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        TWO DRAGONS, ONE UNEXPECTED MATE

      

      

      It's been a shitty few days.

      It starts with an attack… which leads to her being abducted by dragons.

      And all of that is bad enough, but then she has to go and make things worse.

      Because suddenly stupid things fall out of Rose's mouth. Like her saying that Zale and Maryk are interested in becoming her mates.

      Oh… and don't forget that Zale and Maryk hate one another. Sworn enemies, etc., etc.

      Right. This has happily-ever-after written all over it.
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      ONLY READ IF: You want a steamy read about two dragons and the woman who is determined to become their mate.
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      MARYK

      He was the villain in this room and everyone knew it.

      Maryk Warryk eyed the other dragons standing around the perimeter of the conference room with an aloofness he'd cultivated long ago. They shot hostile glares in his direction, but these males would have to up their game to register as a potential threat. His mouth twitched into a derisive grin at their attempts to intimidate him. The ones closest to him growled.

      Ignoring them, he shifted his attention to the middle of the room, where a group of human women sat at the cluster of round tables covered in stark white tablecloths.

      A much better view.

      Yes, these females intrigued him with their feminine shapes, each so different from the next, but all enticingly curved and entirely different from him. When the last of the females died in his clan, he'd been too young to have spared them more than a passing glance. And those matronly, older women had been nothing like the ripe beauties here.

      Over the years since the Dragon Announcement, he'd met more women, of course, but those females were Dragon's Tears addicts. A vain, selfish group, they only sought ways to keep their youthful looks, risking everything else for just one more taste of the drug. But they liked sex. And since he liked sex too, he'd bedded more than a few of them. Everyone walked away physically sated, but those women could never become a dragon's mate, so something was always lacking from the encounters.

      The drug tainted their blood, irrevocably destroying any possibility of a successful mating.

      Not like the women here, all of whom had been vetted and tested. Healthy, pure blood flowed through these women's veins, making them ideal candidates to mate dragons.

      He cast his gaze over them again.

      Mates. So many potential mates. A ripple of awareness rumbled through him, but he suppressed it. These females weren't for him. Not yet.

      He had been branded a rogue, someone who couldn't be trusted with mate-worthy women. If he so much as brushed against one of these women, his life would be forfeit. And he couldn't let that happen. Not when he was so close to finishing his punishment with the Mannix clan. So close to freedom.

      One foolish woman strutted in front of the dragons along the far wall. Her hips swished back and forth in an exaggerated way. Her taunting behavior proved how ignorant she was about dragons. Her display may be one way to attract a human man's eyes, but if she teased forth the dragons from the males she pranced in front of... things would become dangerous. Fast.

      Had no one taught these women anything? Maryk crossed his arms to rein in his impulse to confront her. To warn her.

      She stopped to chat with a couple of the pairs. Her boisterous laughter, apparently something she considered flirtatious, hurt his ears. The males straightened, pulled toward her like metal drawn to a magnet. Her laughter faltered as they closed the distance between them.

      When dragon fire glowed in their eyes, the woman gaped.

      Her laughter died completely.

      Yes. She understood now. These males may have a human-form, but they were dragons, beasts by human definitions.

      She scrambled away in a hasty retreat. His tension eased as she dropped into a chair several tables away from the dragons she'd taunted. She slouched low, as if to hide behind the other women. As if that would help. The dragons tracked her like cats hunting a mouse. They knew her scent now. She'd not lose them so easily.

      But she was safe for the moment.

      At one of the central tables, a few women spoke in hushed tones—despite the whispering, he and all the other males could easily hear their conversations. They were evaluating the pairs, saying which of them they found attractive. The males under discussion tensed their muscles and stared intently at the women, who seemed oblivious to the danger.

      Maryk shook his head.

      Did these women know anything about the creatures they sought to bind themselves to? Why hadn't anyone educated them? One quick internet search would have told them of a dragon's superior hearing. Had they not bothered?

