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      He’s not looking for a mate…

      Dragon lord Storm is under an ultimatum: find a bride or lose his inheritance. But he is no man to be pushed around. When a matchmaker instructs him where to look for his mate, he’s determined to refuse.

      Unfortunately some orders must be followed. Especially when they come from the king. And when he sets eyes on River, a human woman from a diplomatic delegation, he’s determined to make her his own.

      It’s a simple enough plan. Until an attack puts River, Storm, and two diplomatic delegations in danger. With only River to rely on, Storm will find exactly what his mate is made of.

      But can he convince his strong and feisty human to rely on him and accept him as her mate?
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      Dragon Lord Storm was not the most patient of all his brothers. That fact had spread across the kingdom like lightning during his school days when he’d had even less control over his temper than he did as a man. Some had claimed his name was apt. A dragon in a foul temper was surrounded by his own smoke, and it could appear like storm clouds circling a man.

      Today Storm moved too fast for his smoke to gather in one place. It trailed after him and made his path clear.

      The cliff overlooked the sea at the edge of his property. He could jump now, shift into his other form and fly for days without seeing another being. He’d tried it once. The sea stretched on and on and on. He’d flown so far that he’d feared he’d need a rescue, but endurance and hardheadedness had seen him home.

      But how would it get him out of this mess?

      His mother was an exacting woman. She wanted each of her sons to live up to the image she had for them. And as the second son, Storm had failed more often than he succeeded.

      But she’d never gone this far.

      “Wait up, Storm!” he heard a voice call from some distance behind him.

      Storm turned and there was Drake, his younger brother. He was jogging to catch up and waving a hand in front of his face to clear the smoke.

      “I thought for sure you’d jump to avoid me,” he said, coughing a bit as the smoke began to clear. “Luckily I’m faster, you’d never get away.” He bumped his shoulder against Storm’s.

      Storm wouldn’t dignify that with a glare. “Perhaps if one of my wings were torn off.”

      Drake laughed, but it cut off sooner than it should have, and he sighed. “I’m surprised you didn’t speak your mind back there.”

      Storm bit back a snarl. “And lose my inheritance then and there? I’ve no need to be her sole heir, but I’d rather not be put on the street.”

      “As if you don’t have a hoard of gold hidden somewhere?” Drake challenged with a faint smile.

      Storm shrugged, unmoved by his brother’s teasing. “It’s the same for all of us. But whoever she chooses will have control of the rest.”

      “And be under her thumb for the next few decades.” Drake sounded bitter.

      “You’ve been looking for a bride for ages. Are you so disappointed now your hand has been forced?” Storm had watched his brother dance attendance on dozens of appropriate ladies over the last few years, and he’d even thought the man had come close to a betrothal a time or two. “What about Cinda?”

      His brother actually growled. “Apparently I’m not exciting enough for the lady. I disappointed her by refusing to duel another dragon for her favor.” He kicked a pebble on the ground and they both watched it fly over the edge of the cliff.

      Storm didn’t know what to say. Drake had been on the lookout for love since he’d become a man. That he had yet to find it made Storm wonder if such a thing even existed. Sure, he’d seen plenty of happily paired off dragons, but what a person saw on the outside and what was real were often very different.

      “If she didn’t see your worth, she isn’t for you,” he finally said. “Perhaps Mother’s edict will work out for you. You’ve never seen the matchmaker, have you?”

      Drake groaned. “I had hoped to find my way on my own,” he said, but then he shook himself. “Though the matchmaker may be exactly what we need.”

      “Suit yourself, brother. I’m not meeting with her.” He’d been sure of that the moment his mother’s assistant sent him a notification of his appointment.

      “What?” Drake was shocked, and Storm knew why. It was one thing to circumvent their mother’s wishes. Ignoring them entirely led to trouble.

      But Storm couldn’t. Two hours ago, he’d sat in his mother’s main receiving room and listened to her ultimatum. She was leaving the planet for a year to act as the king’s representative at a distant dragon colony. When she returned, she expected each of her sons to be wed. Whoever she deemed to have the most appropriate match would be named her heir.

      The others would be left to rot.

      Well, she hadn’t said that last bit out loud. But it had been implied. Heavily.

      “Even Cipher is going to his meeting. You have to.” Drake looked around wildly as if he feared their mother might have spies of some sort in the field with them.

      She was good, but she wasn’t that good.

      Storm hadn’t bothered to find out what his older brother had to say about the matter. Cipher had been in line to be the heir since birth. He wouldn’t let something like this stop him. If a proper marriage was required, he’d marry properly.

      So really, Storm didn’t have to bother. The inheritance was settled already.

      “It isn’t just the family estates,” Drake pointed out. “Mother is connected to every noble in the kingdom. If she becomes insistent…”

      “If?” Storm’s dragon screamed to be let out of his skin. He needed to fly, needed to escape these expectations. He couldn’t impress his mother. He couldn’t remember a time in his thirty-three years where she’d been truly happy with him.

