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            ABOUT DRAGONS DO IT GRUMPIER

          

        

      

    

    
      Kira

      I’m tired of being underestimated. I’m sick of being taken for granted. And I’m flat out DONE with men who think I’m their mama.

      You’re too nice, they say. You’re asking to be taken advantage of, my friends argue.

      No more.

      I’m ready to stand up for myself.

      And guess what? The rude beast of a man sitting next to me in coach seems like a fantastic place to start.

      

      Conor

      Want to make a dragon cranky? Bind his dragon form for a hundred years.

      Want to make him really angry? Stick him inside a flying metal box with recycled air, insufficient legroom, and a few dozen humans.

      Ask me how I know.

      I’m that dragon.

      The one who can’t fly unless it’s in a plane.

      The one whose first-class seat was double-booked.

      The one who’s ready to tear apart the metal contraption confining me.

      And then a sweet little cream puff of a woman tries to read me the riot act.

      F*ck my life.

      

      A sunshiny sweetheart who’s dated one too many jerks meets a grumpy dragon who might, deep, deep down, have a heart of gold.

      

      Dragons Do It Grumpier is a humorous sunshine-grump romance filled with naughty words and even naughtier deeds.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            OF DRAGONS AND DRAGONKIND: A CURSED LINEAGE

          

        

      

    

    
      All dragon shifters were men.

      It hadn’t always been so.

      At some point in a long-distant past, dragonkind had been like most other magical creatures, with both males and females born in roughly equal numbers.

      But for many centuries now, only male children born of a dragon mating were true dragon shifters, possessing the duality of dragon and man inside them. A female child of a dragon mating took the aspect of her mother.

      Lore claimed a male dragon betrayed his mate, a dragoness who was also a powerful witch. Her heart shattered by the deceitful actions of her unfaithful mate, she’d used her own death to power a spell. She magicked dragonkind, her intent to spare its females the desolation of an unnaturally broken mate bond.

      What had been a blessing in her eyes, saving all other dragonesses from the despair she’d suffered, became a curse to all dragonkind as fewer and fewer females were born until eventually none remained.

      Dragons were forced to look elsewhere to find their mates.

      For a brief time, dragons embraced this solution. But it didn’t take long for dragon males to discover that there were very few creatures with whom they could create a mating bond.

      As more time passed, civilizations grew and mankind spread across the planet.

      Already declining in number, dragonkind faced a new challenge: concealment from human eyes.

      With their numbers diminishing, the only dragons left were those descended from lineages capable of cloaking themselves from the nonmagical.

      And they could only thrive if they could find mates.

      So they searched…
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      Chicago sucked.

      I cringed, because that wasn’t fair. Maybe Chicago was amazing.

      It probably was. Everyone said so.

      I bet they were right, and it was amazing.

      Well, except for the wind and the cold and the crime—or so I’d heard.

      But other than that, amazing.

      As a traveler on a plane originating in Chicago, one might think I’d have firsthand opinions about the city. Sadly, no. I’d only been in town long enough to see the airport.

      Funny story that.

      My long-distance boyfriend lived in Chicago. He’d moved there four months ago. And while he’d planned several trips back to Austin to visit me, he’d never actually made any of them.

      The tickets were too expensive.

      Perhaps I could buy the ticket?

      His work schedule wasn’t flexible.

      A quick weekend was better than nothing.

      He wanted to wait until he could take a long weekend so he could spend more time with me.

      Maybe I should come out to visit you?

      An offer that Carter pounced on when it came up a few weeks ago.

      We agreed that I would fly out just as soon as I could book a reasonably priced ticket. My work schedule, unlike his, was flexible. Why shouldn’t I fly to Chicago to visit him?

      And since Carter had maxed out his credit card with moving expenses, of course I would assume the cost of the ticket.

      All good. Especially since Carter was so excited when I agreed to fly out to him.

      Then I \\\\\\]ed, exited the gate area, and discovered that Carter had brought a friend with him to the airport.

      A very pretty, very clingy female friend.

      A gorgeous woman who turned out to be his new girlfriend.

      But he was just so thrilled to see me in person, because only a jerk breaks up with a “nice girl like me” over the phone.

      Why me???

      But I knew why.

      My friend Rowena, Ro to her close friends, was right. I was a doormat.

      Not that she’d used those words. I was translating. She told me not to let people, specifically men, take advantage of my generous and forgiving nature.

      In other words, don’t be a doormat.

      What kind of woman flies to another city only to land and be broken up with?

      The doormat kind, aka me.