      The others, the ones who didn't speak, cast fleeting and uneasy glances at the males around the perimeter. None of the males hid their true nature. They were dragons. Predators.

      Standing alone perhaps made Maryk less intimidating, because more than a few of the females eyed him brazenly. If that's what they thought, they were fools. Their gazes swept up the scar on his cheek before landing on his eyes, which undoubtedly glowed with the citrine color of his dragon fire and betrayed his irritation at being here.

      One bold woman met his eyes. His dragon surged forward, curious. He lifted his nose and inhaled. Her scent was light, interesting… but not enough to tempt him. Still, his dragon writhed under his skin, sucking in more delicate feminine perfumes. Under the cloying notes of fear in the air, there was anticipation. It seasoned the air like an enticing spice. Soon. Soon a woman like those seated before him would be his.

      He couldn't wait.

      If his eyes weren't glowing before, they definitely would be now. The woman gasped at the sight of his decidedly un-human feature. She hunched in her seat and crossed her arms over her chest.

      He scowled and turned his attention away from the women, away from temptation.

      None of these would be his mate.

      He was the novelty of today's meeting, not a candidate for a mate. Not yet. No, he was the freak. The reformed rogue. The one they all feared.

      He gritted his teeth and rolled his head from side to side. When would this thing start?

      The newly mated Mannix clan women had dreamed up this "meet and greet"—which was more like a meet and mate—and they hadn't arrived yet. Restlessness skittered up his spine, but it wasn't like he had anywhere else to be. Being a captive of the clan meant his life existed at the whim of the chief. And if humoring the chief's wife kept him alive until the end of his confinement, that's what Maryk would do.

      Even if he doubted this would work.

      Women interested in mating with dragons had been invited to attend the two-day conference. The advertisements boasted opportunities to have Q & A's with "actual" dragons (like there were fake ones?), mated women and reformed rogues (aka the human community's biggest threat). That's where he came into the equation. But they were also here to meet potential mates… hence the dragon pairs.

      But the number of female attendees couldn't meet the demand of the males in the room. Each of the fifteen recognized clans were represented, most sent two or three dragon pairs. That was upwards of forty-five mates needed. He cast his gaze over the thirty-some-odd women again. Maryk doubted all of them would be interested in following through with mating by the end of the weekend. Humans were a decidedly indecisive and fickle species.

      And then what would happen?

      Were the dragons who didn't find a mate supposed to fly back to their clans empty-handed? Some of those more remote clans had been without the calming energies of a female for too long. To have hope ripped away would be cruel and lead to a faster spiral into instability.

      But the Mannix clan thought they knew better. The elitist bastards. They had more mates than any other clan, so they'd lost touch with the realities the less fortunate clans faced.

      Supply and demand were universal economic truths. The black market between dragons and humans thrived in situations like this. Some humans even bartered their daughters. Although the council had stopped the most sinister ringleaders, more would fill in the gaps they left. He suspected several of the clan leaders in attendance today were making connections and seeking new ways to secure the mates they desperately needed. The conference was a good excuse to come to the heart of human-controlled lands.

      And if conflicts arose…

      His fathers' lessons rang through his head, extolling the virtues and opportunities of war. His brother Ansyn, had he lived, would have rubbed his hands at the scent of opportunity in the air.

      Maryk tilted his head from side to side to stretch his neck again. His vertebrae cracked and popped, but the tightness in his shoulders didn't ease. He wanted to be anywhere but here. Even his temporary hovel back in the dragon settlement of Montrose would be better than this.

      His first time at the Interspecies Council Building, or ICB as the other dragons called it, wasn't how he'd have wished it. Ansyn hadn't been interested in humans beyond the opportunity to exploit them, which he did through the manufacturing of Dragon's Tears. The drug money made the Kelvin clan wealthy and powerful. But his brother, only concerned with money, had forgotten his clan needed mates too. Maryk would fix that mistake as soon as he reclaimed his rightful place at the head of his clan.

      His exile was almost over.

      Just one more month.

