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            Their Runaway Mate

          

          MANNIX DRAGON SHIFTERS BOOK 1

        

      

    

    
      
        
        TWO DRAGONS, ONE RUNAWAY MATE

      

      

      

      Jasmine is just an ordinary girl in an extraordinary world. She bakes, she loves her aunt, and she has vivid nightmares about dragons. So, when she is selected to be "sacrificed" to the beasts, she does the only thing she can… she runs.

      She runs and runs… straight into the heart of dragon country. How could she not have known?

      And now she is being pursued by two of the creatures…

      Except they really don't seem like creatures at all. They are sexy. They are muscled. They are full of heat. And the bastards promise to protect her.

      How is she supposed to resist all that?
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      ONLY READ IF: You want a steamy read about a woman and the two dragons who are determined to make her their mate.
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      JASMINE

      She shivered in the glacier-fed creek. Cold water flowed around her, teasing her bruised and sore flesh, enticing her to stay in its icy embrace. But it lied.

      It would be her death if she believed it.

      She had to move.

      If only she knew where she was. If only…

      Then the forest animals hushed. The babbling of the quiet stream continued on but the birds' warbling and the squirrels' chattering were gone.

      Hide! But where?

      No, it was too late. It was always too late.

      The beast's wide wingspan filled the opening in the trees, obliterating whatever weak sunlight penetrated the heavy fog.

      How had he found her?

      His citrus yellow eyes narrowed upon seeing her. The weight of his stare pinned her in place. If she ran, the predator would chase, but she had no choice. She had to try to save herself.

      As soon as she moved toward the stream bank, the dragon's sharp war cry skewered the air. She scrambled up the embankment. Her bare hands and feet slipped over the muck and wet rocks. She grabbed at the small tufts of grass and willow branches, praying for purchase.

      A whoosh of air buffeted her, fanning the lingering water droplets on her exposed limbs.

      "Help me!" Her scream was lost in the forest. Nothing could stop the inevitable.

      Then she felt it at her back. The creature's muscled limb circled her waist and pulled her away from the mud, away from the water… away from the earth.

      A paw with pearly white talons closed over her flesh. The beast held her tight against his massive chest as he lifted them into the heavens. His hot breath fanned over her wet hair, and she trembled against him, awed by his strength and soothed by his heat⁠—

      No!

      She could not—would not—surrender.

      Jasmine Gordon screamed and thrashed against her bedding. Her heart pounded. Sweat poured down her face. She gulped for air, bolted upright, and prayed for the nightmare to fade.

      Her mother would have been so disappointed at her fear of dragons. She had been obsessed with the creatures, telling Jasmine tale after tale of what she called "the gentle beasts."

      "You are precious, my Jasmine, a true dragon's treasure," she would say every night before turning out the bedside lamp.

      But just after her mother died, which was by eerie coincidence also the year the government revealed dragons really existed, Jasmine's imagination had taken those stories and warped them into the dark tales of horror that now plagued her. Every night for more than twenty years, she suffered through the same terrifying episode, but now that she'd been shortlisted as a potential dragon mate, the dream had become more vivid.

      She panted and wiped at her clammy forehead. She swore she could still feel the dragon's claw where it had pressed into the soft flesh of her belly. Her soft worn sheets tore under her clenched fists as she willed the panic to subside. She fell back to the mattress and reached for her cell phone on the nightstand. Her hand shook. It took three attempts before her fingers closed around the familiar weight.

      It was just a dream. Just a dream. Just a dream.

      She said the words over and over in her head until her pulse slowed to a pace slightly closer to normal. Her bedroom was quiet and dim. The sun wasn't even up yet, which meant it was too early for anyone else to be in the doctor's office. She'd have to leave a message. The sleeping pills Dr. Wright had prescribed weren't working. She needed something different. Something stronger. Today.

      She fumbled through the key lock to find her contact list. As she brushed her finger over the phone, an incoming video call sprang up. She tapped it and her Aunt Trixy's face, which was nearly as red as her hair, filled the screen.

      "Aunty? You look flushed. Are you okay?"

      "Get up. Hurry, girl, hurry." Trixy waved her hands frantically through the air. "The council has agreed to the dragons' ultimatum."

      At the ominous words, a sudden icy chill wrapped over her. Her hand shook as she stared at her aunt's face in the small screen.

      "What do you mean?"

