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☆☆☆☆☆
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Chapter 1

It was a crisp evening at the end of September, and autumn  was just beginning. The leaves had started to change color, lush greenery giving way to shades of red and orange and yellow. The air was brisk, the humidity of summer replaced with a slight chill in the night. The breeze smelled warm and earthy, like wood and amber. Black-scaled dragons flew in the air above the glittering party at the Sterling Estate, their eyes shining like purple jewels.

Lavinia Williams wrapped her arms around herself, taking in the revelry as she sat on the side of the dance floor. Her feet ached from dancing for the last few hours at the home of her good friend Genevieve Sterling but, more relevantly, she was here for the engagement party of her other good friend, Saphira Margala, who had recently become engaged to Genevieve’s brother, Aiden.

The party was outside, taking advantage of the stunning estate and this perfect in-between weather, not too summer-hot nor too wintry-cold. String lights twinkled above the dance floor and the outdoor tables, while more tables were set up under canopied tents lit with glowing lanterns. A live string quartet played music, while waiters walked around with fizzing flutes of champagne, handing drinks to the remaining guests dressed in their very finest gowns and suits.

Lavinia was beyond happy to be at one of her best friend’s engagement parties. Ever since Saphira and Aiden had gotten together last spring, Lavinia had watched as her already bright best friend grew more and more radiant, lit from within with a joy that was incomparable.

Here the happy couple was now, joining the few people left on the dance floor. The party was nearly over, and mostly everyone had gone. It was very late in the night, or very early in the morning—Lavinia had lost track of time.

On the dance floor, Aiden reached for Saphira’s hand. He had been in an expertly tailored suit earlier, but had since shucked off the jacket and tie. The top few buttons of his white dress shirt were undone, the sleeves rolled up. As for Saphira, her hair had been up in a complicated updo, but it was half down now.

The massive engagement ring on her left hand sparkled. It was a gorgeous basalt stone surrounded with diamonds, set on a gold band; Lavinia loved the gold accent. She admired the six gold bangles jingling on Saphira’s right arm as Aiden lifted her hand and twirled her.

Saphira held up the end of her white silk dress, twirling on her bare tiptoes. She would wear purple at the wedding that June, for the basalta dragons that she and Aiden were claimed by, hence the white now.

As Saphira’s bridesmaid, Lavinia had been given the rundown on the Drakkon family customs in which Saphira would partake. Saphira and Aiden’s baby dragon, Sparky, flew overhead, playing with the other Sterling dragons, the adult dragons letting the babies fly around them.

The happy couple sang to each other as they danced, their eyes locked, smiles wide on both their faces. Once, Lavinia had thought Aiden to be awkward and stoic, and while he was still more the strong and silent type around everyone else, with Saphira, he was as dazzling as her, two stars shining in the night sky, sparkling together.

There could have been a hurricane or a tornado and neither would have noticed, they were so entranced with one another. Then Aiden sang the lyrics wrong, and Saphira threw her head back with open-mouthed laughter. Aiden gathered her into his arms, kissing her neck, and Lavinia’s chest felt tight.

She had to look away from Aiden and Saphira, the scene was so intimate. It felt intrusive to watch, and while she was overjoyed that her friend had found such a fairy-tale love, the scene made her ache. She yearned for a love like theirs—for a love like the one she had witnessed her own parents share her entire life.

Lavinia had always looked up to her parents, basking in the warmth of their beautiful relationship, the way they loved each other. She adored her mother, especially, and wanted to be just like her.

Her mother, Beena, had met Garrett, her future husband, the winter after she had turned twenty-four, and now Lavinia was fast approaching that same time, with winter just around the corner. A frisson of stress shot through her, making her feel agitated.

Then a man approached her, a drink in each hand, and Lavinia felt flustered for altogether different reasons.

“Here you go.” Theo Noon handed Lavinia a crystal goblet, and she gratefully accepted the chilled drink. Theo was Lavinia’s best friend, and had been since they were children. They were both twenty-four now, much changed from the eight-year-olds they had been when they had first met. Where in the past they had run through garden sprinklers in the summer together, now they attended engagement parties. Scenarios might have changed, but one thing remained: he was always her partner in crime, always by her side.

Theo was tall with wavy brown hair, which at its worst made him look like a mop but at its best, like tonight, fell into perfect curls that she wanted to wrap every one of her fingers around. He was wearing dress pants and a navy-blue button-up dress shirt, the sleeves of which—this late into the party—were rolled up.