      Anticipation itched at the back of his spine, as it always did when he thought of returning to Kalmut, the Kelvin clan stronghold. They wouldn't welcome him. He knew that. But he hadn't been idle in his exile. He'd learned. He'd watched. And now he was prepared to seize the leadership from the usurper who capitalized on his absence. Zale Ryker might have been an acceptable substitute in his absence, but the blood running through Maryk's veins was that of ancient chiefs. He would lead the clan again.

      All he needed was a dragon to pair with.

      That's what he should be doing right now, trying to find a pair.

      Instead? He was attending a meet and greet, of all the stupid things, in the heart of human lands.

      Humans. He scowled. If he didn't need a human mate, he'd be happy never to speak to another one again.

      The bank of windows along the long wall of the room showed the city streets beyond. The settlement didn't look any better this close than it had when he'd circled over the metropolis this morning as they'd flown in. Perhaps it was worse. The early morning fog, long burned off now, had hidden a cluster of dirty gray buildings. Spindly trees with pale sickly leaves stretched toward the sun. Throngs of humans shuffled along the clogged streets. The closeness and bustling made his skin crawl.

      He couldn't wait to return to the mountains.

      He had half a mind to find his way to the roof right now and launch himself into the air. He could be back in Montrose in no time. Screw the ICB. Screw the Mannix clan's plans to bridge the divide between dragons and humans.

      Except…

      If he wanted to be a strong leader, he needed a mate. And only human women could fulfill that role. Dragon children were only born male. The Kelvin clan desperately needed women. They'd been without one too long. Ansyn hadn't worried about it because he travelled into the human-occupied territory enough to absorb the calming feminine energy to settle himself. But the rest of the clan suffered. They deserved and needed a leader who would put them first.

      Not that acquiring a mate would be a hardship. He grinned. It was something he'd be happy to do. For the clan. Once he found a biddable and eager dragon to be his beta.

      But if he fucked today up, he might never be permitted a mate, at least not legally. And with his past, he'd be killed without a trial if he attempted an abduction.

      He clenched his hands. He would remain here. For now.

      Soon. Soon he'd be free. But not today.

      Today he would stand in front of these dragons and humans and be the posterchild of a reformed rogue dragon. Like he hadn't been humiliated enough already.

      Yes. He'd kidnapped the Mannix chief's mate. But bowing down to even the lowliest members of the enforcer clan was getting old. His brother had been chief of a clan and Maryk had been his beta. That status alone should exempt him from this shit.

      A low growl rumbled from him, making two of the woman at the closest table squeak in surprise. He closed his eyes and imagined he was anywhere but here. This would be over soon enough.

      Footsteps approached. The sharp click of a woman's high heels tapped against the floor. This person moved with purposeful strides, not the mincing steps of the women who had filled the tables. It would be one of the dragon mates from the Mannix clan—Jasmine, Calla or Holly. The women who masterminded this farce⁠—

      Then her scent hit him.

      He whipped his eyes open.

      Without thought, his gaze stalked her as she moved through the room to the podium. A skirt hugged her shapely ass, which swayed enticingly with each precise step she took. Her brown hair cascaded down the center of her back, landing between her shoulder blades in loose curls. She held a clipboard tucked under one arm and a phone in front of her so she could read the screen.

      She turned when she reached the head table, as if sensing something followed her. Her mouth opened slightly when her eyes met his. A slight wash of pale pink stained her cheeks. Compelled as if by some godly hand, he approached. As he neared, he honed his focus on her. Her scent grew stronger in the still air of the conference room. She fiddled with a ring on her finger. According to his research, the thin band of metal symbolized marriage in the human culture. But her scent—pure and feminine—betrayed her. No other person's scent marked her. The ring was a lie, one that he would forgive because that had kept her single, waiting for him.

      Her heartbeat thrummed faintly in the quiet. It sprinted faster as he drew closer to her. Was she scared of him? No. It couldn't be.

      Not again.