      I’d resisted her advice, trusting in the good intentions of my fellow man, but Ro was right. It just made me a doormat. My fellow man was proving seriously lacking in good intentions.

      “Excuse me. That’s my seat.”

      I looked up to see who that rumbly sexy voice belonged to.

      Wow. Holy hotness. Man candy alert. A huge man—who should be a model and probably was except this was coach so maybe not?—was standing inches from me.

      Wow.

      Once the shock of all that masculine pretty appearing right before my eyes had faded enough for my brain to start working, I found myself picking out details: tall and muscular, a well-trimmed dark beard that emphasized his sharp jaw and glittering green eyes, and…was that vanilla?

      I inhaled. Definitely vanilla and something chocolatey, like chocolate chip cookies.

      A second whiff confirmed his yummy baked treat scent, and—ohmigosh, were those my ovaries exploding?

      Totally yes they were and it was all his fault and he was sitting in my aisle for an entire flight. Thank you, powers that be, for affording me such beautiful scenery on my return trip to Austin.

      But then I realized the huge hot man with the amazing jawline and the perfect close-trimmed beard and the huge chest and the arm-porn arms and the heavenly smell—ohmigod, like chocolate chip cookies warm from the oven—was staring at me like he was expecting an answer.

      “I’m sorry, what?” I wrinkled my nose. His cookie aftershave was scrambling my brain.

      No apologizing for sins I hadn’t committed. I’d given myself a pep talk as I’d downed a martini—maybe it had been my third?—while I’d waited for my return flight. That pep talk had resulted in a list of ways to improve myself: Kira’s Self-Improvement List. Number three was definitely no apologizing for sins I hadn’t committed. I had a tendency to apologize first, think later.

      “You’re in my seat,” the mind-scramblingly hot, yummy-smelling man replied.

      I blinked and considered if perhaps I’d gone wrong with the fourth martini. Yes, probably.

      But also, he was rude.

      “You’re rude.”

      He closed his eyes, inhaled and exhaled, then opened them to look over his shoulder. People were piling up as they waited for him to sit down. No one was getting past this guy. He took up all the aisle.

      He stepped into the seating row opposite, and I returned to my previous occupation. I leaned my head back against the seat, closed my eyes, and let the scene between Carter, his new girlfriend, and myself play out.

      He’d just told me that he couldn’t break up with a “nice girl like you” by phone. I proceeded to rearrange the memory to reflect what I wished had happened.

      I smacked him across the cheek.

      Eh, no. I didn’t want to be a doormat any longer. No, I refused to be one—but I also had zero inclination toward violence. Nope. Not me.

      Blah, blah, a nice girl like me, and I—

      A throat cleared loudly.

      I opened my eyes to once again find the masculine beauty that should not walk among mortals without warning and maybe sunglasses staring at me.

      He looked down at his outstretched hand. The one holding a cell phone, screen out, that displayed his boarding pass.

      I read the number and the letter displayed: 12C.

      But I was in row twelve.

      And I always booked an aisle seat.

      I distinctly remembered booking an aisle seat for my return trip…that I’d changed at the last minute because I was a doormat and my supposed boyfriend was in fact dating another woman.

      I pulled out my phone. Retrieved my own boarding pass. Read the number and letter displayed there: 12A.

      I opened my mouth to apologize to the godlike creature before me, but then I snapped my mouth shut.

      He’d been rude. It wasn’t on my list, but maybe I should add it: No apologizing to rude people, even when I was wrong. Yes, that would be number four.

      He could have lost the scowl when he’d approached me. How difficult was it to smile?

      I looked up at him, and he was still scowling with his scowly face and was so so so hot that I could barely look at him except yes I could because yum.

      Good gravy, I drank too much. Probably should have stopped at two instead of four.

      He pointed at himself and said, “Twelve C.” Then at me. “Twelve A.”

      I sighed.

      Then I moved.

      Then I watched a huge hot man who had to be almost six and a half feet fold himself into a coach seat. His perma-scowl made a little more sense to me, especially when he knocked his knees on the seat back in front of him as he removed his legs from the aisle so a latecomer could find her seat. She stopped to stare at the unexpected beauty of my scowly neighbor, and I didn’t judge. I’m with you, lady. One hundred percent.

      He had to be broke.

      No judgment. Not everyone had sweet gigs that paid well and provided flexible work hours and location. I totally understood my privilege and that coach was a choice for me. Not that I’d waste money on first class when coach was just fine, but I only topped five feet by a few inches—if I rounded up, which I did.

      What six-and-a-half-foot man with giant shoulders and long legs flew coach when he could afford first class? Definitely broke.