Lavinia hardly ever saw him in formal wear, and he looked especially handsome tonight. She found it difficult to look away.

She had always thought him handsome, in a distant, objective way. Then, a few months ago, things suddenly stopped feeling objective and started feeling very, very personal. She didn’t even know when it had happened, her developing feelings for her best friend but, after denying it to herself for some time, she found she could no longer pretend; there was no escaping what she felt.

The problem was that she didn’t know how he felt. Sometimes she was so sure he felt a similar way, but then sometimes she couldn’t tell at all. To make matters worse, there was no one whose second opinion she could seek.

She hadn’t discussed it with anyone. Theo was her best friend, which meant that he was the first person she told anything, but of course, she couldn’t talk to him about it, and it felt wrong to discuss something with anybody else and not with him, and so she had been quiet.

“What is this?” Lavinia asked, shifting her attention to her drink. It was garnished with a cinnamon stick, and she took a sip as he sat down beside her. The liquid was cold and refreshing as it went down her throat, the flavor strong and surprising.

“An apple ginger fizz,” he said, taking a sip from his own glass.

“Oooh. Fancy.”

“And fun.”

“My favorite combination,” Lavinia said. Theo snorted.

“Your favorite combination is more like chaos and fun.”

She waved her free hand. “Same thing.”

They sat and watched the dance floor for a moment, both enjoying the general splendor.

“It’s nice to see Saphira,” Theo said. “I feel like it’s been a while, even though it’s probably only been a little over a week.”

“I feel the same,” Lavinia agreed.

There was a time when Lavinia would see Saphira almost every day, as she worked at Saphira’s business, the Baby Dragon Cafe. Theo would also be a frequent visitor. He had a job at the Rolling Pin Bakery, which supplied Saphira’s cafe, and would come by every few days to drop off bakery deliveries.

But now that Lavinia had just started her second year of vet school—where she studied mythical animals such as dragons, griffins, chimeras, and phoenixes—she didn’t get the chance to see Saphira as much. She only worked at the Baby Dragon once a week, now, because she didn’t have any other time with classes and her internship at the Animal Hospital.

Because the cafe was doing so well, Saphira had hired a lot more staff and wasn’t there as much either; she oversaw things as the business’s owner and manager, but spent less time with her boots on the ground.

“I kinda miss how things used to be,” Lavinia said. Though it was fantastic that the cafe was doing so well and that she was in vet school, it had been fun to work with one of her closest friends, even when the busy routine had made her perpetually tired.

“I kinda miss it, too,” Theo agreed. “Early morning deliveries were hell everywhere else, but I loved swinging by the Baby Dragon and seeing you and Saph and the little draggos.” He smiled. “The free drinks weren’t bad, either.”

“God, I could go for a coffee,” Lavinia said.

Theo elbowed her. “It’s, like, four a.m. You don’t need a coffee, you need sleep.”

She ignored his comment, instead lamenting dramatically. “Now everyone’s growing up and getting old,” Lavinia said. “I mean Saphira is engaged.”

Saphira was twenty-seven, and Aiden was twenty-nine, nearly thirty, but still. At the age of twenty-four, Lavinia felt that none of her friends should have been taking such adult steps.

Now that Saphira was engaged, she had officially moved out of her apartment on Main Street and into Aiden’s cottage. For the past year, they had been back and forth between each other’s places, but Saphira had moved out of her apartment entirely now. It made sense for her to move into Aiden’s place, as the cottage was bigger, and his garden had space for their baby dragon, Sparky, who was turning two in October. Dragons matured after age two and continued developing until age five, at which point they were used for riding.

Lavinia was happy for her friend, but there was no denying that everything was different now, and it would only continue to grow more and more so as time went on. She knew she had two options: she could either resist it or embrace it.

She was attempting the latter, to be excited about all these new changes, but it was difficult. There were things to be positive about, but everything shifting in new and strange ways made her eye twitch.

“Come on,” Theo said, finishing off his drink. He set his goblet down.

“Where?” she asked, doing the same. Theo shrugged, giving her a smile. He stood, offering her his hand, and she took it. She didn’t need any plans when she was with Theo; they always managed to enjoy their time together, and they had done so since they were kids, spending hours and hours in each other’s company at her house. When Lavinia looked back on those days now, she could never quite remember what they had done to keep themselves entertained, but she knew they had never tired of each other.

