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Book Description

Kenneth Knight has an ultimatum: either find a date for the Valentine Ball and fulfill his obligation to the clan or forfeit his grandfather’s inheritance. It’s time to call an emergency meeting of his friends. What is he supposed to do when the Valentine’s Ball means declaring his undying love for a mate that left him?

Alex Heath left Ether City years ago. It was easier to run away than face the truth in his heart: he’s in love with Ken Knight. But they stayed in touch, and Alex has grown into some courage, so it’s time to come home. He’s just in time to attend the Valentine Ball, but he promises Ken that he doesn’t expect his hand in marriage at the end of it. They can attend as friends, even though Alex years for more.

But the Heath family is unknown in the elite circles the Knight clan runs in, which makes Alex an unsuitable match for Kenneth. He’ll have to face his mother at the ball and choose between the inheritance or a chance at real love. As long as Alex is brave enough to say what’s in his heart.
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Chapter One

His mother had been clear about his obligation to the clan.

“Kenneth Knight, you are attending the valentine ball, that’s not an option. You need to establish yourself with the rest of society--”

“You mean stuffy rich dragons?”

“This isn’t a joke, nor is your inheritance--”

Ken had scoffed. “You don’t care about me inheriting anything, you just want the stocks grandpa had for yourself.”

“I want what’s best for you. You will come to the valentine’s ball and you will have a date.”

***

Ken sipped his coffee and set it back down on the table, turning it by the lid as he let the ultimatum settle over the group. Not long after the argument with his mother, Ken had called an emergency meeting with his brothers and their closest friends, a tight group of seven that had always been there for him when he needed them most. Now he needed them more than ever. If he was going to find a way out of this ball it was only with their help.

“She’s only doing this because you’re the oldest of us,” Ian said. “If she wasn’t in charge of the estate--”

“But she is,” Sam interrupted. “So lets figure out what we’re going to do about this.”

Ian and Sam were Ken’s brothers by blood and the most likely to get hit by the whiplash if Ken didn’t fall in line with their matriarch’s demands. But things weren’t as easy as grabbing a friend to attend the party. The valentine ball was just short of a marriage proposal for the couples that attended and if there was one thing Ken wasn’t ready for, it was marriage. Not to anyone but Alex...

Ken took another sip of his coffee to disguise the yearning in his heart. Alex had been everything a few years ago. Smart, funny, an unassuming omega that could deliver a straight-faced punchline. He was even the perfect height for Ken to tuck under his arm like they’d been built for each other. He’d fallen hard, fast, and completely within months, but Alex had never shown a spark of interest and Ken wasn’t the kind of alpha that imposed himself on the omega he wanted. He had too much respect for Alex to box him in.

And then Alex had moved; out of town and away from Ken. That had been that. They stayed in touch through their group text, but Ken never mentioned his bruised heart and Alex never seemed to miss him. It didn’t make for an easy solution to the problem of the valentine ball.

“What if you take another alpha?” Josh said. “No one is going to expect you to propose to Luke or Ben.” He gestured at the other men that made up their group.

“I’m already attending,” said Ben. “They roped me into security last week.”

“Of course they did.” Josh shook his head.

Luke set his empty coffee cup down. “Alright. I’ll take one for the team. I’ll be your date, Ken.” They knew he was serious when he crossed his arms like a challenge.

Ken smirked at his friend across the table, half amused and half disappointed. “You sure about that? I’m the Knight, you’ll have to be escorted like an omega.”

“Hey, I can play the best lovesick omega you’ve ever seen. You want to escort my ass around the ballroom, you go ahead.”

“And what about the dancing?” Ken turned his cup again. “Have you ever followed on the dance floor in your life?”

“No, that’ll be a first. But I’ll do it for you, darling.” Luke winked. Chuckles circled the table.

Keith, the final member of their group, spoke up softly. “What about the kiss?”

“Ah!” Ken nodded. “That’s right. My mother expects me to bring a date, not a friend.”

Luke’s face scrunched. “I will sacrifice many things for you, Ken, but I am not kissing your ugly mug.” He fist-bumped Ian next to him.

Everyone at the table laughed, but Ken sat back in his chair with concern. If he couldn’t bring a friend to the ball, one that knew he wasn’t about to propose his undying love, who could he bring?

“Ok, we’re dancing around the obvious.” Luke dropped both hands on the table. “Have you thought about not going at all?”

Ken traded a heavy glance with Ian and Sam. The three of them shook their heads.

“That’s not an option,” Ken said. “Grandpa’s estate is entirely under her control until I find a mate. She can demand anything she wants.”