      If I were him, I’d never travel. And if I did travel, I’d scrimp and save, denying myself all but the essentials so that I could upgrade my tickets. Because he looked so uncomfortable that he was making me uncomfortable.

      Even four-martini me knew better than to outright stare. Well, after the initial surprise of him wore off, I knew better. I was allowed a few moments of deep female appreciation. No one could look that good and not expect some gawking. So when my perusal lasted more than a glance, I looked away and switched to surreptitious ogling via my peripheral vision.

      As I caught a hint of his warm cookie scent, I realized that I would cuddle with Mr. Grumpy Pants even after he’d scowled at me, even though he’d been rude to me, just to get closer to that heavenly smell. Who knew that cookies could be sexy?

      I wanted to stick my nose in the crook of his neck and breathe him in. Lick his cookie-scented skin.

      Gosh darnit, I was staring again. It was like the strong column of his neck had bewitched me.

      Whatever. His eyes were closed; he wouldn’t notice. Not that he’d paid me more than two seconds’ attention beyond telling me I was in his seat.

      I allowed myself to take him in while I had the unobserved chance to do so. His face had relaxed into slightly less grim lines but was still scowly. Maybe he frowned in his sleep? I’d bet he was one of those people who ground their teeth.

      There. I’d found something unattractive about him.

      Hmm. I’d imagined something unattractive about him. Not the same at all. But it could be true. I was clinging to that imperfection, imagined though it might be.

      Even two seats away, his scent continued to tease my nose. Who smelled like freshly baked chocolate chip cookies? And how was it so manly? That scent should make me think of moms and kids and bake sales, not…other things.

      I shifted in my seat. I had never, not once in my life, been turned on by a stranger in a public place.

      Just as I was squirming in my seat, squeezing my thighs together and trying not to think dirty thoughts about the grumpy, hot-as-heck stranger one empty seat away from me, I realized he’d opened his eyes.

      His nostrils flared.

      I had one hundred percent of his attention now, and I had the feeling he knew exactly what sort of naughty thoughts were dancing around in my head.

      Fluffernuts. There went any opportunity to ogle. I could hardly stare, unobtrusively or otherwise, if he knew I was having dirty thoughts about him. It was too mortifying.
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        * * *

      

      Turned out, my being so attracted to a man and his sexy cookie scent that I’d gotten all hot and bothered in public didn’t last long. He didn’t get any less stupidly hot, but I got a lot less bothered.

      Funny story: the big dude was not a good flyer.

      Like, epically bad.

      Sympathy dulled the neediness he’d sparked. And my annoyance with his rudeness disappeared, because who wouldn’t be ill-mannered when they were monster-sized and crammed into a tiny seat and terrified out of their mind the plane was about to fall out of the sky?

      He mumbled some curse words and “metal box” and more curse words, so I sort of inferred the fear of crashing. It seemed a reasonable conclusion given how pale and clammy he looked.

      I searched discreetly for a barf bag and didn’t quite smother my sigh of relief when I found one tucked into the seat back of the middle seat.

      A brief, rusty chuckle startled me.

      I glanced at my seatmate to find his green gaze on me. “It’s not motion sickness. No need for that.”

      “Right,” I said as I slowly nodded my head.

      He rolled his eyes. “Trust me.”

      Because I should just take strange, stupidly hot men at their word? Or, you know, any man?

      My reaction wasn’t reflex born of recent events. It was me taking Ro’s advice after realizing that Carter and his shady behavior was partially on me. I had let him take advantage of my nature. Him and Jason and Rob and all the others that had come before them. Apparently, men needed to be treated like small misbehaving children who lied to avoid punishment and did naughty things when not supervised closely. How exhausting.

      I mentally added number five to my list: Don’t take any man at his word, even stupidly hot ones.

      Finally, I replied, “Yeah… No.”

      That surprised him. His scowl was back, replacing the look of extreme discomfort he’d sported since the moment the plane had started its ascent. “I give you my word: I won’t be sick.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Really? Because I think you already qualify.” To prove my point, I unbuckled, flipped the armrest up, and scooted over to the middle seat, then I pressed the back of my hand against his cheek. “Mister, you’re all sorts of clammy. That is not normal.”

      His lips tugged up at the corners for a split second before returning to their natural state of intense displeasure. He had resting grumpy face.

      But then I realized: he’d maybe, almost, smiled at me.

      And suddenly I was aware that I was all up in his space, and gosh darnit, he still smelled like chocolate chip cookies.