      "They are giving you to the dragons. Yours was the first name drawn. They did the blasted announcement a few minutes ago while the rest of the world was sleeping. Sneaky bastards."
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      KYLAN

      Kylan Jaxon set his axe down and tried to squeeze a sliver of wood under the tight bereavement band at his wrist. The damned magic in it made his skin itch. The more he scratched the more it chafed, just like this mandatory mourning isolation.

      He had loved his parents, and understood it was important to honor their deaths, but even they would have supported his request to postpone the official grieving for the fifth time or even indefinitely until the Dragon Council had secured the new amendments to the Dragon Agreement with the humans. The council, to which he was only an external adviser, disagreed. He still couldn't believe it. He'd been integral to the talks from the beginning—hell, there wouldn't have been a beginning without him. This was his fight, and he was missing out on the last battle.

      After suffering three rogue dragon attacks in the past month, the humans had finally recognized their own peril and had renewed negotiations yesterday evening. He wished like hell he was in that room. These discussions were the first step in achieving a workable solution to everyone's problems. As chief of the enforcers within the dragon community, it was in Kylan's best interests to prevent dragon meltdowns from happening. Having access to mates was critical to that.

      At least his cabin was Wi-Fi compatible and Kylan could get updates from his primary, Dillon Rilyx. He pulled out his cell phone and checked the screen. Still no word. Sonofabitch. The humans and council members had been behind closed doors for hours. If his colleagues messed this up, they were all screwed. He shoved the phone back in his pocket and looked east.

      Sunrise would be sprinting across the horizon soon. He'd been chopping wood since midnight, too restless to sleep and unable to do anything else. With the damned band on his wrist, he couldn't transition to his dragon form, so soaring through the skies, his usual relaxation method, was impossible. As the negotiations had heated up over the last few months, he'd flown a lot. He rolled his shoulders. His muscles were warm from the work.

      Kylan was halfway through stacking the wood when Carmina Burana broke through the quiet pre-dawn air. He should probably change that ringtone. He fished out his phone.

      "What's going on?"

      "We have a development," Dillon said.

      "Talk to me about the meeting."

      Dillon whistled. "Well, the humans have agreed. Can you believe it?"

      "When do they announce the list of volunteers?"

      "Already did."

      "What?" Kylan froze. "What about the protocols we'd been discussing? What about the interviews?"

      "Don't know. But they said they'd be announcing one name at a time until the dragon clans are balanced and the rogues settled. After that, they'll adjust as needed."

      Kylan nodded. "Well, it's better than nothing, I guess."

      "Yep. The first one is a baker named Jasmine Gordon. Sounds nice, hey? Some of the others have already headed over to her place. I'm on my way as soon as I get off the phone with you."

      Kylan shut his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. It was happening faster than he'd expected. "I need you there to watch the proceedings. The volunteer needs to choose which clan she goes with. That part is critical if we want to get more volunteers in the future." He took a deep breath. "Damn, if I'd known they were going to start today I'd have had Jay and Bryan go with you, maybe even Morgan and Dirk too. This has to go right. Do what you can."

      "I'll call you back later."

      Within a few minutes of disconnecting, Kylan knew as much about Ms. Gordon as he could from the Internet. She owned her own bakery business and, based on the reviews, she was good at what she did. Why would someone like her volunteer to join a dragon clan? It didn't make sense, but a lot of things in life didn't make sense.

      He flipped through several articles about her business before locating a photo of her. Hmm… Ms. Gordon was the epitome of what dragons typically found attractive. She was curvy in all the right places and had a pretty flush on her rounded cheeks. She wouldn't have any trouble finding a clan and a mate. Maybe she'd even consider his, the Mannix clan.

      Dillon was a good ambassador for the clan, particularly when it came to women, and not just those addicted to Dragon's Tears. Before the humans had started limiting dragon interactions with human females, his boyish charm had tempted even the sweetest good girls into his bed. Kylan was sure Dillon hadn't forgotten any of his tricks.

      It was possible she would choose him over the other clan representatives.

      But even if she didn't, this was a breakthrough moment in the relations between their civilizations. After the Dragon Announcement decades ago, their lives had been thrown into chaos and everything had spiraled downhill from that moment. Not only did the human government try to limit all contact between their civilizations, but most mates had also fled to human settlements to wait out the riots and the vigilante hunters. Many of them didn't return. The few who did tried to sustain entire clans, but it was an impossible task. Despite the increased longevity they gained when they mated, the steady and heightened drain on their energy had reduced their lifespans until one by one they passed away well before their time. And yet, those brave women, his mother included, had refused to leave to save themselves.

