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      The holidays are coming and all Neve can say is bah humbug.

      When she wins an all expenses paid trip to a winter wonderland, she's ready to leave her life behind for relaxation without Christmas trees and elves. The last thing she expects is to land on an alien planet and meet a dragon lord.

      Lord Pine needs an escort to the king's Yule Ball. But he's not looking for a bride, and all the dragon ladies of Vemion are sure to have expectations. Enter the Intergalactic Dating Agency. All he needs is a date, but Neve is more than he could have hoped for.

      But every holiday comes to an end. Pine will need to win his human over - and convince her this isn't a dream - or he'll lose his mate forever.
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      By order of His Majesty King Venin of Vemion, you are cordially invited to the Royal Yule Celebration.

      The vellum was thick in Pine's hand, and he might have crumpled it up if the messenger wasn't standing right there awaiting a response. One didn't make the king wait to fill out his guest list.

      "I would be honored to attend." The words came out even. He couldn't manage happy, not when he wanted to scream or cry or rage that his father's ashes were barely scattered.

      He was head of his family now, a dragon lord in truth. Insulting the king would do him no good.

      Besides, he could always plead an illness and cancel at the last moment. The king could hardly hold it against him if he had dragon mumps.

      The messenger bowed and retreated from his office, heading for the front door, no doubt on his way to deliver even more holiday tidings of doom.

      The king loves to meddle.

      He could hear the words in his father's raspy voice, the fond smile on his face only possible since he'd played politics for more than eighty years. He'd lived for the cutthroat life of the dragon court. Pine had always felt like a fool, a prize on display who's only job was to not disappoint his father.

      He'd succeeded. So why did he still feel like this?

      He set the invitation down on his desk and glanced at the framed photo of him, his father, and his sister at some function or another when Briar still had the gangly proportions of a growing girl. It had been the three of them since his mother left, unable to handle court life or anything else on Vemion. He hadn't heard from her in seventeen years.

      Should he tell her that her former husband was dead? Was she even still alive?

      It was another duty to add to the growing pile.

      Happy, heavy footsteps pounded down the plushly carpeted hall outside of his office, and his sister burst into the room, face bright with excitement and her auburn in a swirl of curls and tangles around her face.

      "Was that the king's messenger?" she demanded, throwing herself into a chair, letting her legs hang over the side. She was wearing breeches and smelled of the stables.

      What use did a girl have for a horse when her other form was a dragon?

      Not a girl, he reminded himself. A young woman. And equally summoned.

      He pinched the corner of the invitation with two fingers, as if it might burn him, and gingerly handed it over.

      She vibrated with excitement as she read, shifting in her chair and leaning forward, placing the invitation back on the desk and smiling like a madwoman. "The king's Yule ball? This is amazing!"

      "I'm not so sure about that." Ever since the king had married off his three sons, he'd been in a matrimonial mood, wanting all of the young lords and ladies paired up and creating even more little lordlings.

      This would be the first year without their father. While Briar might want the distraction, Pine feared he'd be no good to anyone. It was far better to beg off than to disappoint the king in person.

      "We have to go." Briar shot out of her chair and placed both of her hands on his desk, planting herself in a familiar, stubborn stance. "It's supposed to be the event of the season. Everyone who's anyone will be there. And this will help me get a job in the ministry. You said you wanted that, didn't you?"

      At nineteen, Briar could have been doing anything. Or nothing. She was a lady, wealthy, and had energy to spare. And Pine knew that energy would be put to no good use if she didn't have some sort of outlet.

      "That's already in the works," he reminded her. "I've spoken with a friend from the academy. He'll invite you to an interview after the holidays. No party needed."

      She pursed her lips. "Father would want us to go."

      It landed like a fireball between them.

      She was right. She knew that he knew she was right. And Pine couldn't help but scowl and stick his tongue out at her, a wisp of smoke escaping with it.

      "That's not playing fair." He had a stack of papers a dragon high and had to sort through everything his father had left behind. Despite his age, the man hadn't expected to pass so soon, and now it was Pine's problem.