As they grew older, the hours were more often spent in talking, and they would discuss every single thought or emotion they were having, and when they ran out of even those, they would find other things to talk about. Sometimes, Theo would explain the entire plot of whatever fantasy show he was watching, detailing every storyline and character, the deviations being made from the books and lore. Other times, Lavinia would inform him about the drama going on in her extended family, and describe what her distant cousins and aunts were getting up to.

It didn’t matter how much time they spent together, if they felt like chatting, there was always something to talk about. When they were tired, they didn’t need to talk; they could sit listening to music or in companionable silence.

Now, they walked around the outskirts of the party. The music changed from an upbeat dance tune to something slow and soft. Couples began slow-dancing, a romantic aura seeping into the environment. Lavinia shivered, biting her lower lip.

They continued walking, down a path under glowing string lights, until the music grew quiet. They were off to the side, alone, away from the party, its noises fading into the background. From here, they had a gorgeous view of the rolling hills and the mountains in the distance. It was a clear night, and the sky was studded with thousands of stars, twinkling and shining. It was where their home—Starshine Valley—got its name from.

Theo whistled. “Look at that view.”

“It’s stunning,” she said. She loved their hometown, the comfort and familiarity of it.

They sat down, content to admire the landscape. The night felt cooler now, away from the dance floor and the lanterns. When a sudden breeze ruffled the trees, Lavinia squealed, huddling closer to her best friend.

“I told you to bring a sweater,” Theo laughed.

“You know, instead of being a know-it-all, the gentlemanly thing to do would be to offer me your jacket,” Lavinia told him pointedly.

“I left it behind,” Theo replied, showing her his empty arms. “Come on—it isn’t that cold.”

“Do you see what I am wearing?”

She was wearing a corset midi dress made of maroon satin, and the thin fabric was doing nothing to ward off the night’s chill. She was short and curvy, and while in her teens she had been insecure about her weight, now it was something she embraced. She loved to choose clothing that accentuated and flattered her body shape.

Theo looked down at her outfit, and as his eyes traveled back up to her face, his gaze snagged on the bare skin of her collar and shoulders, courtesy of the strapless dress. Lavinia’s straight dark brown hair was held back with a stylish headband so there was nothing to obstruct her decolletage.

He clenched his jaw, and heat coursed through her.

With some apparent difficulty, Theo looked up. He rapidly blinked.

“Right,” he said, clearing his throat. “Should I go grab my jacket, then?”

“No, that’s okay,” she said, voice high. He looked away, turning his gaze to the stars in the sky.

Lavinia’s heart pounded. Was she imagining it? Moments like this, she thought that maybe, just maybe, he was as attracted to her as she was to him.

“Look,” Theo said, pointing up at the stars. “Doesn’t that look like a bow and arrow?”

“Where?” Lavinia asked. She shifted her focus to the sky, trying to see. “I can’t see it.”

“Right there,” Theo pointed. She put her face beside his to see what he was seeing, but she couldn’t make out the shape.

She pouted. “I don’t see it!”

Theo laughed. “Look,” he said, taking her hand. He brought her finger to the sky and drew along the stars, making the shape of a bow and arrow. Finally, she saw it.

“See?” he asked, turning his face to hers just as she turned to him, and then, they were mere inches apart.

The crooked grin tilting his lips froze, the mirth in his expression giving way to something else, something deeper. She took in a shuddering breath, inhaling the warm scent of his cologne.

His brown eyes darkened. Right then, she thought that he did feel the same way as she did. While she had known of her feelings for a few months now, she had never acted on them, too afraid to ruin the equilibrium between them, but maybe it was time. If Lavinia wanted to find love by the winter—the way her mother had—this was her perfect chance.

Her heart pounded with both trepidation and anticipation, fear and courage mixing together. His lips parted. They were so close she felt the heat of his body just beside hers, the breath exhaling from his lips. Desire spread through her, and courage overtook fear.

She drew closer, holding her breath. He inched toward her, and she felt the warmth of his body. Emotion spiked through her, too complex to comprehend, but it didn’t matter, he was going to kiss her, she could see it on his face, feel the intention in his body.

She closed her eyes, heart soaring. She pursed her lips, drawing closer.

Suddenly, she felt cold air.