Everyone made disgusted faces. Keith asked, “Aren’t there rules for that kind of thing?”

“Sure,” Sam said. “And are you going to sue the Knight clan for failing to execute the trust?”

Keith’s eyes widened.

Sam shook his head. “Mom has more lawyers than employees. Unless we’re all prepared to go to war at that level, it’s safer to find Ken a date for the ball.”

Ben grumbled something about power-hungry alphas and they all fell quiet.

Behind Ken, a familiar omega’s voice popped up in the silence. “Maybe I can help with that?”

Ken whipped his head around, disbelieving his ears before his eyes ever made contact. But there he stood, in a blue jacket against the cold and a scarf around his neck, holding a fresh cup of coffee like he’d never left at all. Alex lifted his drink in salute. “I got a text about an emergency meeting. You all look pretty sorry for yourselves without me.”

“Alex...” Ken hadn’t meant to leave that reverent note in his voice, but when Alex turned his green eyes on Ken and they softened, he couldn’t regret exposing himself a little. Ken cleared his throat as he stood up. “When did you get in town?”

“Late last night. I would have texted but...”

“No, it’s fine.” Ken said. “I’m glad you’re back. Are... you staying long?” Crap, he was forgetting how basic conversation worked. He’d dreamed for months that Alex might change his mind and give them a second chance but he knew it was all just hopeless fantasy. Alex didn’t know how badly Ken wanted him and Ken could get his damn heart under control it would stay that way. But it was hard to remember why he wasn’t staking his claim when Alex smiled at him so blindingly.

“A few weeks at least.” Alex shrugged and stepped closer. Their height difference made Alex look up to keep eye-contact and Ken’s fingers itched with the need to touch. He wanted to cradle Alex’s head, to bend closer and taste him.

“Oh this is perfect!” Luke said, scratching his chair back.

Ken and Alex jumped at the interruption. Ken inched away.

Luke bounced up to them both. “Alex is an omega and he’s like, your best friend on the planet. Ken, you should take him to the valentine ball.”

Ken’s heart soared but his mouth said, “I couldn’t possibly impose--”

At the same time, Alex smiled. “I’d love to!”

“You’d.... what?” Ken blinked. “You’ll go to the ball with me?” Was this the sign he’d been looking for these past several years? Did Alex have feelings for him? Could Ken risk their friendship like this?

Alex shrugged one slim shoulder. “That was what the emergency meeting was about, right? You need a date for the ball that isn’t going to expect you to propose at the end of it? Of course I’ll go with you.”

Ken struggled to rein in his wild heart. This wasn’t a confession of repressed love, this was practicality. This was friends helping friends, nothing more. He had to keep that in mind if this was going to move forward at all.

Luke smirked. “You know you gotta kiss him, right? At the spotlight thing at the end?”

Ken fixated on Alex’s lush lips, slightly red from the heat of his coffee, perfectly plump from the chilly wind outside. What would it be like to kiss those lips? To open them with his own?

The table suddenly chanted--”Ken and Alex, sitting in a tree. K. I. S. S. I. N. G.”--as if they were collectively seven years old.

“Maybe we should practice that,” Ken whispered, forgetting entirely that this was supposed to be about friends and not an opportunity to devour the one dessert he’d never been able to have. But when Ken stepped up into Alex’s space, all the omega did was turn his face up like the welcoming sun.

Ken was lost before their lips touched. His heart thumped so loud he was sure the others could hear it. It drowned out everything else. He slid his fingers into Alex’s wavy, short hair. The curl of his skull fit perfectly into Ken’s palm. By the time Ken bent in for the kiss, he was already bursting with love. This man was the only one. Ken had never felt a fraction of this for anyone else in his life, and even when Alex had moved away, Ken’s heart had waited for this very moment.

Alex’s lips were not cold. They were flush with heat from his coffee and pliable under Ken’s. Their contact slid gently open. Then Alex made a sound in his throat like need and Ken lost himself. He crushed their mouths together, plunged his tongue deep, and took everything he’d ever wanted but never let himself dream of. Alex yielded to him, opening pages of a book Ken wanted to read for the rest of his life. Their hearts beat in sync, Ken hugged Alex close to his body, and when the kiss might have broken, Alex sucked in a breath and dragged Ken under once more.

If there was complete love to be found, it manifested there in the coffee shop when two dragons weren’t afraid to show themselves to each other.

Ken lifted his head, and it took a moment for the glaze in his eyes to clear. When it did, he found Alex’s cheeks flush and his smile as wide as ever. Now his lips were
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