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Thank you everyone for your patience for this book. I know that I’ve been slow in getting it out to you, but real life has been kicking me in the tush. I really do appreciate all the encouragement that everyone has been sending me. You have no idea how much it’s meant to me. Thank you from the bottom of my heart!

To my friends, thank you for being there for me. I so appreciate all the late-night calls we’ve had. You’ve help me keep my sanity, or at least what little is left of it.
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As we all know, I’ve complained many a time about how lousy I am at grammar. My editor tries hard to correct me, but errors still get through. I’m trying, I’m constantly learning, but I’m still making mistakes. Bear with me. If you see something, shout it out to me. I don’t mind when someone sends me an email to let me know. I figure it’s a chance to get to know you, and I consider that a win!

Thanks,

Dani
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Achoi Nesles had been sleeping beside his mate when they heard the first crashes of someone breaking into their home. While Phernuls ran downstairs to see who it was, he ran into the hallway to see to their children. 

Running into their oldest son, Xed, he told him to check on Yasids, the middle child, while he went to the youngest, Roddir.

The sudden loud thumping sounds of heavy running feet up the stairs let him know that it wasn’t Phernuls coming back upstairs, so he quickly woke Roddir and pulled him behind him, trying to shield his body just as the door was slammed open. Hearing the shouts and then a scream of pain from downstairs, and knowing it was Phernuls, froze the air in his lungs.

“Get out here, now, or we’ll be forced to open fire into the room.” A voice yelled, with two men pointing their weapons into the room, Achoi wasn’t armed, so he did as they said, not wanting his son hurt.

As soon as they were in the hallway, they were pushed and shoved downstairs with Xed and Yasids. 

Once they were downstairs, they were shoved into the front greeting room, where they found Phernuls on his knees with a restraining collar around his neck, preventing him from being able to change into his drosk. What frightened him more was the man, dressed in black, who was standing behind Phernuls, holding him by his hair with a weapon in his hand. When they were all forced to their knees, he turned his cold gaze to them.

“It’s so nice to finally meet you, Xed Nesles,” the man said.

“Who are you?” Xed shakily asked. “Why are you doing this?”

“I’m doing this because you are about to come work for me. We’ll be taking your family with us, in order to ensure your co-operation. As for who I am, that isn’t important. All that you need to concern yourself with is doing as you’re told. We know just how smart you are, and what you can do with a computer, so you will now be working for us, getting the information we tell you to get.”

The weapon he was waving around caused the younger boys to cry out in fear, but all he could do was hold on to them and look at Phernuls. He knew what was going to happen, he could see it in his mate’s eyes. Just before the man stopped talking, Phernuls mouthed that he loved them to Achoi and told him to cover Roddir’s eyes, not to let him see this. Achoi was able to pull Roddir to him, covering his face, protecting him from seeing what was about to happen, but he could still hear, as they all could. He also told Phernuls that he loved him, too.

“In order to gain your co-operation, here is a demonstration of what happens if you don’t do as you’re told.”

He lifted the gun and shot Phernuls in the head, killing him.

Their lives changed that night.
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Chapter One
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Achoi Nesles had never been so embarrassed in his life, discovering he’d fainted not only in front of his son, but his mate and king.

Not one of his better moments.

Pacing around in the front room in the suite that he’d been given to live in from the king, he worried his bottom lip. His children were out enjoying the food and games that had been set up for the afternoon.

He jumped at the expected knock on the door. Going over to answer it, he wasn’t surprised to see the handsome man on the other side.

“Hello again, mate,” he said. “May I come in?”

“Of course,” Achoi said, stepping aside and letting him in. The man was younger than he was, but he was just a bit taller, with the same black hair as him, but he had hazel eyes.

“It’s nice to be able to speak to you,” he said, turning to face him after he’d moved to the middle of the room. “My name is Maner Siche, and I’m one of the spymasters for the king.”

“Hello.” Achoi moved to sit at one of the couches in the room, waiting for Maner to come sit with him. “My name, as I’m sure my son told you, is Achoi Nesles,” he said, after Maner sat down beside him. 

Maner smiled at him, reaching out to grab his hand, causing him to jump. He frowned at Achoi’s reaction. “Why are you scared, we’re mates.”

“The short version, I’m recovering from being attacked when my family was kidnapped. My mate of twenty-five years had been murdered in front of us, and I had been abused in an attempt to control us. I’ve been seeing the doctors and working through it, and have mostly done that, but I’m still having some moments where things catch me off guard.”