      He wasn’t about to start now.

      “At least consider it.” Drake grabbed his arm and gave it a squeeze before quickly letting it drop.

      Storm looked out over the raging sea and felt something spark in his soul. “I’m going for a flight.” And before his brother could stop him or offer to join, he took two running steps and launched himself over the edge of the cliff, shifting to his other form in mid-air.

      The worries about his future slid away, not completely gone, but nestled in the back of his mind where he could ignore them. In the air there were no sharp mothers ready to skewer him with expectations. No, here he was as free as any dragon ever was.

      He flew out until he could no longer see the shore and glided on air currents, diving down until his wings skimmed the roiling water before pumping up and into the air again.

      No one joined him. For that small amount of time, he was on his own private planet. No rules, no expectations, no future.

      But Storm couldn’t stay in the air all night. In the distance the clouds churned, threatening to open up the skies in battering winds and rain. And while he liked a challenge, flying during a squall took the kind of focus he didn’t currently possess.

      He winged back to town and shifted, walking the rest of the way to one of his favorite taverns as the sun set. The sky grew heavier by the moment and it released its fury just as he ducked inside.

      The tavern was lively, full of dragons out for a night of fun.

      In a blink, Storm had a tankard of ale in his hands and was swallowed up by a group of jolly dragons laughing about the antics a pack of dragonlings had gotten into earlier that day. He had nothing to share, but no one minded, and as the night went on, he let his worries melt away.

      The ale had dulled the edges of his anger by the time he took a seat in a corner and let him observe the revelry. And when a beautiful woman sat at his table, he smiled.

      She was a bit older than him, with light brown skin, hair obscured by a scarf, and striking blue eyes. “My lord, I was told you’d keep your appointments.”

      And just like that, his mood soured again. He’d only had one appointment to keep, and it was happily skipped. “And you are?” But as he asked, he feared he already knew.

      She reached into a pocket and pulled out a card. It read SHADE | ROYAL MATCHMAKER, and in smaller text at the bottom of the card he could just make out the letters IDA.

      He couldn’t care enough to ask what they meant. “I saw no reason to waste your time.” Rumor said the matchmaker was some kind of psychic. She could spot a dragon’s mate across an entire galaxy.

      It sounded like excellent marketing. Storm didn’t buy it.

      “You did, Lord Storm, but I’m giving you another chance. Listen to me or don’t, but I shall not waste my gift.” She raised a brow, daring him to send her away.

      Despite himself, Storm was intrigued. He sat and waited for her to continue, somehow reasoning that all would be well so long as he didn’t actively seek her advice.

      “To meet your mate, obey the king’s next request,” she told him. “Disobey at your own peril.”

      “Is that what you’re paid for?” he scoffed. If making absurd and obvious statements had the world thinking Shade was a psychic, Storm was sure he could do it himself.

      Shade stood and offered a small bow. “Have fun, my lord. And safe travels.” Without another word, she was off.

      Storm gripped his tankard and glared. He didn’t need a mate. And he wouldn’t let his life be ruled by some fraudulent psychic.
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      “You can do this. It’s going to be alright.” River clutched her hands at her sides as she paced back and forth in her bedroom.

      Outside she could hear the children of Mayt giggling as they played some game on the small play area right outside the school. Until last week, she’d been a teacher there along with so many of the other young women in her city.

      Now she was going to be a diplomat.

      If she didn’t throw up.

      She seized a bit of courage and strode out the door, leaving her room in a bit of a mess. It was fine. She’d tidy before she left.

      She was going into space!

      Excitement sizzled in her veins as she trailed her fingers along one of the walls of the narrow hallway. She’d been to the small space station that was in orbit above the city, but never dreamed she’d go farther.

      And she’d never imagined she would meet a dragon.

      But it was all happening. Simply because she’d been brave enough to put her name forward.

      “Seth’s looking for you,” Juniper, a kindly older woman with long blonde hair and wise eyes told her as she passed River in the hallway. “He sounded urgent.”

      River’s eyes widened. “Thanks!” They were leaving in two days and she wasn’t going to mess this up by disappointing her leader before they lifted off. Seth had chosen her specifically out of all the non-diplomats who’d applied. He’d told her she had something special about her.

      She was going to make him proud.

      She rushed through the hallway and out onto the path that would lead her to the diplomatic offices. It was a small building. Mayt wasn’t a large settlement, and for the past century or so they’d mostly kept to themselves.

      But that was all changing now.

      There were other people out in the stars. Civilizations and empires, forces for good and for evil. And if Mayt didn’t start making friends, then all they’d have to look forward to was being swiftly swallowed up by some power they couldn’t comprehend.