      He scented the air again. An anxious cloud of stink emanated from the cluster of women sitting in the center of the room, but the acrid pungency of fear wasn't among the heady notes coming from this woman.

      He inhaled deeply again. Just to be sure.

      The faint aroma of the woman's soap, floral shampoo and something fruity he couldn't place teased his senses. A soothing sense of calm settled over him, as if her scent was an anti-anxiety drug. So different from what he'd experienced with Jasmine when he'd believed she was his mate. His need for her had been driven by fierce and uncontrollable desperation. But this? This woman wasn't triggering him in that way. In fact, his reaction couldn't have been more different. There was a rightness to her scent. And he wanted more of it.

      Suddenly it didn't matter that he didn't have a dragon pair. His reaction to her told him she could be his mate.

      He hadn't planned to take one so soon, but now…

      Her eyes widened as he stepped closer, eating more of the space separating them. Her greeting to him was a soft and stuttering mess of syllables that didn't form any words. She was nervous. Was that a good thing? He hoped so.

      "Hello," he said. He scraped through his head for a reasonable explanation for why he would approach her. He held his hands at his sides, even though human norms suggested they should shake hands. He couldn't, no matter how much he wanted to. If he touched her now, he would be killed. It was one of the conditions of his confinement. But that didn't mean he couldn't speak to her, get to know her. "I'm Maryk. Are you organizing today?"

      Her eyes widened even more at his name. She recognized him. She knew who he was… what he was. She nodded.

      "What's your name?"

      "Rose," she whispered. "Rose Anderson."

      "It's nice to meet you, Rose." At the sound of her name on his lips, she shivered. "Do you know what time I'll be needed?"

      She blinked rapidly, as if surprised he would ask her a question. She fumbled to consult her clipboard. "Eleven. In the Sunset Board Room. If you want to wait there until then, I'm sure that'd be fine."

      His eyes locked on hers as he leaned toward her, needing to be just a little bit closer to her. "Can I wait with you?"

      Her mouth dropped open again, before she snapped it closed and nodded quickly. He'd flustered her. Which made him wonder if she felt this tenuous connection between them too.

      He planned on finding out…
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      ROSE

      Rose angled away from the dragon—Maryk, the rogue—and tried to gather her thoughts. Why had he singled her out? She wasn't one of the potential mates.

      The idea of having to deal with two men who wanted to control her and cage her into some ideal of what a woman should be was enough to make her say no freaking way.

      Her last relationship… well, it hadn't been the best. She couldn't imagine having to deal with two domineering men. She wasn't the same person now, though. And she wouldn't be so blinded by the hope of love again. Love wasn't in her cards. She'd come to terms with that. If she dated someone again, she'd make the decision with her head, not her heart.

      And her head said getting involved with two men would be too much of a risk.

      Yes, over the last few months, she'd discovered dragon matings could be nice, under the right circumstances, but so could human ones. Calla, her only friend at the ICB, had mated dragons and she seemed happy. Really, really happy. And her mates let her work as a liaison between the dragon and human communities. They hadn't locked her away or cut her off from her friends. Calla and her dragons made relationships seem almost… appealing.

      Which had begun to erode Rose's wariness. But not all of it.

      Rose swallowed. Could she want that? To be the center of two men's worlds? The respected heart of the community? The integral part to sustaining the health of a dragon clan?

      It'd be a hell of a lot more rewarding, she was sure, than to be an easily dismissed and overworked admin assistant for the human council. Morale at the ICB had improved since Peter Quick's death, but change didn't happen overnight.

      But even if she chose to throw her name into the mating pool, she didn't want a rogue. The intensity with which this guy eyed her was unsettling. She needed a nice, polite dragon pair. Someone kind and gentle.

      Definitely not a rogue.

      No matter how good looking he was. No matter how his voice made her tingle.

      He edged closer to her. His heat curled over her. She'd learned a lot about dragons from sitting in on the meetings between the human and the dragon representatives. So the heat pouring off him wasn't a surprise. What was a surprise, though, was how she wanted to lean into it… feel it wrap around her.

