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        When dragon shifter Renata returns to her hometown for the holidays, she meets bubbly middle school teacher Celine at the local Christmas market. Her interest is immediately sparked but there's one problem. Celine doesn't date shifters.

      

        

      
        Can Renata convince Celine to give her a shot or will she start the new year all alone?

        -

        Her Festive Dragon Mate is a fated mates paranormal romance featuring a dragon shifter and her bubbly mate. It includes a standalone f/f grumpy-sunshine romance and a dash of steamy goodness. It is part of the Crescent Lake Shifters series.
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      Renata never understood what was so special and magical about Christmas markets. The rows of identical huts were cramped and cold and all the twinkling lights were a waste of electricity. The tinsel would be a pain to clean later on and everything was overpriced by a ridiculous margin. To her, it all felt pointless but there was a lot of money to be made and that was a good enough reason to partake.

      She struggled with the stiff padlock to open one of the wooden huts and turned the lights on, relieved that everything was still there. There weren’t many break-ins in this sort of place but she wouldn’t put it past people.

      Shivering from the dropping temperatures, she turned the machines on so they could heat up. The dispenser for the hot chocolate in particular took a while to come up to temperature and with the Crescent Valley Middle School a few blocks away from the square, children were imminent.

      She filled up the coffee machine with freshly roasted beans and set out stacks of paper cups with the Dragon Roast logo. While Renata didn’t really care for the holidays, she cared about her uncle’s coffee shop and Christmas markets like these were a must for profit. Perhaps it was a little calculated to think about profit during the season of giving but Renata was hardly the only one. All the stores and stalls around here were there for the exact same reason and it was that commercial aspect that made her dislike the holidays.

      Midway through, her help for the evening arrived and Renata relayed instructions to Jax to ensure they had a smooth evening ahead. She didn’t particularly love working with hired students but those were the easiest to recruit over the holiday season.

      By the time she finished setting up, most of the stalls around her were lit up too. Renata had a nice view of a merchant selling hand-knitted scarves with cute patterns and what looked like a beekeeper from Bearton selling honey and candles and other wax goods. While she wasn’t planning on purchasing anything from them, she wasn’t too bothered by their presence. The village choir at the end of the row was much more likely to annoy her. It wasn’t enough that she had to listen to Christmas music whenever she turned the radio on, now she had a whole evening of festive carols to stomach too. Not her idea of fun but she knew it was a risk when she offered to run the stall. She’d have preferred to stay in the city and tend to the coffee shop over the holidays but her mother would never accept her being on her own for Christmas. Working the stall meant she had something to do while she was in her hometown and the extra money was a welcome addition too.

      A woman with a thick scarf and two braids stopped at her stall. She wore a large pink shirt over her coat with the Crescent Valley Choir logo on it. “Are you open yet?”

      “Just opening,” Renata replied, picking up a paper cup. “You’re my first customer of the night.”

      “That’s fun,” she chimed. “Could I have a hot chocolate?”

      Renata offered her one of her signature smiles. Christmas mood or not, there was no place for sour faces in the service industry. “For sure. Would you like some extra whip or Christmas spice?”

      “What’s Christmas spice?”

      “A combination of cinnamon, mixed spice, and cloves. It makes the drink extra festive,” Renata explained, reaching for the container so she could give the woman a sniff.

      “That is festive,” the woman confirmed. “I’ll have some of that and extra whip. There are only Christmas markets once a year, I’m allowed to treat myself.”

      Renata didn’t understand the logic behind overindulging in December but nodded anyway while she prepared the drink. The fragrance of spice filled the air with a warmth that tickled her nose. It was admittedly a nice scent but that was all.

      She held out her card machine to take payment and passed the cup along. “Careful, it’s hot.”

      “That’s okay, I’ve got mittens,” the woman said, raising her hands to show her colourful gloves. She wrestled with her scarf to free her mouth, revealing a cute button nose and full lips.