      If I got all pale and clammy, I would one hundred percent stink of stale airplane and nervous sweat regardless of what deodorant I was wearing.

      Not Mr. Stupidly Hot. No, he smelled like baked goods from heaven.

      “What is that?” I muttered.

      “What is what?” He looked genuinely curious.

      Too bad. He could stay that way, because I wasn’t about to tell him that I’d just been pondering whether it was his cologne or his laundry detergent or some weird combination of his personal grooming products that made him smell like something I could eat right up.

      Then it hit me. “You have a girlfriend.” Because of course he did, because he looked like…that.

      And the scowl was back.

      “Not that it’s any of your business,” he muttered, “but no.”

      I leaned in slightly, as I tried to get a really good sniff without looking like I was getting a really good sniff. Yep, cookies. Sugary, buttery, chocolatey cookies.

      “Okay, then you’re mooching your sister’s body butter.”

      Now his scowl had turned incredulous. The man had variations of scowls. How was that even possible? “I don’t have a sister, and I don’t know what ‘body butter’ is.” He blinked, eyed me speculatively, then there was that brief, subtle tug of his lips. “Something to do with sex, I assume.”

      My jaw dropped.

      The hottest man I’d ever seen who happened to also smell better than any man I’d ever met, had just uttered the S-E-X word in my presence.

      My brain was melting.

      Of course it was. I’d been dating long-distance for four months. No nookie for me.

      Also, there was the issue that the intimate part of my relationship with Carter hadn’t been the awesomest even when we’d lived in the same town. More boring than steamy.

      Most of the S-E-X I’d had with boyfriends fell into the uninspired category. If I hadn’t met Ro in high school and become best friends, I’d probably still never have had an O during nookie. She was the one who’d told me in my early twenties that I could help myself out even if I wasn’t alone in bed. Who knew? Some guys weren’t keen, but if they weren’t taking care of business, what else was I supposed to do? Just not?

      But that was hardly an appropriate place for my brain to wander. I inhaled deeply, trying to refocus on the problem at hand. Too late, as my neighbor’s gorgeous scent filled my nose, I realized that would not help. So not.

      I poked him hard in the ribs, because I had to do something and I was a little mad that he was making me feel all the naughty feels, the stupid hot, scowly man, even though he wasn’t close to his best at the moment.

      “Ow.” His response was delayed and his tone casual. “What was that for?”

      I glanced at his face, surprised by his relaxed tone. He looked less panicked.

      Maybe violence was the key? I’d heard about people who got their pain and pleasure signals mixed up. Maybe he was into pain?

      I poked him again, this time with my finger. Big mistake. He was all hard muscles and no give, so now I was imagining what he looked like nekkid.

      But I was rewarded with a flinch. More of a tickle response than a wince of pain, and the scowl was back in full force, but if I wasn’t wrong, he also looked less like walking death.

      One more time, with my knuckle instead of my finger so I didn’t feel like I was groping him, and I was sure his color was coming back.

      “Hey, what is wrong with you?” he snapped.

      I’d take annoyed over seconds from puking, whatever his claims to the contrary.

      “You’re ticklish.”

      He blinked, as if surprised by my assertion.

      “Not usually,” came his grumbly response a few seconds later. There was that quick quirk of his lips. “Are you?”

      I opened my mouth but didn’t know how to respond. Denial would be a lie, but admitting it seemed like…flirting?

      He smirked, erasing any remaining signs of discomfort.

      I rolled my eyes. “Feeling better?”

      His scowl returned with a vengeance, as if reminding him of his previous discomfort brought it back.

      But then the oddest thing happened. He closed his eyes and his expression cleared. When he opened them again, he met my gaze and said simply, “Yes.”

      No “thank you.” No further conversation at all. Just a one-word acknowledgement that the panic he’d been experiencing had diminished.

      Probably more to do with the fact the plane had finally leveled out than anything I’d done. I was just glad he felt better. He wasn’t relaxed, but his mental state seemed to be significantly improved.

      He really needed to consider a chat with his doctor if he was going to fly on the regular. Or martinis; martinis were awesome. At least the damp sheen on his face had faded, his color had returned, and he didn’t look like he was about to throw up or pass out.

      Rather than further engage, I nodded, scooted back to my window seat, and tried to mostly breathe through my mouth. Maybe if I could get the scent of warm cookies out of my nose, I could catch a nap. Even if my huge neighbor and his fear of flying had sobered me up a bit, I’d still had enough alcohol to put me to sleep for most of the flight.

      That was my last waking thought before a huge hand on my shoulder woke me with a firm shake.