      Freaking crazy.

      Yep. She was losing it.

      Maybe she needed to take a break. Relax on a beach somewhere.

      Organizing this conference had obviously exhausted her. But all she had to do was survive it, then she'd take a break. Decide what to do with her life. Maybe visit Calla at Montrose to see for herself how things really were in a mated triad relationship. First, though, they needed to get through this conference.

      Where are you? Rose texted Calla. She and her dragons were supposed to be here by now. Someone needed to take control of this situation.

      Rose cast her gaze over the attendees. The most spacious conference room at the ICB was filled with people. The council had never hosted such a strange gathering before and the event would fail before it'd even started if something didn't happen soon. God. If things went sideways, the results would be dangerous… catastrophic even. And that was becoming increasingly possible.

      She averted her eyes when one of the pairs turned their interest to her. No way, guys. She wasn't here as a participant in what she'd come to think of as speed-dating on steroids.

      Who could blame the women for becoming more and more anxious with every passing minute? And the men—was that the right word?—the males didn't speak aloud, but their intent and interest were obvious. They eyed the women in the middle of the room like lions eyed a herd of gazelles, trying to decide which one to pick off and separate from the others. Predatory gleams lit their eyes.

      The enforcer clan provided sentinels at every exit, but was it enough?

      She glanced at Maryk. He was a large muscular male, his strength evident in the way he moved and the way his clothing stretched over his wide shoulders and his thick thighs. Her gaze ping-ponged down the sculpted length of his picture-perfect body. Would a handful of guards be able to stop a determined dragon who looked like that? His body flexed. She shot her gaze up to his face. Crap. He'd caught her ogling him. He smirked. She swallowed and drew her eyes away.

      She glanced at her phone again. Calla and the others were still MIA. Where the hell were they?

      The women shifted restlessly in their seats. The dragons collectively leaned closer, as if waiting for one of the women to break ranks and bolt. Would they grab her by the scruff of her neck? Drag her down to the floor? Pin her between their strong bodies…? Heat blossomed over her.

      She'd obviously been watching too much on the Nature Channel.

      They needed a distraction… or maybe that was just her.

      Rose studied the schedule again. They were twenty minutes late. Already.

      In ten minutes they were supposed to separate into groups, but if they kept with the schedule they wouldn't have the introduction. She tapped her pen on the clipboard. If only Calla would get here, then she could take over and make these decisions.

      Rose took a deep breath and looked at the next points on the itinerary to see what could be juggled. The separation of dragons and humans seemed like a good idea. At least long enough to calm the women. And then, at some point, they needed to talk to one another. Interact.

      They'd all agreed that was when the risk of abduction would be at its greatest. From everything Rose had read, dragons wanted mates. Every single one of them. They may not all follow procedures, not when they knew the women were open to mating.

      She couldn't worry about that now.

      Which was hard because she was pretty sure more dragon eyes had settled on her. The rogue at her side inched closer. As if he saw the interest she'd garnered and had no intention of letting her face it alone.

      But could she expect such consideration from the dragon who'd kidnapped a woman in the past? Maybe he was just waiting to grab her himself.

      Awareness of his closeness tickled the back of her neck. She swallowed hard and forced herself to read her list.

      
        
          	
        Dragons in attendance. Check. And so far, none of them had gone rogue at the sight of eligible women. Good.
      

      	
        Women in attendance. Check. And surprisingly most of the women who had registered for the event online had actually shown up. That had to be a good sign, right?
      

      	
        Coffee and muffins on site. Check. Although no one was eating or drinking anything. Because of nerves maybe? Hmm… something to note for next time. Right, because this was already such a success, the next event was a given.
      

      

      

      When the others arrived, there would be a short introduction. Then the dragons would tour the ICB while the women would meet the newly mated women from the Mannix clan.