      A twinge of interest flickered through Renata as she watched her take her first sip.

      “This is delightful,” the woman said, humming appreciatively. “I could drink this every day of the year.”

      “You could make it easily at home,” Renata returned with a shrug. She didn’t get the point of gatekeeping certain food and drink for the holidays either. “You probably have all the spices in your cupboard.”

      “Hmm, but it’s not the same. There’s just something about a hot drink on a cold winter night that hits differently.”

      “It’s technically not winter yet.”

      “It’s honorary winter.” The woman gave her a curious look. “You don’t like Christmas very much, do you?”

      Renata was a little taken aback by the woman’s blunt but accurate observation. Instead of replying, she gestured to the oversized pink shirt. “Will you be singing anything besides carols?”

      The stranger flashed her a wide smile. “Nope! But we do have some modern upbeat renditions of the classics. Not to your taste either?”

      “What makes you say that? Maybe I love Christmas carols.”

      “No, but you’re giving off some real bah humbug vibes. Question, what are you doing at a Christmas market if you dislike this all so much?”

      Renata wiped the counter despite it being perfectly clean. “I didn’t say I dislike it all and I’m here for the same reason as everyone else, to make money."

      The woman gave her a look. “That’s sad. Sorry, I know it’s none of my business.”

      “It isn’t. You shouldn’t make snap judgements like that,” Renata replied snippily. She already got judged enough by her parents for not joining in with the Christmas cheer, she didn’t need it from a random stranger.

      “My apologies. Thank you for the hot chocolate.” With a slightly less enthused smile, the woman continued on and joined the group by the Crescent Valley Choir stall.

      Renata felt slightly guilty for dampening the woman’s cheer but she quickly shook it off. Nobody could force her to enjoy this time of year and she wasn’t going to pretend, not even for a pretty face.
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      Celine beamed from the scattered applause as the song came to an end and she joined in to show her appreciation towards her fellow choristers. There was something magical about all their voices blending together to bring a song to life and it would never cease to amaze her.

      “That went well,” she said to her friend Melissa.

      The woman next to her nodded. “It sounded great. I’m so glad Imogen hit that high note, all that practice paid off.”

      Celine nodded, glancing at the woman in question “I got goosebumps. Her voice is just wonderful.”

      “High praise. Are you sure you don’t want to break your no-dating rule for her? You know she’s keen,” Melissa remarked.

      With a sigh, Celine shook her head. “No, I can’t. It’s not fair to either of us, you know why.” She tapped the mark on her clavicle, the one she got from the Crescent Lake three years ago during the mating ritual. If only she knew who it belonged to but that was a secret the lake hadn’t revealed to her. Of course, Celine had searched for the shifter who matched her mark but she quickly realised it was like looking for a needle in a haystack. Worse considering most needles were masquerading like hay. Despite being dragonkin, Celine wasn’t particularly adept at differentiating shifters from humans.

      Not wanting to let the topic get her down, she rubbed her throat. “How long do we have until our next song? I could use a hot drink.”

      “I think we’ve got fifteen minutes. Glühwein? It’s cheap but cheerful,” Melissa suggested, gesturing to the banged-up thermos on the side of the stall.

      “Hmm, maybe.” Celine’s gaze travelled to the Dragon Roast hut where the grumpy woman was serving a long line of customers. She hadn’t stopped thinking about her delightful hot chocolate but she feared she’d offended the barista. Every time she thought about the awkward interaction, a wave of hot embarrassment washed over her and she wished she’d just kept her mouth shut.

      Melissa noticed where she was looking and gave her a nudge. “Just go and order yourself another hot drink. She probably doesn’t even remember the interaction.”

      “No, it’s too awkward. I can’t believe I lectured her on the holidays.”

      “That’s just the teacher in you.” Melissa sighed. “Would you like me to come with you?”

      Celine nodded eagerly. “Yes, please. Or I have a better suggestion, how about I stay here and you go on your own?”