      And that was where the dragons of Vemion came in. Mayt was a human settlement and the planet was still mostly uninhabited outside of three large cities. Dragons could come and fly for days without any sort of interference, and then seek out the cities for the entertainment they provided.

      And the humans wanted to go to Vemion. Ever since rumors of a dragon planet had reached the populace, there had been whispers that were growing into louder demands.

      So now Mayt wanted a treaty of friendship and to open up travel between their two planets. It would be the first such treaty that Mayt entered into.

      If River did this right.

      And maybe one day the diplomatic office would grow bigger.

      She darted down the hall to the corner office that Seth had claimed as his own and knocked on the open door.

      Seth beckoned her in with a smile. “Shut the door, will you?” he asked. He was about twenty years older than her and had been working in the Mayt government for as long as she could remember. He had kind eyes that were set deep into growing wrinkles and dark hair that was beginning to gray at the temples. And he was short. It was something that always put River at ease about him; they were the same height and had been since she was thirteen.

      She took a seat opposite his desk. “Juniper said you were looking for me?” What could this be for? “The mission is still on, right? I’m still going?” Her heartbeat shot up at the idea it might be scrapped so close to takeoff. This was her chance.

      Seth waved a hand to calm her. “Of course. I thought we’d go over a few items while we have time. To make sure you’re truly ready.”

      River nodded eagerly and leaned forward. “I’m almost completely packed. I can’t wait.”

      “Good, good.” Seth pushed a few papers her way. “I’ve added a bit of data to the profiles of the dignitaries we’ll be meeting. I think you should pay special attention to Lord Storm. He’s the youngest of them, not much older than you, and single. Rumor has it he’s very open with his affection.”

      She didn’t reach for the paper, instead looking at Seth. “What?” Her stomach sank as she realized exactly why Seth might have chosen to bring a pretty young woman on this trip when he’d been so adamantly against it until recently.

      He nudged the paper again. “We need every advantage we can get, Miss Maid. Or do you want this mission to fall through because you could not send a few friendly smiles to an aristocrat?”

      “Don’t put this on me!” She wanted to storm out of the room and declare she wouldn’t go on the mission if they begged her. But this mission was her dream. It was the start of big things. And Seth hadn’t actually asked her to do anything… untoward. “You just want me to flirt? Me?” Suitors weren’t exactly heavy on the ground around her, and the last time she’d tried to flirt with a man he’d ended up taking her friend Kylar out on a date instead.

      Seth pushed on the paper again until it was hanging off the desk. “I want you to do what needs to be done for this mission. If you can’t do that, I’ll find someone else.”

      Alarm zinged through her. She wasn’t going to prostitute herself out just to make the dragons sweet. But she could be free with her smiles. That was the job. “It’s fine, sir. I’ll do what I need to.”

      “You better.”

      There was a knock on the door and it opened before Seth could say anything. Ash Master, another member of their crew, stuck his head in. “You ready for the meeting with Luke and Will?” he asked.

      Luke and Will, that rounded out the diplomatic crew.

      “We have a meeting?” she asked, looking between Seth and Ash.

      “We have a meeting,” Seth told her as he stood and nodded towards Ash. “Think about what I’ve said and make sure your head is on straight. Come on.” He wasn’t about to leave her alone in his office where he kept highly confidential diplomatic files.

      River let herself be led out of the room and tried not to let her anger grow. She tried not to imagine the worst in the stupid dragon she was somehow supposed to romance or what she would do if she had ten minutes to really take her anger out on Seth for asking her to do such a thing.

      Seth and Ash headed for their meeting and she went outside. The school had just gotten out and the children were running around like animals near the play area. Watching their antics washed away some of her anger, especially as a little girl chased one of the boys until he was forced to climb some of the equipment to get away from her.

      “River! River!” a small, high-pitched voice called as she turned to head home.

      She looked down and saw a short blonde curly head that only came up to her stomach. The head tipped back to reveal Carli, one of the students who should have been playing. “Hey, little one.” She ruffled Carli’s hair gently. She’d watched the child when Carli was just a baby as a favor to Carli’s parents who’d been working all hours on a project. Now she felt like an honorary aunt to the girl. “You should be playing.”

      “Mama said you’re going away soon.” It might have been a sad sentence if not for the bright smile on the girl’s face. “You’re gonna go meet important people and help the planet.”

      In the face of Carli’s smile, she couldn’t tell the girl that her job was apparently to smile and flirt. And Carli’s enthusiasm went some way to reigniting her own.

      Screw Seth. Maybe he thought she was only good for seducing a dragon. She’d show him. She was going to be the best diplomat out of the lot of them, and this trip was going to be the first of many. Seth would eat his words when they were done. She’d make him.

      But Carli didn’t need to know that. River smiled and hugged Carli to her side. “Yeah,” she said. “I am.”
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