      If they ever showed up…

      "Can I help with anything?" The rogue dragon's deep voice cascaded over her. He was closer now than a moment earlier. He leaned against the wall in a relaxed pose. Mere inches separated their bodies. She swore the air between them vibrated.

      She wanted to turn her attention from him, but something about this man wouldn't be ignored. With each minute she fought her instinct to look at him, his magnetism grew. So, when he spoke, she responded…

      Her gaze snapped to his. The white of the jagged scar slicing over one of his cheeks gleamed under the fluorescent lights. She didn't understand how he could scar; dragons were supposed to heal quickly. What had happened to him? Her heart thundered when his eyes locked on hers.

      She gripped her pen in her hand.

      The ring on her finger—a lie because she wasn't married—was supposed to protect her from dragon interest. No one wanted a woman attached to another man, not even a desperate dragon. But this man—this predator—wasn't looking at her hand. His gaze was locked on her face. She wanted to draw her gaze away, but she couldn't do it.

      Even after standing in near silence for the last few minutes, her body hadn't relaxed since he'd stalked her across the room. His smooth purposeful steps marked her as the prey in this scenario. She shivered, despite the heat coursing through her veins.

      "What?" she managed.

      The corner of his mouth kicked up. Shit. He knew the effect he was having on her. She fingered the wedding band on her left hand, like it could magically protect her from whatever this dragon intended to do with her.

      "How can I help?" he asked again. His question was innocent, but his voice slid over her like a sexy and too bold caress.

      She'd been around a lot of dragons through her work as a meeting recorder. Every council meeting with dragons, she'd been there. And she'd never been affected so completely, so instantly, with any of those delegates. Sure, she appreciated the sex appeal they exuded so easily, but her response to this solitary dragon was almost visceral.

      He pushed away from the wall and straightened to his full height. The space between them shrank. She tilted her head back to continue looking him in the eye. Anticipation tickled her like a seductive caress. Her neck was exposed. Vulnerable. Almost like an offering.

      Her dad was a biologist. He'd always said when an animal exposed such a vulnerable part of their body to another, they were submitting. Acknowledging the dominance of the other over them.

      But that wasn't what she was doing. She was just too damn short. That was it. All of it. Nothing more. Really.

      And if she believed that, then the flutter in her stomach could be chalked up to bad sushi last night.

      "I… I think I'm okay…" she stammered.

      A lopsided grin spread over his face before turning into something more heated… more seductive. She swallowed nervously. God. She really was a damned rabbit to his wolf. Except she couldn't run fast enough to attempt a realistic escape.

      And she wasn't sure she wanted to…
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      MARYK

      Maryk grinned at Rose. This was turning out better than he had anticipated. She actually appeared to be interested in him.

      Hopefully her ruse about being in a relationship worked a little longer. He couldn't take a mate yet, but he didn't want anyone else to claim her in the meantime. His rogue classification didn't change for another four long weeks. Then he'd need to rebuild his life in Kalmut and reclaim his position in his clan. Of course, if he showed up with a willing and beautiful mate, his status wouldn't be contested.

      That was something to think about.

      In the meantime, he'd stay close to her and protect her from any upstarts who might think to attract her notice.

      A clatter of noise erupted from the main entrance to the room. One of the doors burst open and banged against the wall. The dragons didn't react but several of the women screamed and ducked under their tables.

      "Where is he?" The angry voice was not unusually loud, but in the eerie quiet of the gathering, it blasted over everyone. The dragons around the perimeter all looked in Maryk's direction.

      He winked at Rose before edging in front of her, shielding her from Zale's wrath. The usurper should know better than to draw attention to himself like this. The fact that he didn't irked Maryk. With this behavior, he wasn't helping the Kelvin clan's tattered reputation.

      Of course, neither was Maryk, but that was about to change.

      The tall blond male marched across the room, oblivious to the furtive glances tossed his way by the ladies closest to the route he took. The acrid smell of fear took on a renewed pungency. What an idiot. If he ruined this for everyone, the Kelvin clan would lose their invitation to ICB events. Didn't he know women were only available at the discretion of the human council?