      With a bemused shake of her head, Melissa grabbed her by the arm and dragged her towards the Dragon Roast stall where the raven-haired woman from earlier was still serving drinks.

      The line moved relatively quickly and they reached the stall in no time. Celine smiled at the barista, nerves coursing through her. “One hot chocolate please, extra whip and with Christmas spice.”

      “I’ll have the gingerbread latte,” Melissa ordered.

      The raven-haired woman nodded and grabbed two paper cups. “Do you want extra whip and Christmas spice on the gingerbread latte as well?”

      “What’s Christmas spice?” Melissa asked.

      “A combination of cinnamon, mixed spice, and cloves,” Celine replied quickly, instantly wishing she hadn’t interjected like that. She really needed to learn some self-control.

      The barista raised an eyebrow at her. “Exactly that.”

      Melissa seemed unaware of the exchange and nodded. “Neat, I’ll have some of that.”

      Within minutes, the raven-haired barista set two cups of steaming hot drinks in front of them. Melissa took hers and with a knowing look, returned to the choir, leaving Celine on her own with the barista. Nerves flitted through her as she pressed her card against the machine, paying for both.

      Before the barista’s attention shifted to the next customer, Celine cleared her throat. “Thanks. Hey, I think I owe you an apology.”

      “What for?”

      “For earlier. I shouldn’t judge you for your opinion on the holidays, I’m sorry.”

      “Oh, that. It’s fine, it’s nothing I’m not used to.” The woman smiled but it seemed forced. “And I should apologise too, I was pretty dismissive of your choir but actually, you sound really good.”

      Surprise laced through Celine. “Really?”

      “Yes, I didn’t hate it nearly as much as I thought I would. Your rendition of Snowy Dragon is clever.”

      “Would you like to buy it on CD?” Celine asked eagerly.

      The other woman chuckled. “I didn’t enjoy it that much. Plus, I haven’t owned a CD player since I was fifteen.”

      “Nobody actually listens to the CDs, it’s just a way to support the choir. I’m Celine, by the way,” she introduced herself. “I imagine we’ll be seeing each other regularly because these hot chocolates are addictive."

      “Then you should have one of our loyalty cards. After nine drinks, your tenth is free.” The raven-haired woman shot her a charming smile. “I’m Renata. I look forward to seeing you again."

      A little thrill shot through Celine from the way Renata was smiling at her but she wasn’t so naive to think it was anything more than her being friendly because it was her profession.

      “Nice to meet you.” She accepted the card and picked up her hot drink, feeling much lighter now that they’d cleared the air. “I’ll let you get back to work.” With a grin, Celine walked back to the choir stall. She felt pleased that she had managed to clear the air and got the name from the pretty woman serving delicious drinks.

      Even if she didn’t allow herself to date, she wasn’t blind and Renata was simply gorgeous.
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      Renata puffed and panted as she unloaded boxes from her trolley and stacked them next to the hut. With some effort, she would be able to fit a good amount of them inside but it was very likely some of them would remain at the entrance. She didn’t love having them sat out but it was unlikely that someone was going to steal fifty litres of milk or a box of paper cups. Then again, tipsy people were known to do weird things and a Christmas market had plenty of them.

      She rushed through unloading, wishing she hadn’t arrived late due to the unexpected snow. She dragged the heaters outside and cranked them up to high to create a little reprieve from the cold for her future customers. To add to the atmosphere, she pushed a few wooden beer kegs to act as tables next to the heaters. They were impractical and hefty but really added to the feel of the season, or so her uncle claimed.

      The physical work quickly caused her to break a sweat and she shrugged her thick coat off and hung it over one of the kegs while she kept setting up the outside area. Once she was satisfied, she hurried back inside to finish setting up.

      She could tell from the lights coming on in the other stalls that they were nearing opening times and she still wasn’t ready. To her frustration, she had to turn a few early birds away while she organised the chaos inside the hut.
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