Chapter 2

Lavinia opened her eyes and saw that Theo had jumped a  foot back, no longer near her. It was like being doused by a bucket of ice water. He was avoiding looking at her. Horror at herself gripped her with frozen fingers.

“It’s getting late,” Theo finally said, and she was astounded by how normal his voice sounded. Lavinia herself was trembling, throat thick. “Do you want to head out?”

“Mhm,” she managed to squeak out. Theo stood, turning toward her. He offered her his hand, but she did not take it. Her hands were shaking, and she didn’t want him to see. She stood on her own, regret chilling through her. All the warmth from a moment ago was long, long gone.

As she followed Theo back to the party, staying a step behind him, she shook her head, mentally smacking herself. She could be so delusional. Of course he wasn’t going to kiss her. God, she was so stupid.

Lavinia felt like her head was made of stone, it felt so heavy. Through a haze, she followed Theo to where Aiden and Saphira were on the side of the dance floor, sharing a glass of champagne.

“No, don’t tell me you’re leaving already!” Saphira said, pouting. She tossed her dark hair back over her shoulder, and Lavinia took a deep breath, giving her friend a brave smile.

“Unfortunately,” Lavinia said. Usually, she would tease, or say something clever, but her brain was hardly working, still processing what had just happened.

“Thanks so much for coming,” Aiden said, giving them both a warm smile.

“Congratulations again,” Theo said, shaking Aiden’s hand while Saphira gave Lavinia a hug. Lavinia reciprocated the hug quickly, not wanting to hold on for fear of letting her emotions overtake her. She could not be messy at her friend’s engagement party; Saphira would worry and fuss, and that was the last thing Lavinia wanted.

When Lavinia pulled away from Saphira, she gave Aiden a hug as Theo kissed Saphira’s cheek. Saphira glanced between Theo and Lavinia, her eyebrows crinkling slightly. As she was about to open her mouth, Lavinia heard someone call Aiden’s name. They all said their goodbyes, but Saphira looked over her shoulder one last time as she was whisked away.

“I love you!” Saphira called, blowing a kiss. “See you soon!”

Lavinia went to say goodbye to Genevieve then, who was dancing with her grandfather, a jovial old man with snow-white hair. After they hugged, Genevieve gave Lavinia a curious glance, looking closely.

“You okay?” Genevieve asked, holding Lavinia’s arm.

“Yeah, just tired.” Lavinia forced a smile, then blew Ginny a kiss before heading to the valet, who brought round Theo’s car. Lavinia got in, and once the door shut, she was enveloped in stifling silence as Theo drove her home. She felt as if she was underwater, with no sight of the surface to break.

It wasn’t a long drive, but to Lavinia the ride seemed endless. She kept opening her mouth and shutting it. For the first time in her life, she couldn’t think of anything to say to her best friend. The car suddenly felt small and cramped, the space oppressive. Tears welled in her eyes and she rapidly blinked them away, chewing on the inside of her lower lip.

She had been rejected. He did not feel the same as she did, not at all.

There was nothing wrong with that, she knew there wasn’t. It wasn’t his fault, and there was nothing she could do about it, and it was fine, really it was—but what wasn’t fine was how awkward things were now between them.

She couldn’t mess up her friendship with Theo. She wouldn’t.

When Theo pulled up in front of her house, she tried her best to act normal.

“Thanks,” she said, but the word sounded mechanical even to her own ears. She inwardly winced. “Um. Well, bye.”

Theo was quiet for a moment, his knee bouncing. But then he looked up at her, giving her his usual smile.

“See ya,” he said. She couldn’t bear to look at him.

Lavinia got out of the car, her high heels in her hands, and ran barefoot to the door of her home. Closing the door softly behind her as she let herself in, she released a long breath, feeling nauseous. The house was quiet, her parents and little brother asleep.

Tiptoeing up the stairs, Lavinia maneuvered through the dark until she reached her room. She flipped on the lights and shut the door. Her heels fell to the floor with a resounding thud, and once they did, Lavinia’s knees felt weak. She walked to her bed and collapsed face-down onto her pillows, wanting to cry.

She had been rejected by boys in the past, but no matter her experience with the emotion, it always hurt in a way that was so personal and shattering. Deep down, she always knew things happened for the best, but that didn’t stop the reality from hurting.

And now Theo was just another one of those boys, which felt impossible to understand. He was Theo, he was her Theo.

