coldly, Benji stated, “You’ll need a lot more than just the two of you to get me to betray family.”

	With twin feral snarls, both men leaped toward him.

	Benji immediately dove to the left, transforming his hands into claws as he went, extending his scales up his arms for protection. The move sent him tumbling past the fire dragon, and Benji sliced out with his right claws as he went. A roar of pain echoed through the evening air as he rose to his feet.

	Pain slashed through Benji’s side, causing him to pivot right, which moved him directly into the path of the fire dragon’s next attack. Acting on instinct, Benji unfurled his wings from his back, ripping through his shirt with a harsh tearing sound as he jumped. He used his newly spread wings to carry him over the red dragon, slamming his booted foot into the shifter’s head in the process.

	Benji landed in a crouch, his clawed hands at the ready as he took in his opponents. The red had stumbled into the air dragon, and both were just getting to their feet. He eyed the pair as they muttered softly together, reading their behavior and body language.

	He wondered if they would renew their attack or flee.

	Catching a familiar, heady scent, Benji jerked partway around. He spotted someone, a very familiar someone, standing at the alleyway’s opening.

	“Benji?”

	“Cory,” Benji called. “Stay back.”

	His second of distraction nearly caused Benji to miss the air dragon’s tell before the shifter rushed toward him. Benji wrapped his wings around himself and spun, beating the air dragon sideways. At the same time, he slashed out with his claws again.

	Just as he felt a wash of pleasure upon hearing the air dragon’s cry of pain, Benji heard a different shout. The noise was not of pain. Terror, maybe. Surprise, definitely.

	Benji peered up the alley and saw that Cory had his hand over his mouth, and he stared as if he’d seen the devil himself. Then Cory turned and ran.

	Before Benji could give chase, pain in his shoulder reminded him of his opponents. Specifically, the red dragon who’d just slashed at him.

	Getting his head back in the fight, Benji returned to the battle. His rage at seeing his mate’s fear fueled him, and he made quick work of his opponents. It didn’t take him long to send them running.

	Sore and bleeding from a few scrapes, Benji watched them disappear. He knew he needed to reach out to his brother, and he would soon, but he first had a mate to track down. Benji needed to make sure Cory arrived home safely at the very least.

	After retracting his wings and returning his claws to hands, Benji picked up his discarded leather jacket and pulled it on. He threaded his fingers through his hair, making himself presentable for human interaction, then headed out of the alley.

	First, check on Cory. Second, get some goddamned advice.

	This sure wasn’t how I wanted to introduce Cory to paranormals and dragons.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Cory figured he shouldn’t have called in sick to work, but he didn’t want to risk running into Benji on the light rail. He’d been worried the man had followed him home, feeling as if he were being watched on and off all evening. He’d never seen anyone out the window or door when he’d looked, though.

	Instead, Cory stayed home and cleaned. He normally hated spring cleaning. Right then, however, he desperately needed the calming, therapeutic action of mindlessly scrubbing something to get him out of his head.

	It was better than dwelling on his restless, dick-throbbing, obsessed-over-the-sexy-not-a-man night.

	Geez, so fucking crazy.

	Cory’s prick was actually sore from how many times he’d needed to beat off.

	Scrubbing the kitchen floor, Cory focused on clearing away the spots. How had he not noticed these? He sank his brush into his bucket of water, then brought it back out again, sloshing soap suds across the linoleum.

	Cory hummed along with the CD he had in his player. The soft rock offered him a soothing beat to move his arm to. Plus, he knew all the songs by heart, making singing along fun and easy.

	Once Cory had finished with the kitchen floor, he moved to the bathroom. He even reached behind the toilet and wiped that down, too. By the time he’d finished, every inch of porcelain gleamed.

	After that, Cory remembered the garage sale that Riley’s mother’s neighborhood put on each spring. He sorted through his closet and pulled out things he didn’t wear anymore but which were still in good condition. Next he sorted through his bookshelves as well as the rest of his apartment for items that were just taking up space.

	Cory filled a box with books and trinkets. He also filled two garbage bags with clothes. Setting them near his tiny breakfast bar, he peered around once more.

	Before Cory could decide what to do next, the sound of his apartment buzzer filled the air. Cory froze, anxiety spiking through him. Had Benji found him, after all?

	No, I’m being ridiculous. He doesn’t even have my phone number. How could he find me?

	Crossing to the box near the door, Cory hit the intercom button and asked, “Who is it?”

