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        TWO DRAGONS, ONE DETERMINED MATE

      

      

      Heather is a freaking anomaly. An unmated woman in the heart of dragon country. A woman that no one, not even Jay and Bryan, the dragons she lives with, want as a mate. Everyone—and especially her dragons--wants to protect her like she's fragile.

      Well, enough is enough.

      She wants more.

      So, she makes a decision: Jay and Bryan are hers. They will be her mates, even if they haven't realized it yet.

      But she is running out of time. Other women are circling her dragons, and she only has until the solstice to stake her claim.
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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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      HEATHER

      Heather Quick was an anomaly: a single woman who had been surrounded by dragons for more than a year and was still unmated.

      Anyone who studied dragons or knew anything about the beasts would have thought it impossible. Dragons had rather notorious reputations for going mad around unclaimed females. That's why humans had banished them, isolating them from the rest of the world.

      So, did that make her the exception that proved the rule?

      Yeah, right.

      Or had the humans gotten it wrong? After all, dragons had existed alongside humans for millennia before the Dragon Announcement had made that fact public knowledge. Surely if dragons lost control so easily, their existence would have been discovered a long, long time ago.

      Either that or there was just something about her that didn't appeal to the beasts.

      She frowned.

      But tonight wasn't the time for such thoughts. Tonight was for celebrating. Snow covered the mountain peaks all around Montrose and blanketed the Mannix clan settlement too. It sparkled under the street lights like glitter… like dragon's treasure. Yes, Christmas was coming, and she was determined to enjoy it.

      "This was your idea," Bryan said behind her. "You have to help."

      She turned away from the window and took in the mess in the living room. Jay Tavek and Bryan Drake were each the only remaining members of their families, so they'd inherited all of their family Christmas decorations, but this was the first time they'd pulled them out. And they'd done that for her. She didn't have any decorations of her own, but it didn't matter… there was enough here to decorate every house on the block. Apparently both of their mothers had loved Christmas.

      Heather smiled as she took in the tangle of glittering garland and the mess of lights.

      The vibrant scent of the freshly cut pine tree hung in the air, mingling with the dust that rose from the boxes of ornaments every time they moved one. It reminded her of her own Christmases growing up. They'd been staid affairs. Very formal. But the scents were the same.

      She could even smile over some of the memories… before the other uglier memories crowded in.

      "Lights first?" Bryan asked. His hands rested on his hips in a superhero stance as he surveyed the chaos of dusty boxes and shiny objects. The blond streaks in his light brown hair glinted under the light. The tattered fabric of his favorite T-shirt stretched over his chest and shoulders like a second skin. Her eyes traced the contours of his muscles before she caught herself and dragged her gaze away.

      "Of course," Jay said, like he'd asked a ridiculous question.

      She was still surprised at how easily her dragon roommates had agreed to this. And how much they were willing to participate. Her father had left all decorating to her mother, who, in later years, had hired professional decorators.

      Heather cranked up the Christmas songs before joining Jay on the sofa to help untangle the strands of lights. The holiday tunes were a far cry from the rap music he usually listened to, but he didn't complain. Neither of them had.

      Jay's dark brown eyes narrowed in concentration as he tugged at one of the knots on the lights. His straight espresso-colored hair swung down over his forehead. Heather curled her fingers. She longed to push it back. But that wasn't something a friend did. At least not her.

      Jay and Bryan always kept their distance from her. Like an invisible shield enveloped her and they couldn't penetrate it. Her family hadn't been overly affectionate either, so she should be used to it, but she still longed for little touches or hugs or anything. But, instead, the least affectionate dragons in the clan were her protectors. The other dragons who had women in their lives constantly exchanged little caresses with them. Of course, those other dragons and women were mated, but that didn't stop her from wanting that for herself. So badly. But she only wanted it with Jay and Bryan, neither of whom seemed the least bit interested.

      "Come here," Bryan said, beckoning her over. "We need to decide what decorations to use."