She rolled off her stomach until she was lying flat, staring up at the ceiling as she took deep, deep breaths, listening to the sound of air entering and leaving her lungs. It was difficult to digest how wrong she had been, but that wasn’t new either.

She could be so delusional when she liked someone; it was horrifyingly embarrassing.

But she had to face reality now. Lavinia sat up, slapping her cheeks to keep the tears at bay. She would not cry over this. She would forge forward, just like she always did.

Lavinia got off her bed and unzipped her dress, grabbing a nightshirt and throwing it on. She pulled her straight hair back into a ponytail, reaching for the scrunchie she had put in her clutch, but it wasn’t there.

She went over to her vanity, grabbing another one from the drawer, meeting her gaze head-on as she looked in the mirror.

This was fine. She was fine.

In the mirror, her face broke. Anxiety spiked through her with a thousand needles. All these months she had nursed her feelings for Theo, thinking that eventually he would feel the same, that things would work out between them, and she would get her happily ever after.

But now? Things had decidedly not worked out, and such a miscalculation brought her dangerously close to her deadline. She had always thought she would follow her mother’s path: excel in undergraduate school (check!), then find the love of her life in the winter after her twenty-fourth birthday, and get married after graduate school. In her mind, because Lavinia wanted a love like her parents’, she needed to follow a similar timeline.

Her head pounded, and she rubbed her temples.

“That’s enough,” she chided herself. She couldn’t think about this any further tonight; she needed some sleep before she could come up with a game plan to try and salvage some dignity from this calamity.

She went to the bathroom, washing off her makeup and getting ready for bed. When she came back to her room, she grabbed the lip balm from the top of her vanity, where it was laid out with all her makeup from when she had been getting ready.

As she did, she spotted a dark bottle of cologne.

Theo’s.

He must have forgotten it; he had come over after work to get ready there before they headed over to the engagement party together.

Lavinia’s fingers itched as she held the bottle. A dangerous shiver ran through her. She knew she should give it back, but she pulled the cap off, then sprayed.

Mist filled the air and she inhaled the scent of sandalwood, feeling warm. Lavinia closed her eyes. He usually smelled like this, except mixed in with the scent of dough and sugar, all warm and sweet.

Surrounded by the scent, Lavinia felt as if he was there, his body just beside hers, like that moment under the stars, his hand in hers. They were best friends; they grew up together, of course they had touched a million times before, but that moment had felt different—and the memory of how wrong she had been brought tears to her eyes. Her lower lip trembled.

Lavinia opened her drawer, putting Theo’s cologne away. She wouldn’t give it back. Instead, she hid it away, then shut the drawer with a snap.

She would do the same with her feelings. She would bury them.

It was time to grow up.




Chapter 3

Theo Noon was at the Rolling Pin Bakery, restocking the display shelves.

The Rolling Pin had been his place of employment for more than two years, ever since he had graduated university, and the task was one he had done thousands of times before. Working mechanically, he listened to the familiar voice of his boss, Suki, in the background. She was currently on the phone, managing an order.

As Theo added butterscotch blondies and dirty chai cupcakes to the shelves, inhaling the scent of brown sugar and cinnamon, his gaze strayed to the large windows at the front of the bakery. From there, he saw out onto Main Street, the heart of their slice of Starshine Valley.

People walked along the street in light jackets, a few with their pet baby dragons. Crinkled leaves crunched beneath the pedestrians’ feet as even more leaves fell from the sky, the trees along the wide sidewalks showcasing different shades of burgundy, rust, and mustard.

Ordinarily, it was a sight Theo would enjoy, but today, he hardly had the brain space to appreciate anything. After finishing up with the display shelves, he went back to the kitchen, where his colleagues were all hard at work at their stations, some lathering frosting onto lemon loaves while others scored bread.

He went to his station and rolled up the sleeves of his flannel shirt, then washed his hands before he started working on making dough for more donuts. When the dough was ready, he floured his surface and began kneading.

Usually, kneading was calming for him—the smell of fresh dough, the pillowy feel of it in his hands, the bounce and stretch. But he had been fidgeting all day and, as he kneaded now, he lost himself in a train of thought.

Theo had been replaying what had happened last night in his head on a loop all day; now he revisited it again for what must have been at least the tenth time this hour.

The engagement party had been a beautiful event for Saphira and Aiden, both of whom he had gotten closer to in the last year. Theo had been overjoyed to see them so happy; he and Lavinia had been having fun all night—dancing, eating delicious food, and spending time in each other’s company.