      Kylan tugged at the band on his wrist. The magic that bound it to his body wouldn't let him free for another thirteen days. If only he was there to make sure everything went smoothly and according to the dictates of the treaty… assuming they hadn't changed anything substantial in the last round of negotiations.

      Still, Dillon's news was promising. At least his clan would have access to females, and they needed them desperately. If it didn't work out with this female, it sounded like there would be others soon. That was the first step in building a strong and healthy clan.

      He only wished his parents had all lived to see this day.
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      JASMINE

      At her aunt's declaration, Jasmine's all-too-fresh nightmare flooded over her again. This couldn't be happening. They couldn't seriously be considering giving her to dragons. "But the appeals, the injunctions, the⁠—"

      "Good grief, Jasmine, get moving. You know what to do."

      "But…" Her words ended on a garbled sob. It wasn't like as if she didn't know this was a possibility—the Department of Homeland Security had sent a letter explaining the situation to every woman without a family who had been shortlisted, or as they liked to call it volunteered—but everyone had assured them that the human rights groups had a convincing case. The decision wasn't due to come in for months yet.

      "I'll come when I can. When it is safe. I'll find you, honey, don't you worry about that." Trixy shook her head. "And I'll do what I can to get this fixed."

      As soon as her aunt had disappeared from the screen, glass shattered over her.

      Jasmine screamed.

      Two yellow eyes peered through the broken shards of her bedroom window. Jasmine had never seen a dragon this close before, except in her nightmares. They'd always flown overhead, far above the realm of mere humans. Their kind didn't invade human neighborhoods. They just didn't. Until now.

      A dark scar zigzagged down its reptilian face. Its scaly head was too large to fit through the narrow window, but before her eyes the creature began to morph and shrink. He was shifting to human form so he could come into her home.

      The crash of more windows breaking pierced the thunder of her pounding heart. There were more of them and it seemed they were coming through every opening in her house. And if there wasn't an opening, they were making their own.

      "Stop!" A man's voice broke through the chaotic noise.

      He ran in front of the dragon and put up his hands as if he could command the beast like a lion tamer. Was he crazy? Maybe he was one of those vigilante slayers come to rescue her? Had he brought friends?

      No one else came running. No one else shouted.

      The frenzied sounds of her home being ruined still resounded through the air.

      Her would-be hero glanced over his shoulder at her. Damn, he was a pretty hot savior. His dark brown hair was long enough to curl your fingers through, his green eyes twinkled, and his mouth was kicked up on one side in a lopsided grin. He winked at her before turning back to the dragon. Good grief, he may be sexy as hell, but he wasn't the smartest guy around. He didn't have a weapon or anything. There was no way he would be able to stop the swarm of giant beasts from invading her house and kidnapping her.

      Why did all the good-looking ones have to be nuts?

      At least he had stalled the invasion for a minute.

      Jasmine scrambled to her bathroom—which was thankfully windowless—and bolted the door. The dragon's deep chuckle followed her. She pushed aside the bath mat, fumbled for the hatch in the floor and wrenched it open. Almost a century ago—long before the average person knew about dragons—this passage had been used for smuggling alcohol during Prohibition. Now it was her only hope of survival.

      A thump from the other room suggested that the beast had just jumped into her room. How long would it take him to break through the door? Did dragons in human form have much strength?

      What a stupid question. Of course dragons were strong.

      That's why the council was sacrificing her and other single women to the beasts. "A treasure fit for a dragon." Her mother's lilting voice floated through her mind.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      Where was the blasted light?

      Then her fingers found the switch, coated in cobwebs. She squeezed into the narrow opening. It was tight for the first few feet, then she ran out of ladder rungs and her feet dangled free. The whole idea of escaping through a secret passage was crazy. Would she make it? She prayed the opening would be too small for a dragon, even one in human form. But what if—? No, she didn't have time to question that right now. She had to try. She and her mystery rescuer would never be able to fight off a squadron of the winged beasts.

      Jasmine let go of the last rung of the ladder she'd been clinging to. She landed with a thud. The fall hadn't hurt nearly as much as she'd feared it might. The small tunnel was tall enough for her stand but narrow enough to bang her shoulders. The yellowy glow of the lights in the underground tunnel made this whole thing seem even more surreal. A loud crack from above shot through the rock-hewn opening.

      It was coming.

      Oh, God, what had happened to her knight in shining armour? Please let him be okay.

      Dust showered her as the beast crashed against the narrow hole again. She had to hope he was safe. She just fit in the space. Neither the invading dragon nor her would-be dragon tamer would make it through here.