      She eyed the glittering trinkets. "All of them."

      "All of them?" Bryan's eyebrows rose.

      "Aha," Jay exclaimed. "Got it."

      He held out a tangle-free strand of lights. If the other members of his patrol squad saw their big fierce warrior leader so proud of detangling Christmas lights, his bad-ass reputation would be shattered. When she took the strand from him, he started on another. She wound the lights around the tree. When she plugged them in, she discovered they were purple. Not what she'd expected.

      Bryan laughed at her reaction. "The color of my dragon fire," he explained. "My mom decided that should be our color."

      "Are colors passed from father to son?"

      "No." He shook his head. "But my fathers would never have argued with my mom. They gave her anything she wanted."

      "Mine too." Jay's face lit in a rare smile as he handed her another set of lights. "Guess that explains our names."

      "What do you mean?"

      Bryan shrugged. "Our names are more human sounding than most."

      "There is no easy translation for them in dragon-tongue," Jay said.

      Heather kept her attention on the tree and made a show of arranging the lights—this strand was golden, similar, she supposed, to Jay's amber dragon fire—as she considered that. Had their mothers passed more human characteristics or mannerisms to them? Was that why she felt so comfortable with them? It'd been like that from the very beginning, from the moment they'd gently coaxed her out of the cage where a demented dragon had kept her.

      "Here is the last set of lights," Bryan said as he passed her another strand. His thick strong fingers brushed over hers lightly, sending a delicious tingling sensation to cascade over her. He jerked back, as if the touch had stung.

      She pretended she hadn't noticed, but his reaction made her heart hurt. Just a little.

      After the lights came the garlands and the ornaments. Jay stood back and directed Heather and Bryan on where to put them. Such an alpha. She hadn't expected anything different. It made Heather laugh. It felt good to do this with them. To know that she knew them so well. To know that they'd decorated this tree together and shared laughter while doing it.

      She wanted to do this over and over again with them… for the rest of her life.

      Except she wasn't meant to be a mate.

      Her track record showed that.

      When they finished, they turned off all the other lights in the room and stared at their creation. The purple and gold lights glittered brightly, glinting off the ornaments and tinsel that weighed down the tree branches. It was too full of discordant objects to be beautiful—her mother would shriek in disgust at the result—but to Heather it was perfect.

      She smiled up at her dragons, to find both of them watching her instead of the tree. "Thank you."

      "If it makes you smile like that," Bryan said softly, "we'll put one up every month all through the year."

      "I could see having an Easter tree and maybe one for Halloween… we'll make up the rest as we go along," Jay agreed in a rare show of silliness.

      She laughed and, for the first time in a long time, she felt hope for the future. Her future. With her two male… friends.
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      JAY

      Jay landed gently in the snow-covered street in front of the only shop in Montrose. Heather, whom he carried, gave a satisfied sigh when her feet touched the ground. Under his forearms, her chest heaved with the excitement she found in flying.

      "Thank you, Jay," she said as her small hand brushed over his dragon paw. The words had a breathless quality that made him think of bedrooms and whispered panting pleas.

      He ruthlessly choked that thought before it could blossom. Bryan, his beta, nurtured enough of those kinds of inappropriate thoughts for both of them, regardless of how many times they discussed how Heather wasn't for them. She was too fragile. Too soft.

      He loosened his hold on her. She stepped out of his embrace and turned to face him. The pink of her flushed cheeks matched the rosy color of her lips. Again, his mind turned to sweaty bodies writhing together and uninhibited moans.

      Fuck.

      Heather is not for us.

      Dragons waited in a queue at the shop door. It was the same every day. The males eyed Heather like she was one of the goods available. Heather was an unmated woman living in the heart of dragon country, but she was under his protection. She wasn't to be gawked or pawed at, or lusted after. She was off limits by decree of the clan chief. Every one of the bastards standing in that queue knew it.

      Jay growled a warning.