      When Zale arrived in front of him, Maryk forced a frosty smile. No one would confuse it with a welcome.

      "Did you miss me, Zale?" Maryk tilted his head forward, as if about to speak in confidence, but he didn't lower his voice. "People might begin to wonder…"

      "Shove it, rogue." Zale forced out the words between gritted teeth. "What are you doing alone with a woman?"

      Rose's sharp intake of breath behind him made Maryk want to squeeze Zale's throat to stop him from upsetting her.

      "We are hardly alone," he said instead. He adopted an indolent tone as he cast a bored gaze across the sea of other attendees, all of whom now eyed them with unconcealed curiosity.

      "You know what I mean." Zale edged around Maryk to look at Rose. He made a show of inhaling deeply close to her. Would he be surprised at the subtle hint of her interest? It wasn't strong, but the air held a whisper of her arousal. "Are you okay?"

      Maryk stiffened at the suggestion she wouldn't be. What did he think could happen in a few minutes of conversation?

      "Of course," she said quickly. "He's been a perfect gentleman."

      Maryk smirked at Zale. The lady had even defended him. But his amusement at the situation died when he saw Zale's face. The bastard's whole expression had changed. His eyes lit with warm appreciation for the curvy beauty. Fuck. No way. Zale needed to move the hell away from her before he got any misguided ideas… like mating her.

      The only thing stopping Maryk from throttling the acting chief of the Kelvin clan was that Zale was no better equipped to take a mate than Maryk. His dragon pair had gone rogue eight months ago and, unlike Maryk, Nyle hadn't survived.

      Before he could push Zale back and reinsert himself squarely between them again, a group of people rushed into the conference room. Ah, here were the illustrious organizers of this ridiculous event.

      Amongst the human delegates, who were presumably representatives from the human council, were three mated triads. The three women hurried forward, and Rose stepped around him and Zale to greet them. The ladies smiled at him in greeting. Other than Rose, theirs were the only friendly faces he'd seen today.

      Their dragon pairs followed closely and scowled at him. Kylan and Dillon, the leaders of the Mannix clan and Jasmine's mates, stepped between him and the mates in a display of possessiveness.

      Jasmine's pregnancy had made them more protective than ever, so it was a surprise to see her here. A lingering memory nudged at him. In his rogue-state, he had believed he wanted a life and children with her. But he had been wrong. So very wrong. And it had nearly cost him everything.

      Accepting the dragon pair's warning, he and Zale moved out of the way, edging toward the wall. They leaned against it. Beside one another.

      A temporary truce? Maryk let his arms hang at his sides, ready for action if the situation changed. He noticed Zale did the same thing.

      They stood in tense silence, Zale's eyes never leaving Rose. Damn it. He needed a better plan… Now.
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      ZALE

      While Zale struggled to choke down his anger, his dragon fixated on the woman Maryk had been pestering. The damned rogue obviously hadn't learned anything during his exile. The last thing they needed at Kalmut was an unstable heir presumptive throwing his weight around. The clan was too fragile to go through that again.

      He cursed silently. He'd have to petition Councilor Xander Braxon to extend the rogue's incarceration. He clenched and unclenched his fists as he eyed the powerful dragon who was standing by the podium with his beta and his new mate. They were busy with speeches and introductions at the moment, but he would find a way to corner the Chosen after the assembly. For his clan's sake, he hoped the councilor granted his request.

      Having to ask for outside help to manage his clan was a testament to the weakness of both the clan and his own reign as their leader. Without a second, he was fucked. A familiar anger clawed at his chest at the memory of Nyle's betrayal. He still couldn't reconcile how his best friend had let himself go rogue without seeking help. From what the scientists said, going rogue happened in one of two ways. One was a gradual deterioration and the other was brought on by a sudden tragedy or event. Their life had been steady and seemingly normal, which meant Nyle would have seen the signs and he'd hidden them from Zale.

      Zale couldn't remember a time when his beta
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