Achoi kept a close eye on Maner as he told him about what happened, as he wanted to see his reactions. He was surprised to see that he kept his face blank as he spoke.

“I knew that you had to have been mated before, in order to have sired Xed, but I didn’t realize it had been for that long.” Maner frowned. “Were you able to give him a good burial, or do you still need to?”

“No, with the help of the king, we were able to give Phernuls a burial he would have been proud of, and the children were able to begin their grieving process.”

“Children?” Maner’s head jerked back in surprise. “How many children do you have? I’m afraid I didn’t take the time to ask, I was just interested in getting to you and making sure you were okay.”

Achoi smiled softly thinking about his children. “I have three. Xed is the oldest, who you know. Next is Yasids who is thirteen, but now considers himself to be the man of the house. The youngest is Roddir, who’s eight. He’s been having the hardest time with the death of his Takar, as they were very close.”

“Meaning, I might have some issues with the younger two, trying to assimilate my life in with yours.”

“It will take some work, for all of us. I know that the mating imperative will be there for both of us. My mating with Phernuls was not a true mating, but one based on love, which I know is rare on Danzaith, but when we met while still in school, we never strayed far from one another.”

“I’m happy that you had him before we met, that you weren’t alone, but I’m not going to lie, I’m slightly jealous. I wish it had been us who had this family, together. But I’m thirty-eight right now, and I’m unsure of your age.”

Giving himself a moment, Achoi could see where Maner was coming from, so he gave the hand he was holding a gentle squeeze. 

“I can understand what you’re saying, but I’m going to be honest with you too. I would never give up the years I had with Phernuls. Without him, I wouldn’t have the children I have, or have known what true love really was. Now that I do know, I hope that we can have the same with our mating, when we do mate. You know that it won’t be right away, you first need to get to know my children, and they need to get to know you. And so you know, I’m forty-eight, so I don’t think I’m able to have more children.”

Achoi watched as Maner took a deep breath, then slowly let it out. “I have a feeling that it’s not going to be as easy as you’re saying it might be. As for more children, while I wish we could have our own, I’m not going to worry about something that I can’t change. Fate had us meet when they thought it was the right time, so I guess I need to learn how to befriend your sons.”

Giving him a sad smile, Achoi slowly shook his head. “The boys are still grieving the loss of their Takar. I know that you don’t plan on instantly becoming that in their lives, but I do hope that we can become a family.”

Maner nodded and held on tighter to Achoi’s hand. “I don’t know how to be a Takar. All I’ve ever was a spy for the Empire, working behind the scenes to keep everyone safe.”

His quiet words hit Achoi hard, hearing that Maner had never taken the time to learn how to be anything other than a spy.

“How about we take our time, in getting to know one another and also in giving the children time to get to know you,” Achoi said, giving Maner an encouraging smile. “I’m sure it will take some time to get them to open up to you, but I’m sure they will.”

I hope they will, Achoi prayed to himself.
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Maner knew it wasn’t going to be as easy as Achoi made it sound, so when the door opened and two young men came running into the room, he was ready to panic and bolt. Who knew that the man who was a master spy was scared of two children?

The oldest one was the first one to see them sitting there holding hands, he immediately began to scowl at them.

“Seron, why are you holding that man’s hand?” Yasids demanded to know. “Who is he?”

Maner watched as the younger boy came and stood slightly behind his older brother.

Achoi pulled his hand back and, taking a deep breath, stood up and faced the boys. “Allow me to introduce our guest. His name is Maner Siche, and he’s my fated mate.”

To say that he was surprised was an understatement. Maner hadn’t expected Achoi to just blurt it out like that, but he guessed that honesty would be the best policy.

He stood up so that he too was facing the boys.

“Good afternoon, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” Maner told them, keeping his voice even. “Your Seron was telling me about you...”

“We don’t need you here,” Yasids angrily broke in. “We’re fine without you. We have a Takar, and you’re not him.”

“Yasids!” Achoi gasped at him.

“I know you do, and I would never try to take him away from you,” Maner told them, looking at Yasids man to man. “Your Takar was a man of honor, who was killed while protecting you. I only hope that I can help mentor you to become as good as he was. I’m not looking to replace him, I can’t, but what I can do is help your Seron by supporting him while he continues to raise you as he always has.”