	“Hey, Cor, it’s me.” Riley’s voice came through the speaker. “Can I come up?”

	“Yeah.”

	Cory hit the button that unlocked the apartment complex’s front door, then unlocked his own. Spotting the grime on his arm, he crossed to his kitchen sink and washed up, scrubbing his hands, arms, neck, and face.

	While Cory was drying his hands, he heard the door open. He turned and watched Riley walk into his apartment. Spotting the bag with the logo from a nearby sub shop in Riley’s hands, Cory felt his stomach growl, and he realized he hadn’t eaten since the glass of orange juice he’d drank that morning.

	Oops.

	“Hey.” Riley drew the word out as he swept his gaze over Cory. His blue eyes narrowed. “I called your work, and they said you’d called in sick.” His brows were furrowed as he crossed to Cory’s small dining room table and set down his bag. “But you’re obviously not sick.” Riley’s gaze landed on the box and bags. “Um, what’s going on?”

	Feeling his cheeks heat, Cory shrugged. “Uh, just spring cleaning.” He pointed at the box and bags. “I gathered a bunch of stuff for your mom’s garage sale.”

	Riley glanced toward the indicated items, then returned his attention to Cory. “Uh huh.” He lifted one brow and crossed his arms over his lean chest. Just as quickly, he sighed and lowered his arms. “Okay. I’m hungry, and I brought sandwiches from that sub shop you love.”

	Pulling out a chair, Riley sat down and began pulling everything out of the bag. “So, sit and tell me what the hell is going on with you.” He slid a paper-wrapped sandwich toward the place setting to his right, the chair that was closest to where Cory stood.

	“Kristof said you didn’t stick around at his place yesterday because you were rushing off to a date. At first, I thought maybe you’d decided to have a sleepover”—Riley waggled his brows suggestively—”but I figure you wouldn’t take a guy home on the first date.”

	As Cory pulled out his chair, then settled into it, Riley unwrapped his sandwich and kept talking. “Then I thought maybe you got mono from Kristof or something, but obviously”—he waved his hand, indicating the spotless apartment—”that ain’t the case, either.” Riley picked up his sandwich, but before taking a bite, he batted his eyelashes and added, “So... dish. What’s up with you? Let Riley make it all better.”

	Sighing, Cory picked up his sandwich and took a bite. He hummed in pleasure as the exquisite flavors of turkey and veggies, complete with sprouts—which he loved but which weren’t always available—burst across his tongue. His stomach rumbled again, so he swiftly chewed and swallowed before taking another bite.

	Riley didn’t comment. He just ate and watched him.

	Once Cory had consumed half his sub sandwich, he admitted, “If I tell you, you’re going to think I’m crazy.”

	Grinning, Riley shrugged. “That’s okay. I’ll love you anyway.”

	Chuckling, appreciating his buddy’s levity, Cory still struggled with how to explain. “Uh, yeah, I was meeting a guy, Benji, for a date, but, well—” He paused and cleared his throat, trying to sort what he’d seen in his mind. Cory had been avoiding it all day, not wanting to think about the crazy he’d seen. “I saw Benji in a fight in the alley. It looked like a pair of guys were trying to mug him, but... they weren’t guys. They were something else. Benji was something else.”

	Riley placed the last quarter of his sandwich down and grabbed a napkin, wiping his hands. “Um, can you explain that?” His brows were furrowed, and Cory couldn’t tell if his friend believed him. “What do you mean, something else?”

	After clearing his throat again, Cory tried to describe what he’d seen. The alley hadn’t been lit, but enough light had filtered from the street for him to see. It had also reflected oddly off the three men’s eyes, like an animal’s.

	“Wings,” Cory whispered. He dipped his head but peered at his buddy from beneath his lashes. “All three of them had wings coming from their shoulder blades. And their hands were claws.” He chanced a full glance at Riley. “Like actual claws, with these gleaming black sharp tips. I—” Cory returned his focus to his sandwich. “I can’t even explain how weird it was.”

	Riley stayed quiet for a long moment.

	Cory didn’t bother saying anything else. He instead decided to finish his sandwich. Once he was done, he rose, then crossed to the fridge and grabbed a couple bottles of water. Cory took both back to the table and placed one in front of Riley as he retook his seat.

	Finally, Riley asked, “Are you sure the wings weren’t, like, cloaks or trench coats or something?” He shifted a bit in his seat, making his discomfort clear. “I mean, the claws
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