      Because I was a well-seasoned traveler and had my priorities properly sorted, I did a quick drool check followed by a delicate under-eye rub that stayed firmly clear of my eyeliner. I didn’t normally wear a full face of makeup when I traveled, but I’d been planning for some nookie with my stupid cheating boyfriend and wanted to look my best.

      But I wasn’t allowing cheating Carter to get inside my head. Nope. Not happening. Because I wasn’t a doormat who got sad when she was dumped by a guy who didn’t deserve her. It was number two on my list—don’t wallow over men who don’t deserve space in my head or my heart—so it had to be true.

      Satisfied that I wasn’t going to terrify small children, or hopefully my stupidly hot seatmate, I turned to see what the heck he could possibly want. My nap had sobered me up considerably, landing me firmly back in reality where men like hot model guy did not engage with women like me.

      My jaw dropped. He’d gone from prime, grass-fed, organic beef to…chopped liver. The extra gross kind with onions that stank up the whole house. How long had I been asleep?

      The plane lurched dramatically, and I realized we’d hit turbulence while I’d been napping. Suddenly everything was clear. I might have an iron stomach and rock-steady nerves when it came to flying; my neighbor did not.

      The poor guy didn’t look pale and clammy like before; he looked green and frantic. His eyes were wide, and Mr. It’s Not Motion Sickness was clutching the barf bag I’d discovered to his chest like it was going to save him from eternal damnation.

      He met my gaze, and I could see the plea there. Help.

      I put aside his earlier rudeness and my squishy heart bled for the guy.

      I considered my options. My earlier accidental solution of elbowing him in the gut seemed like a really, really bad idea. Ditto for poking his ticklish sides. We were well past the distraction option.

      “How do you feel about liquor?” I whispered. Wild guess, he was the sort of person who wouldn’t want his business broadcast.

      He leaned forward to rest his forearms on his quads and shook his head. “Won’t help.”

      “Anti-nausea pills? I have some in my bag.” I leaned down to fetch the bottle from my backpack, but he was shaking his head again.

      He was taking slow, shaky breaths, in and out through his mouth.

      That didn‘t seem super smart, but he might have a sensitive nose, and recycled air sucked at the best of times.

      That thought gave me an idea. I had a lavender eye mask in my bag. I retrieved it, rolling it in my hands a bit to activate the scent.

      “How about this?” I lifted the purple satin mask.

      That was some dubious side-eye I was getting, but unlike the pills and the alcohol, he didn’t immediately decline.

      “I’ll just…” I lifted the mask tentatively.

      He nodded then pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. He still had the bag clutched in his free hand and looked about as pathetic as a six-and-half-foot, gorgeously fit man could.

      I sighed as I once again lifted the armrest and scooted to the middle seat. Probably best not to blind him by covering his eyes given his level of panic, so I opted to put it around the back of his neck. The satin would be cool and the lavender should theoretically be soothing.

      He flinched when I touched his back, so I rubbed small circles across his tense muscles starting at his midback and working my way up to his neck. He was still breathing with intention but he seemed a little less tense—maybe?—by the time I placed the mask around the back of his neck.

      Since I didn’t want to just abandon him to the dubious effects of the lavender, I kept running my hand up and down his back.

      Not that it was a chore. I couldn’t help noticing it was a work of art. Broad and muscular and covered by the softest material I’d ever felt. He was wearing one of those T-shirts that cost as much as a nice pair of heels and felt like it had been washed a thousand times even though it was brand new.

      The longer I stroked him—real talk, I was basically petting his back—the more relaxed he was. The lavender was obviously doing its job.

      Eventually, his breath returned to normal and I had to acknowledge that my free pass to touch the hot, distressed stranger was officially over.

      Funny thing, when I removed my hand, it felt as if his body went completely still. Like everything stopped—his breath, the air, time…

      Right. Because that was a thing. I rolled my eyes.

      The turbulence had just stopped; that was all. Without the distraction of my neighbor’s muscular back covered by the silky softness of his shirt under my fingers, I finally noticed that the plane wasn’t pitching all over the place.

      Any which way, it was time for me to return to my seat. A quick peek at his relaxed features suggested he was either asleep—awkward as that might be, bent over with his forearms propped on his thighs—or so relaxed that he was in a meditative state.

      I scooted back to my window spot and tried to mostly ignore him. He didn’t open his eyes, not once in the next thirty minutes. Probably. I didn’t stare…exactly.

      But the point was that no one meditated for thirty minutes on an airplane, so either he really was asleep or he was desperate to avoid conversation with me.

      It didn’t bother me.

      Not at all.
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