He always had fun with Lavinia. She was his favorite person in the whole world by far, without a question.

Then something had happened later in the night, when they’d been sitting under the stars, in the quiet, just the two of them. That was nothing new; it was often just the two of them, in their own world.

But she’d said something about what she was wearing, and he’d noticed how stunning she was, though there was nothing new about that either; she always looked gorgeous to Theo. However, last night, her in that dress, the two of them under the stars, he’d forgotten she was his best friend. All he could think about was what a beautiful woman she had become.

He’d tried to distract himself by making shapes out of stars, but that had just made it worse. As he’d held her hand to point out the shape of a bow and arrow, it was as if the bow from the stars had sent an arrow leaping from the sky and straight through his chest. He had leaned in, before he’d realized what he was doing. When he’d opened his eyes, Lavinia had been leaning in, too, her eyes closed.

Was she really about to kiss him? Or had he imagined it?

Either way, there was no imagining how he’d reacted. He had freaked out.

Theo groaned inwardly now at the memory; it was as if he had short-circuited. But how else was he supposed to react? Lavinia was his best friend. Sure, she was a girl, and he knew that boy–girl friendships could be quite complicated sometimes . . . for others, though it never had been for them.

He had never allowed himself to think of Lavinia in that way.

For one thing, his romantic entanglements in the past had always ended badly; he had decided he wasn’t cut out for relationships. All the times he had tried to form a connection—in high school, or in his early university years—he had failed spectacularly, so he had finally stopped trying. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to be in a steady relationship, it was that he realized he was just not cut out for it.

Which was why he had never considered Lavinia romantically. Anytime a glimmer of romantic feelings for her rose up within him, he promptly buried it away. Nothing was more important to him than their friendship.

But if she, somehow, someway, could think of him that way—perhaps it was time he allowed himself to think of her in that way as well.

If he let himself, what could he feel?

Then came the second matter. She couldn’t think of him in that light; it wasn’t possible. She was a hopeless romantic at heart, and yearned for a grand, sweeping love story. She did not simply want to fall in love, she wanted a great love. She thought about things like invisible strings and destiny being written in the stars and fateful encounters.

She deserved someone swoon-worthy who could make all those dreams come true. Someone much better than him, for sure—a prince from a fairy tale, or a knight in shining armor, or one of those fancy titled lords from the period dramas her mom liked watching.

Theo wasn’t any of those things.

He was just a guy. Like, literally, just some guy.

With a sigh, Theo finished up the donut dough, then covered it with a tea towel to let it proof. He washed his hands, listening to the rush of the water as Suki entered the kitchen. While the rest of them wore simple beige aprons with their names embroidered over the left breast, Suki’s apron was sage-green with little white flowers embroidered around her name. She was a petite woman, with black hair styled in a pixie cut.

“Theo, if you’re finished, can you man the front?” she asked.

“Of course.” He nodded, drying his hands.

“Thanks.” She walked up to the sink to wash her hands and, as she did, she looked at his face closely. “Everything okay? You look a little stressed.”

“Yeah, just a little tired,” he said, trying to give her a smile. “It was Saphira’s engagement party last night, so we got back late.”

“Oh, yes, you told me about that!” Suki looked excited. “Do you have any pictures? I want to see how handsome you look.”

Some of the tension left Theo’s shoulders, and he pulled out his phone from his back pocket. Suki was his boss, but he was fond of her in the way literature lovers were fond of their English teachers: with respect and reverence. Not only was she an exceptional baker, but she was an exceptional person.

Two years ago, she had given him a chance when she had no reason to. He hadn’t trained at culinary school; he had a business degree and had only done a few culinary courses. And not only that, but she had allowed him to bake his own fusion desserts for the Baby Dragon Cafe, trusting him not to sully her good name as everyone knew the Baby Dragon sourced their baked items from the Rolling Pin.

“Oh, you look wonderful!” Suki exclaimed, zooming in on the photos. She zoomed out; it was a picture of him and Lavinia, and the sight of her in that satin dress made heat flush through him once more. “Lavinia looks gorgeous, as well.”

“Thanks, Suki,” he said. She handed him back his phone, and he stuck it in his front pocket. She gave him a fond smile as he headed out of the kitchen toward the front of the bakery.