“What do you mean?” Roddir peeked from behind Yasids, but never really moved out from behind his brother.

“When I met your Seron and realized he was my mate, both my drosk and I were so happy. The joy at finally having met him was overwhelming for a moment, but when I found out that he had already been mated, and was the Seron to three children, I admit to panicking for a moment. I had never been around children. I’m one of the master spies for the Empire, what do I know about looking after and guiding a child into being a good person? Nothing. So yes, I’m worried that I’m going to mess up, but that doesn’t mean that I won’t try, that I won’t be here to support your Seron in any way he needs me to, and that includes you guys.”

Maner stood a bit taller and took a deep breath. “I’m going to learn as I go along, and I will make mistakes, we all do, but I promise to learn from them, and I give you my solemn word that I will always be there for you, no matter what.”

“How can you mean that?” Yasids asked, looking at him as if he just grew another head. “You don’t know us, so how can you say that as if you care?”

“Because your Seron is my true mate, so that means you all come together. I would never try to separate you. That isn’t how one treats their mate, at least not how they should be treated.”

“Maner is right,” Achoi said. “As true mates, the one thing we do is stand beside one another. If, and I do mean if, there is something wrong with your mating, and you find that you aren’t being treated properly, then you need to speak out about it. Go see your family and talk to them or seek guidance from someone you trust. Never just stay in a situation that isn’t healthy.”

“What kind of man are you?” Roddir timidly asked.

“I’m hoping to be the kind that will put you guys all first.” Maner gave Roddir a smile, showing him he wasn’t upset at his question. “I’ve spent all my life working towards being a master spy for the Empire, now I need to learn how to be a mate, and to find my place with you guys. As I’ve already said, I’m not looking to replace your Takar, I would never do that to you, or to Achoi, but I would like to at least become your friend, and maybe a mentor.”

“I have everything I need,” Yasids sneered at him. “My Takar already taught me what I should know, so there isn’t a damn thing you could teach me.”

After saying that, he stormed off down a hallway and everyone could hear a door slam behind him. 

“Oh dear,” Achoi whispered.

Oh dear, indeed, Maner thought.
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Chapter Three
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Achoi didn’t know if he should chase after Yasids or simply perish from the embarrassment.

“I’m sorry...” he began.

“You have nothing to be sorry for, and neither does Yasids,” Maner calmly told him. “He has every right to his feelings. Right now, he’s had so much change in his life, and so much of it was traumatic. Now, I’ve come along and changed more.”

“Are you going to take us away from here?” Roddir asked, looking worried.

Achoi went over and wrapped his arms around his youngest. “No, for now, we’re going to stay here. Maner will be coming and visiting us while we get to know him. We’ve talked and have agreed that we need to take our time and court. We need to give us time, but also time for you guys to get to know him. Rushing this won’t work.”

Feeling the smaller body of his son shake in his arms, Achoi looked over at Maner and frowned. 

“How about I go and get something for us for dinner?” Maner said. “I’ll go and bring back something for everyone. Is there anything you guys don’t like?”

“Poached Rain Gar,” Roddir mumbled from the area of Achoi’s chest. “I really don’t like it. The cook made it for dinner one night, and it was yuck.”

Achoi looked up and saw that Maner was having a better time of keeping the smile off his face than he was. 

“I promise not to bring anything like that back,” Maner told him. “How about some Braised Fire Krakatain?”

Roddir’s head popped up from Achoi’s chest and began to bob. “Oh, that sounds so good. We haven’t had that in so long. Can we have that, Seron?”

“If Maner is willing to pay for it, then I see no reason why we can’t enjoy a nice meal like that.”

“Yes!” Roddir jumped up and grabbed Achoi in a hug, then turned to look at Maner. “Thank you for this, but you really don’t have to get us such an expensive dinner.”

“Can I tell you something?”

“Uh, okay,” Roddir replied.

“I’ve been working and saving all my life. Sure, I got myself a couple of nice things, but what was I going to spend my earnings on? I was saving in the hope that someday I would meet my mate and we would have children.”

“What happens if Seron never has any more babies?” Roddir tilted his head, looking at Maner worried.

“That is a possibility. I’m not putting your Seron down, but he is older, and due to his age, he most likely will not be able to have any more children. While I wish I could have had a child with my mate, I know that your Seron is past the age of bearing another child. So, I guess I’m going to be one of the lucky ones. I’m
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