      The dark figure loomed over her. He was shouting, but all she heard was a roar of sounds. The words were unclear. He reached into the hole and grabbed at her hair. She wrenched away, wincing as a handful of strands pulled free.

      Then she ran, chased down the passage by the dragon's angry howl.
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      JASMINE

      When she reached the end of the tunnel, Jasmine ached. She was gasping for air and her nightshirt was drenched with sweat and coated in dirt. Had she made it? Had she really escaped the deadly predators who hunted her? Her own house was a mile away. All she had to do now was get to the vehicle she and her aunt had hidden in the shed a few steps away.

      The early morning air beyond the opening made her shiver. She peered cautiously into the quiet cemetery. Her spot was hidden behind a hedge. Thankfully it was still early autumn and the leaves hadn't dropped yet. She didn't see anything. She listened, straining to catch any stray sound. Nothing.

      It had been a harrowing race through the passage. At least four times a blast of heat scorched the air at her back. Each time, she imagined the dragon shooting fire from his mouth as he dug through the earth to find her. It wouldn't take long for them to follow her here. She had to go.

      She took a deep breath and stepped out of the opening. She scanned the sky for the telltale shadows of dragons. There weren't any.

      Just one more big push. Just one more sprint. She was almost there.

      As soon as she broke cover, nausea swept over her. No. She couldn't stop. She ran, ignoring the sharp stabbing pains wrapping over her leg muscles. She wasn't a runner. She wasn't much for any sport, but running was the worst of the worst.

      But she could do it. She had no choice.

      A shriek pierced her feeble feeling of safety.

      No, they couldn't have found her. She was so close…

      Another dragon's cry cut through the air, but it was fainter now.

      They were going away from her. She wanted to cry with joy. She jerked the shed's double doors open. Thank God everything was as she'd left it. She raced toward the familiar boxy shape of her minivan. She fumbled with the door handle, then jumped in. She took a deep breath. Enclosed within the van inside the shed, she felt safe for the first time since her nightmare.

      It was going to be okay.

      She fished the keys out of the glove compartment.

      A few minutes later, her old life was merely a fading dot in her rearview mirror. The pale peach color of the impending sunrise was incongruent with the red-hot panic that still chugged through her veins. A dark streak of smoke spiraled up from the horizon. Her chest tightened. It was coming from her home—or what used to be her home.

      She pounded the steering wheel with the heel of her hand. Damn it. Why her?

      But she knew why. It was her damn ex-boyfriend Colin Cyr.

      At least she had ended their fleeting relationship before they had made it to the bedroom. If he hadn't set his eyes on her bakery after they had split, none of this would have happened. Or rather, it wouldn't have happened to her. Some other poor girl would be running for her life instead, because even Colin couldn't control the alliance with the dragons.

      But he could and did control everyone's lives locally. There was no doubt he had engineered it so she was elected as the first sacrifice. Yes, she was a single woman with no immediate family, but her business was a cornerstone of their community. People lined up out the door for her fresh pastries and bread for their families.

      He was probably already over there with a seizure notice in his hand. The government's letter had been very clear that all dragon sacrifices—or volunteers—forfeited their right to land ownership in human communities.

      She turned her vehicle toward the bakery before she could stop herself. It was stupid. It was a crazy risk. But that bastard was not going to destroy her life and reap the rewards of her hard work.

      No way, no how.

      The streets downtown were empty. It was still too early for most citizens of their little town to be out of bed, let alone thinking about going to work yet. The welcoming quietness soothed her. If this were a weekday, she would have been in her bakery's kitchen already.

      She parked the minivan beside the side entrance, not in her usual parking spot, but she didn't plan on being here that long. Still barefoot and in her nightshirt, she hurried to the door. The fake brick in the wall scraped when she pulled it from its place. She dug out the spare key and looked over her shoulder.

      No one was there. Yet.

      She had to make this fast.

      The familiar aromas of yesterday's baked goods, which were still on display, flowed over her when she entered. On a normal day, her first step would be to transfer those to the day-old shelves. But today wasn't normal. She didn't bother with the light. That would attract too much attention if someone happened to drive by. Besides, she didn't need it. She knew her bakery better than she knew the home where she'd been raised.

      The commercial-grade ovens and mixers were too large to grab and take with her. Unfortunately. She'd saved her pennies for two years to buy the new deck oven, and it had been worth it. Her bread sales had doubled after that.

      Tears gathered in her eyes, but she wiped them away. She didn't have time for melancholy.