The day was almost over, but soon there would be a rush of people picking up things for the evening. Theo’s eyes strayed to the shelves and shelves of croissants, buns, loaves of bread, pastries, donuts, and more sweets—the sight of which used to make him so excited, but lately made him feel so . . . uninterested.

He still came to work every day, but it wasn’t with the same enthusiasm he used to. The only thing he really looked forward to was baking the desi-fusion desserts he made biweekly for Saphira’s Baby Dragon Cafe, which stood a few shops down on Main Street. A needle of guilt pricked him then, and he glanced over his shoulder in the direction of the kitchen, to Suki.

Theo rolled his shoulders, pushing away his thoughts. He was probably just in a funk; that’s what Lavinia had said when he’d spoken to her about it a few days ago.

He was sure he would feel passionate about the Rolling Pin again. He had to. He couldn’t disappoint Suki.

Since it was quiet out front, Theo reached into his front pocket to check his phone for the time. As he did, he felt something else. Theo pulled out the soft fabric and recognized it immediately: Lavinia’s scrunchie.

She was always leaving her stuff at his place or in his car or in his sweatshirts, and he was long used to it. Yesterday had been no different. She had left the scrunchie in his car, and he’d put it in his pocket this morning to give to her whenever he saw her.

He would pop over to the Baby Dragon once he was finished at the Rolling Pin; she was working there today.

Theo held the scrunchie in his hand; as he did, he caught the faint scent of her shampoo, which smelled like coffee. She always smelled like coffee and caramel, from either working in the cafe or from drinking too much of it, strong and sweet. It was a familiar, comforting scent for him, like the scent of dough.

The front door dinged, and Theo’s gaze snapped up as he quickly pocketed the scrunchie. And good thing, too, for the person who had entered the bakery was always so perceptive.

“Hiya, Saph,” Theo said, smiling at Saphira. She was wearing a dress with singe marks on the hem, and he knew the damage must surely have been caused by the mischievous baby dragons at her cafe.

“Hey, Theo, how’s it going?” Saphira asked, coming up to the counter. She was practically floating.

“Same old,” Theo replied with a shrug. “What’s it like being officially engaged?”

Saphira smiled. “Well, Aiden did propose a few months ago, and the party was mostly just a formality for his family, but officially officially—it is as fun as it was yesterday, and every day before.” She giggled. She was so giddy it made Theo’s heart warm.

“What can I get you?” he asked. “And where’s Spark?”

She was hardly ever without Sparky, her baby dragon. Sparky was a basalta dragon. He had originally belonged to Aiden, who was hopeless with dragons, so Aiden had hired Saphira to train Sparky. The two had promptly fallen in love and now shared custody.

Saphira pouted. “My golu-molu is waiting outside,” she said. “He’s getting big, so I’m trying to train him not to come into the little shops with me anymore.”

The bakery was more of a grab-and-go place than somewhere to sit and linger—unlike the Baby Dragon Cafe—and as such was pretty small; not big enough for any pets larger than newborns under four months.

“Big?” Theo repeated, shocked. “I remember when he was tiny enough to fit in your lap!” Sparky had been a mischievous baby, but he was so cute, he could get away with anything.

“He’s turning two in October!”

“That is wild. Time flies.” It was the sort of thing adults said, and he’d never understood it as a kid, but more and more, he was realizing how true it was. He’d been at the Rolling Pin for over two years now, but it didn’t feel as if he had accomplished much. Twenty-four used to seem like such a grown age, but now that he was here, he felt the same as he always had, which scared him.

“I know! Anyway. I am here for some focaccia,” Saphira said, looking at the bread selection. “The one with the most vegetables, please. I’m supposed to be making dinner tonight. I’m going to pretend I made this, and Aiden is going to be so impressed with me he’ll fall in love all over again.”

Theo laughed as he pulled a pan-sized piece of focaccia off the shelf. “Do you really think Aiden will believe you made this?” he asked. He knew Saphira wasn’t much of a cook, and every time he had eaten with Aiden and Saphira, it was always Aiden who cooked.

“Hush you,” Saphira said, holding up a hand. “I’ll distract him if he asks any questions.” She wiggled her eyebrows, and Theo cringed.

“That’s TMI, thank you very much,” he said. He considered Saphira like an older sister. Actually, since she was here—perhaps he should ask Saphira for her opinion?