      Heather wouldn't be his mate, but he'd be damned if he let another male cart her off. From the moment they'd pulled her out of that cage over a year ago, he swore he would protect her. Always. Against everything. Including himself and Bryan if he had to. But it wouldn't come to that. He wouldn't let it.

      Her pink curls caught on a breeze and fluttered in the air. She laughed and pushed them out of her face. God, she was beautiful when she smiled. When they'd first rescued her, he wondered if she'd ever smile again. And thankfully, as time passed, she'd been doing more and more of that. He wanted to transition to his human form and taste her lips when they smiled like that.

      Heather is not for us.

      "I'll see you later, okay?"

      He couldn't speak anything but dragon-tongue while in this form, so he bobbed his head. The movement was strange and uncomfortable. She patted him once more, then stepped toward the store. The little blue notebook she always carried with her was tucked into her pocket and she tapped it to make sure it was still in place. The males on the street watched her, but their eyes weren't on the adorable way the ball on her knitted cap bobbed as she walked or the way she held her tattered notebook like it was the most important thing in the world. No. They were watching the sway of her hips because her jacket didn't cover her rounded ass. His growl grew louder. Most of them looked away.

      But one bold pair, Vyk and Dytr, eyed her with lust on their faces until she disappeared into the store. One of the males reached down and adjusted his crotch. The fucking bastard was hard. For Heather. For his Heather.

      He locked his gaze on the two and lumbered toward them. The other males stepped away from the pair. Their eyes widened when smoke curled out of his nostrils, but Vyk simply smirked up at him. Jay curled his paw, itching to claw the look from the male's insolent face.

      "If you can't close the deal with her," Vyk said, "you should step aside for someone who can."

      The other dragons murmured. Holly, one of the shop’s owners, was watching from the window. Her hands were fisted on her hips. She didn't tolerate arguments or fights in her shop. But he wasn't fighting. He was reminding everyone to stay away. If the others didn't like it, that was their problem.

      "She's under the chief's protection. She isn't here for you." He spoke in dragon-tongue, but everyone who needed the reminder would understand what he'd said.

      Dytr clenched his hands. Dragon fire danced in the male's eyes.

      "She. Is. Not. For. You," Jay reiterated, punctuating the words with a snarl.

      Dytr's jaw tightened. "That is for her to decide, not you. Not the chief."

      More smoke streamed from Jay's nostrils. "Stay away from her or I will hurt you."

      He and Bryan were two of the best fighters in the clan. And, now that the chief and his pair were mated and didn't fly as much, he and Bryan had stepped into the void. They flew more patrols than anyone else, which meant they'd stopped more rogues than anyone else.

      Even without his beta, Jay could easily take down Vyk and Dytr, at the same time. And everyone here knew it, including the two dragons who should be cowering at his threat, but weren't.

      Fuck. This was worse than he'd imagined. How many other dragons lusted after Heather? How long before one of those pairs tried to take her? They'd have to do something soon. To remind everyone Heather wasn't to be touched… and to let them know the consequences if they did.

      Molten rage clashed with his weakening control. No one would ever take her or use her against her will. Never again. Flashes of fire sparked from his mouth with each exhale.

      Vyk straightened, like he would challenge Jay.

      Bring it on.

      Jay stared unblinkingly into the other alpha's eyes. Dytr elbowed his alpha in the ribs. Vyk clenched his teeth. Then slowly, he averted his eyes, ceding to Jay. Jay stayed there, watching them for several long moments. When they kept their faces turned to the ground, he stepped back.

      "I have my eye on you. And if anything happens to Heather, you'll be the first pair I visit." Then he cast his gaze slowly down the line of males. Fire slipped through his teeth and heated the crisp winter air. The snow under his feet melted. "She is under my protection. Do not forget that."

      Then he surged up, launching himself into the air. He was late to meet Bryan and the rest of his squad, but that was the least of his worries. He made a mental note to inform the chief about the situation with Vyk and Dytr when they returned from patrol. They needed a way to keep Heather safe. Even if it was sending her back to human territory.