      She entered her closet-sized office and crossed straight to a tattered recipe book. She knew the recipes by heart, but it was the most important thing she owned. She would not leave it for Colin. He might be able to force her out of town, but he wasn't going to steal her secret recipes too.

      That was it. That was all she needed to do.

      On her way to the exit, she paused in the heart of her little kingdom again. A fresh wave of anger washed over her. Why should he get any of this?

      A few minutes later, she was laughing to herself like a maniac as she climbed into her getaway car. Perhaps if the dragons ever found her she would be completely crazy by then.

      She parked a block away and waited. The time on her dashboard clock ticked slowly on. It wouldn't be long now. She used the time to dig into the bag of clothing she'd stashed in the minivan months ago. She shimmied into a pair of yoga pants and a T-shirt. She had just tugged on her sneakers when Colin's car pulled into her usual parking stall. Damn him. He wasn't supposed to be here yet. And what the hell was he doing parking in her stall?

      Shit. She grabbed her door handle. She had to stop him before⁠—

      And then the air shook with a huge boom.

      Colin scrambled out of his car. He was covering his ears, but he looked uninjured. Thank God. She hadn't wanted him to have her bakery, but she didn't want to kill him.

      Flames encircled the bakery. She had just sabotaged the one thing she'd worked her whole life to achieve. It was gone.

      And now she needed to disappear too.
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      KYLAN

      Kylan hadn't heard from Dillon for hours and now he couldn't believe what he was hearing. "What do you mean she is missing? How did that happen?"

      "She had an escape hatch in her bathroom that no one knew about."

      "To where? The middle of the earth?"

      "Actually it led to a local cemetery, quite a nice old place with⁠—"

      "What's going on now?" Kylan brought his man back to the task at hand. Dillon had a thing for cemeteries, but now wasn't the time. Before the dragon mandate was issued twenty years ago, Dillon had planned to visit New Orleans and tour the cemeteries. Now they were barely allowed to fly over the mountains without written approval from the local human governments.

      "Maryk from the Kelvin clan was breaking into her bedroom when I got there. I tried to stop him, but… I don't know. It was like once he saw her, he flipped into rogue," he said the words with a detached evenness that told Kylan all he needed to know about Dillon's frustration and anger. "I think I've managed to bring him back, but I've advised the on-call collection team to watch him."

      Maryk Warryk was more brawn than brains, so if he went rogue they'd have to contain him immediately. Hell, Maryk had probably frightened her into changing her mind about volunteering. Why would the Kelvin clan send him? Kylan shook his aching head. As much as he was happy to have the humans concede to allowing female volunteers, he wished it had happened in another two weeks. Then he could have overseen the proceedings himself.

      "What's the plan now?"

      "I've circled overhead and can't see anything."

      "That's it?"

      "And I'm tracking down CCTV footage of Main Street."

      "Why?"

      "Well, I figure she might have been caught on one when she blew up her bakery."

      "You never told me about that," Kylan said.

      "Oh, yeah. The place exploded in a ball of fire."

      Kylan rubbed his forehead. "Okay. Keep me posted."

      "Hey, Kylan," Dillon said. "I saw her…"

      "Yeah?"

      "Yeah." Dillon paused. "I liked her and you would too. She would be⁠—"

      "Let's find her first, okay?" Kylan stopped his primary before he could finish his sentence. There was too much hope in Dillon's tone. "She could decide to go somewhere else."

      Kylan disconnected the call and shook his head. He couldn't let Dillon or himself start thinking about this woman as anything other than an innocent to protect until she claimed her clan. Besides, she sounded like trouble. The officials at the human government had assured the Dragon Council that the women would be of sound mind. Had they lied? Already?

      If she was unstable, she'd put his clan at risk. He needed not only a strong woman, but a tender one too. This one didn't sound like the right one for them.

      The last thing they needed was more unsuitable women to house. They had enough of those show up with their Dragon's Tears addictions, looking for a fix. They had to keep the addicts, though, reconciling to themselves that at least they were safer with the Mannix clan than some of the others. A crazy lady, on the other hand? They were under no moral obligation to house her.

      As he stared out the window, restlessness ate at him. He couldn't stand being trapped in this damned cabin. Its little rooms felt as though they were closing in on him. He couldn't stay here, but he couldn't leave his isolation either. The scant light in the otherwise gloomy sky would be disappearing into the west soon. If he could fly, he could pierce the clouds and find sunlight.

      The only escape available to him was the forest. It called to him. It wasn't as if there was anything he could do to help Dillon anyway.

      Tonight he'd slip into the gathering darkness and surrender to whatever opportunity awaited.
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presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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