“Hey, I was wondering,” Theo said, as he put the focaccia into a bread bag. “Has Lavinia mentioned being interested in anyone to you?”

Saphira gave him a funny look, surprised. She considered his words carefully, and for a second he thought she would say yes. Anticipation pulsed through him. He paused in ringing her order up, giving her his full attention, not wanting to miss a word.

“You’re the first one she talks to about anything, Theo,” Saphira said. “I’m sure you would know before me.”

He felt disappointed by that—but then he wondered why, exactly. Saphira watched him closely as he cleared his throat and handed over her focaccia and change.

“I just saw her at the cafe,” Saphira said. “She did seem a little off, but she didn’t say anything to me, even when I asked.” She nibbled on her lower lip as she glanced at Theo. “She’s your best friend. If there’s something you want to ask her, just ask her.”

“You’re right,” Theo said. He was being silly. It was Lavinia! They talked about anything and everything, sometimes to the point of knowing too much about each other (she had explained the particulars of a decidual cast to him once and he was still low-key traumatized).

He could talk to her about this, of course he could.

He smiled. “Thanks, Saph.”

“No problem.” She blew him a kiss, then was on her way.

The door dinged as she exited, and he watched as she went over to where Sparky was tied to a lamp post, where the baby dragon had been waiting patiently while Saphira was in the Rolling Pin. Sparky had grown up; he was the size of a small horse now, and he would keep maturing and growing until he reached age five, when he’d be bigger than even the biggest horse.

It was jarring to see Sparky so big—Theo felt as if he’d blinked and Sparky had doubled in size! It seemed like only yesterday that Sparky had been small enough to fit in Saphira’s arms, his little paws pressed against Saphira’s cheeks. While the dragon was still adorable now, he was less chaotic, which was perhaps a good thing.

Saphira gave Sparky a kiss, and he licked her hand, then they were on their way. Theo genuinely loved seeing how happy Saphira was, the way she practically bounced and glowed. They had gotten closer in the past year, now that she had more time off from the cafe to relax. Theo and Lavinia had often hung out with Saphira and Aiden, and it was always fun.

Lavinia always got this wistful expression on her face when she looked at Saphira and Aiden. Theo knew it was because she yearned for a love like that, one that would make her shine as bright as the stars.

His stomach sank. He doubted he was the one who could give her that, but still—he wanted to at least talk to her.

He rarely ever had a thought without discussing it with Lavinia. No matter how small or inconsequential, or stupid or silly—he told her everything. It was how he lived his life; she was the air he breathed.

There was no way he couldn’t talk to her about last night. At the same time, he was scared. He didn’t want things to change between them.

Last night had gotten weird on the car ride back to her place, when he was dropping her home. It wasn’t that they couldn’t sit without talking; they often spent time in comfortable silence together. But yesterday felt different in a way that it had never been between them, and he hadn’t known what to do. He still didn’t know what to do.

Lavinia was the one constant in his life; he couldn’t ruin that. He wouldn’t.

He sighed, rubbing a hand over his tired eyes. He would talk to her and see how she felt, then go from there. This was all new to him, which meant that he didn’t know how he felt yet, either, though he suspected it was something obvious he just couldn’t put his finger on yet. Either way, he wanted to know how Lavinia felt.

He wanted them to be in sync, the way they always were.




Chapter 4

Day One of burying her feelings was going exceptionally well for Lavinia.

She was still smarting from last night’s humiliation, so the memory of that alone was enough to convince her to let go of any romantic feelings she might have in favor of preserving her friendship. That was the most important thing, she reasoned.

The rejection still stung, and the pain of all those hopes dashed was a bitter ache, but as long as she didn’t think about it for more than half a second, she would be fine.

She was fine. She was always fine. Lavinia could tell when certain thoughts were leading down a spiral staircase, and she always closed the door on those thoughts before she fell and fell.

She needed to go onwards and upwards, which meant she needed to move on. She could be so delusional sometimes, and it was not healthy—it was childish and silly. She was twenty-four, so she needed to be a serious person now or she would just keep getting her heart stomped on again and again.

It wasn’t Theo’s fault, she knew that. It was her own, for letting herself get carried away imagining that just because she liked him, he would like her too. Whenever she liked anyone, she daydreamed about the ways it could play out like a perfect fairy tale, all the scenes bright and beautiful and perfect.

But life wasn’t a romance movie. The sooner she accepted that, the
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