      "Playing fair never gets you what you want." Briar had a look on her face that said she knew she had won.

      Pine groaned. "Go terrorize someone else, brat."

      She laughed and retreated out of the room, leaving him to consider his options.

      It was one thing to beg off to the king. To his sister? Never. He was going to the Yule Ball.

      And that was how he found himself in a comfortable room in a discreet storefront waiting for a woman who was rumored to be the best matchmaker in all of Vemion. Not that Pine wanted the best. Maybe he should have just put out an advert: Date needed for royal ball. Strictly business.

      A woman in a diaphanous blue skirt and silk top came in and poured herself a cup of tea before she took a seat opposite him on the sofa. "I'm Shade," she said. "Welcome."

      He got right to it. Shade seemed ready to make small talk, and that was the last thing Pine needed. "I need to escort someone to the Yule Ball. I am not looking for love, or a wife, or anything of the sort. Can you help me?"

      The matchmaker sipped her tea before placing the cup in its saucer. "That's not something I do."

      He could taste acrid smoke in his mouth and breathed deep to pull it back. He was an adult dragon; he wouldn't smoke up the place like an undisciplined youth. "If payment is⁠—"

      "Your lordship, that is not a service I offer." She reared back as if struck.

      "I'm not asking for a … lady of pleasure." He stumbled over the words. Hiring a prostitute to pose as his date had never occurred to him. Should it have? "I thought that, perhaps, you would know a lady that would like to attend the Yule Ball with no expectations. Or promises. Or hopes."

      Shade settled back down, but her expression was still skeptical. "The ladies I work with all have hopes and expectations, my lord. I am not in the business of … temporary arrangements." He was about to get up and figure something else out when she held up a hand. "But I'm intrigued. Why did you come to me?"

      Because he was a fool. But that wouldn't do for an excuse.

      "Your name has become known after the recent matches you orchestrated. It seems that every dragon prince or lord that crosses your path finds his mate. Which is not what I'm looking for. I'm dealing with the fallout from my father's death. Our estate is a mess, and it will take time and dedication to fix it. Time I cannot offer a new bride. I know that the king has been in a matrimony minded mood ever since his sons all married. I do not want to walk into the Yule Ball as a newly elevated lord with a space at my side for a lady. If the king were to command me to find a bride, I could not refuse to try." He hadn't meant to say all of that, but Shade sat and listened, nodding along so compassionately that he couldn't stop talking.

      "Is it that you're not inclined to a bride? Are you looking for a groom? Because I can arrange that as well."

      "I'm not looking for anyone." He needed that to be clear. "When it's time to wed, I'm sure I can find a woman on my own. No offense."

      "Hmm." Shade steepled her fingers together and narrowed her eyes. "You come to my business, ask me to perform a service I do not offer, and insult the one I do. You need to learn better manners, lordship."

      He huffed out a laugh. "So we agree that I'm not ready for a wife."

      Shade thought for a moment before finally nodding. "I can find you someone. The king seems fond of humans. What do you think?"

      "Anyone will do." It was just one night.

      How bad could it be?
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      Neve glared at the holiday display at the entrance to the store. The blinking, colorful lights were probably going fast enough to give someone a seizure. And was it close enough to block the exit in case of a fire? The fire marshal might want to look into it.

      Bah humbug.

      Though her fingers twitched to put in the complaint, she forced herself to do her shopping and leave the store without spreading her holiday misery to everyone else.

      Christmas sucked.

      Her parents were no doubt in the middle of planning the big holiday bash, the guest list ranging from the mayor to every minor celebrity in the tri-town area. That mostly meant one reality show wannabe who got kicked off their dating show after three episodes and a perennial national athlete who never quite made it to the finals.

      Neve wouldn't be there. She hadn't bothered to RSVP. Last year she'd forced herself to put on a sparkly dress, paste a smile on her face, and play nice. She hadn't even seen her parents the entire night.