      His chest tightened at the thought of her leaving.

      Heather isn't for us.

      He needed that reminder as much as Vyk and Dytr.
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      HEATHER

      An hour into her shift, Heather had slipped into her regular routine. Then everyone's phones buzzed, including hers. The text message was short and simply requested her attendance at a clan assembly. Well, request might be too soft a word. When the clan chief sent out a message like that, attendance wasn't really optional. Holly, one of her bosses, closed the shop and everyone flowed toward the chief's home, which also held the main assembly hall used for clan functions. No one knew what was going on.

      Vyk and Dytr, two dragons who'd been at the store when the announcement came, walked with her. They were cute, but weren't all dragons good-looking? As they walked over the snow-covered sidewalks, she slipped on a bit of ice. Vyk caught her, righting her before she dropped on her ass. She decided right then that she liked them. She was still laughing at something Dytr had said when they entered the hall.

      Her eyes found Bryan and Jay immediately. They were waiting just inside, leaning against the wall. They'd both folded their muscular arms across their impressive chests. The sight of them made her pulse stutter, then sprint. So freaking hot. Jay's nostrils flared when he eyed her escorts and Bryan's face turned hard as stone.

      What made them so angry? She frowned and looked over her shoulder. She didn't see anything noteworthy.

      "I'll see you later," she said to Vyk and Dytr, then rushed to her dragons.

      No. They weren't hers. She had to quit thinking of them like that.

      "I thought you guys were on patrol," she said. "Did something happen? Is that why they called an assembly?"

      Jay kept sneering at something over her shoulder, but when she turned to see what was bothering him, nothing seemed amiss. Just Vyk and Dytr. He wasn't upset with them, was he? They'd been kind enough to walk with her. They'd been perfectly nice.

      Bryan shook his head. "We don't know why we were called back." He shot a glance at the same dragon pair that Jay scowled at. "Why were you with them? Did they try anything?"

      She rolled her eyes. "As if."

      The idea was preposterous. Dragons weren't interested in her. Jay and Bryan were proof of that.

      "All right, everyone, please take a seat," Calla shouted over the din of the crowd.

      They shuffled to find seats. Jay and Bryan liked to be at the back, close to the exit, which meant she couldn't see a thing over the heads of the much taller dragons in the seats in front of her. She stretched her neck and looked toward the podium.

      Calla stood at the front, flanked by her mates, Councilor Xander and Kolz, and Jasmine's mates, Dillon and Kylan. Jasmine wasn't here. Since welcoming Wyll, her new baby boy, into the world a few weeks ago, her mates had decided she shouldn't attend public assemblies until the babe was a little older. Heather shook her head. Dragons were an over-protective lot. But no one was going to argue with the clan chief and his beta.

      "We have some exciting news," Calla said, clapping her hands together. "The Kelvin clan has developed new software that we hope will lead to more mates."

      That didn't make any sense. What did a computer program have to do with dragon mates? Around her, some of the dragons whispered the same question to their pair.

      "It's a dating app, just for dragons," she said with a smile. On the wall behind Calla, the image of a website flickered to life as Kylan turned on a projector. The words "Matched and Mated" ran along the top of the screen and below that were pictures of handsome men. All dragons, she guessed.

      Huh. That was interesting. Kind of a cool idea, really.

      "We'd like all unmated dragons to participate," Calla said. Her smile lit with hope and excitement. "No exceptions."

      All unmated dragons…

      That included Jay and Bryan. Nausea churned in her belly as all the air rushed out of Heather's lungs.

      Calla continued to speak, but Heather wasn't listening anymore.

      Her hand closed around the familiar weight and texture of her notebook in her pocket. Whenever she needed to escape from the world for a while, she lost herself in drawing. Her fingers twitched with the need to grab her pencil. She needed that escape. Right now.

      All around her the assembled dragons shuffled in their seats, obviously caught up in Calla's excitement. Mated to
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