      No use wasting time this year.

      She passed by houses decked out in enough lights to be a fire hazard and pulled into her own driveway where the only light was the security floodlight above the back door. Neve grabbed her mail and shouldered her way through the door, her hands burdened with envelopes and groceries.

      She needed a vacation.

      But there were chores to be done, and Neve didn't let herself collapse onto the couch until the food was put away and she'd dealt with the dishes that had been sitting in the sink for two days.

      Finally seated, she flipped through the mail. Junk. Junk. Bill. Junk. Ju—what?

      At first, she thought the embossed envelope had to be a scam. But something made her open it and pull out the finely printed card inside.

      YOU'VE WON AN ALL EXPENSES PAID WINTER GETAWAY!

      That couldn't be right. The last time she'd tried to win a contest was for concert tickets off the radio back in high school. But Neve kept reading. The card looked legit. But it couldn't be. People didn't just win random contests they didn't enter.

      It nagged at her the rest of the day, and after a while, she finally went online and started digging. Someone would confirm it was a well-known scam, and then she'd be satisfied.

      Except the opposite happened.

      There were social media posts and articles and websites all confirming that the company behind the contest: IDA Worlds Travel was legit, even if it sounded like a typo. And the contest had been happening for years.

      Could Neve have entered without remembering? Maybe it was some sort of credit card benefit?

      She looked at the card again, and before she could give it a second thought, called the number.

      Two days later, she was on a private plane.

      It was a whirlwind, and it still didn't feel real, but Neve had decided to go along for the ride. This way, there'd be not temptation to go to her parents’ holiday party. There'd be no guilt about not putting up a single decoration or pretending she cared about the holidays. She was going to a snow-capped resort where she would care about nothing but relaxation and rest for an entire week.

      Paradise.

      At some point, Neve fell asleep. It was strange. She was never able to sleep on planes. But maybe that had to do with being cramped between people who hogged the arm rest and reclined their chairs so she was wedged in with barely enough space to breathe.

      She woke with a jolt and was disoriented for a moment, her ears popping and head going fuzzy.

      Where was she?

      On the plane. Right. Headed for a winter paradise.

      She realized they weren't flying anymore when the flight attendant greeted her with a smile and urged her off the plane and ushered her into somewhere that definitely wasn't an airport.

      Damn it. This had always been too good to be true.

      Was she being kidnapped? What kind of kidnappers used a private plane for just one person? That couldn't be financially feasible.

      Neve was panicking. She could feel it in the shape of her thoughts. Who had time to care about criminal finances when they had to run?

      The flight attendant had disappeared, probably off to do some nefarious task. She was in a huge empty room, the walls a dark gray, light coming in through a large opening in the ceiling. There were no signs, nothing telling her where to go. And she didn't see a door.

      She needed to get out of there. Wherever there was.

      "Ah, you made it." A man's voice cut through her panic like a warm breeze on a cold day. "I hope your trip was comfortable." He had a slight accent, something she couldn't place.

      She turned around and had to stop in her tracks.

      Damn.

      He was hot.

      Hotter than hot.

      Dark hair, cut short, with a slight curl that made her want to run her hands through it. Piercing green eyes. Broad shoulders. A chest that stretched the fabric of his white button up shirt.

      If this was a kidnapper, maybe she didn't need to be too eager to run away.

      "Who are you? Where am I?" It came out desperate, but she sounded more angry than scared. Angry was good. She could use that.

      The man placed his hand on his chest and gave a shallow bow. "Of course, my apologies. My name is P—" he cleared his throat, "Lord Pine, and we're at my hangar on Vemion. I'm so glad you've agreed to all this. I hear it's difficult to find humans who know about dragons and are willing to leave their planet. I hope this will be a pleasant experience for the both of us."

      Dragons.

      Planet.

      What?

      Neve's mouth fell open, and she tried to speak, but she couldn't think of a single word worth saying.

      The nervous breakdown that had been chasing her all season had finally caught up.
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