
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Love is never as important as it is during a war.

	 

	 

	Gideon is in an odd position. He’s the first human ambassador to the Ogorth clan, and while he loves his new job, he could do without the war brewing. He’s not ready to lose his new friends or the alliance he and the dragons have been working so hard to establish.

	And he’s not ready to lose Lisha, the beautiful healer who saved his life when he was poisoned.

	Lisha can’t stay away from Gideon, even though he probably should. He has no idea how to deal with a human, and with the Saganto clan attacking so many small clans, he’s overworked and having a hard time dealing with what he sees.

	The Saganto clan won’t stop until they destroy the Ogorth clan and anyone who’s allied with them, but once the Ogorth clan discovers when the Saganto clan plans to attack, they might have a chance to win.

	But it won’t be easy.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Lisha made his way down the hallway. Luckily for him and every other healer in the palace, the infirmary was pretty empty right now. That meant he had time to check up on his other patients, including the egg Christian had found in the forest.

	He didn’t really need to. He’d already checked the egg, and it was perfect. Whoever had hidden it had done a good job and protected the egg. Lisha couldn’t help but wonder what had happened to its parents. No one would abandon an egg like that. If someone didn’t want the child after laying an egg, the clan would have taken care of it. There would have been no need to abandon the egg, especially in a place where they couldn’t be sure it would be found.

	So why leave it there? What would have happened if Christian hadn’t stumbled onto it?

	Lisha shuddered at the thought. The egg would have eventually hatched, and the baby would have been alone. It would have been near impossible for them to survive, and while Lisha worried that the egg’s parents had tried coming back for it and couldn’t find it, Christian had done the only thing anyone could have done. He couldn’t have left the egg where it was. It would have been too dangerous.

	That was why Lisha thought the parents must have left the egg there because they hadn’t had a choice. The Ogorth clan always gave its members a choice, especially about something like this, so Lisha suspected the parents came from another clan.

	It was a possibility. So many small clans were disappearing with every attack from the Saganto clan. That clan was killing as many dragons as they could, but some were bound to manage to get away, and once they did, they were on the run. If they couldn’t find a safe place to hide or a new clan, they were on their own, which was dangerous, especially with the Saganto clan still attacking left and right.

	Lisha wished there was more he could do, but beyond taking care of any survivor who managed to reach the Ogorth clan, he was helpless. His job was nowhere near as important as the queen’s, and he was glad. He wouldn’t know where to start if he were in her place—or on her throne.

	At least the egg was safe. For now, Christian was taking care of it, even though his partner, Ruy, was wary because he didn’t want children any time soon. The fact that they didn’t know who the egg belonged to made the situation even more complicated, but Christian was human. He didn’t care about the different clans. He just cared that the egg had been abandoned and needed someone to take care of it. He probably felt responsible. since he’d been the one to find it.

	Hopefully, they’d find where the egg had come from. Even if its parents couldn’t care for it, it could return to its own clan. Until that happened, though, the egg was a member of the Ogorth clan, and Lisha would take care of it.

	When he reached Christian’s door, he knocked. Christian was living with Ruy, but during the day, when Ruy was at work, he spent most of his time with his human family. That was where Lisha knew to find him, so he’d expected Christian to be the one to open the door.

	Christian grinned as if he was happy to see Lisha.

	Lisha was slightly puzzled because, as far as he was aware, they weren’t friends, even though they were friendly.

	“Are you here to check on Humpty Dumpty?” Christian asked.

	Lisha frowned. “I’m sorry?”

	“The egg.”

	“Yes. I’m here for the egg.”

	Christian stepped aside to let Lisha in. “It’s fine. Nothing has changed as far as I can see. No cracks or anything.”

	“That’s because it’s not yet ready to hatch.”

	Christian bobbed his head. “I know, but I’m impatient. I can’t even imagine what it’s like for the parents. Humans just come out of their mother, and they’re here.”

	Whereas dragon eggs were laid, then needed more time for the dragon inside the egg to be ready to come into the world. It was the only way Lisha had known for most of his life, but he could understand why Christian was excited and impatient. The dragon world was new to him, and while he’d adapted, it couldn’t be easy. Everything was different here, and Lisha was impressed at how much Christian already looked at home.

	Christian guided him toward the couch. Things were changing in the castle, and it was partly because of the humans who now lived here. Before them, most of the clan had spent their time in their dragon form. Even when they were in their human form, it was easier for them to use the furniture they used in their dragon form. Lisha was used to wide, comfortable nests, but this room was set up for the family of humans who lived here. There was no nest in sight. Instead, there was a table with several chairs, and in a corner in front of a TV, couches, armchairs, and a coffee table. The TV was on, showing colorful cartoons.

	And on the couch, surrounded by pillows as if Christian was afraid it would topple over, was the egg.

	Lisha looked from the egg to the TV. “You do realize the baby is unable to watch this, right?”

	Christian rubbed the back of his neck. “I know. It’s just weird to treat it like an object when I know there’s a baby in there.”

	Lisha supposed that was better than Christian treating it like it didn’t matter. Even though the egg wasn’t his, he behaved like it was, and it warmed Lisha’s heart.

	He was glad Christian had gotten over his crush on him. Lisha had been aware of it, especially after Christian had asked him out. He liked Christian, but not like that, and besides, Christian was perfect with Ruy.

	He sat on the couch and gently collected the egg from its nest of pillows. Christian hovered by as he waited, and it was clear he really was worried about the egg. He wanted the baby inside of it to be okay, like everyone else. Those two belonged together.

	Lisha took his time. He always did when it came to eggs and young dragons, because it was better to take more time to examine them than to miss something. Luckily, the egg was perfectly healthy, and when Lisha held it toward the light, he could see the faint outline of the dragon inside of it. It was growing quickly, but it would still take some time for the baby to be ready to hatch. It was small, but everything looked the way it should.

	That was what Lisha told Christian when he was done. He settled the egg back against the pillows and got up, but he should have known he wouldn’t be able to leave easily. Like most humans who now lived with the clan, Christian was chatty.

	“You look tired,” he said.

	Lisha blinked. “I actually have less work than usual at the moment.”

	“Then you should use that free time to sleep.”

	Lisha looked out the window. He probably should, but he was worried and had a bad feeling. The queen had sent groups of guards into the forest to look for the egg’s parents. Part of Lisha hoped they wouldn’t find anyone, because that might mean they’d made it out alive. If they found anyone at this point, they’d probably be in bad shape. No one had noticed unknown dragons hunting in the forest, which meant that the egg’s parents had to be starving, and that was if they hadn’t been wounded when they’d reached the Ogorth clan.

	“I’m worried, too,” Christian said as he looked outside the same window as Lisha. “Have you heard anything?”

	“No, but if there’s someone out there, the guards will find them.”

	The problem was that no one could tell what state they would be in when that happened.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	It was taking everything Gideon had not to start screaming and bouncing on his feet. He didn’t know how else someone should react when they were packing to move in with the dragon clan in their freaking palace.

	It was a serious situation. Gideon wasn’t moving in with the dragons to have fun or because he wanted to. He did want to move there, but he had a job to do, and he took that very seriously.

	He was the first human ambassador to the Ogorth clan.

	The possibilities this role opened were mind-boggling. It wasn’t even only about the Ogorth clan. The dragon world was a bit of a mess right now, with one clan trying to take over the others, but Gideon was confident they’d eventually be defeated. That was when the fun would start. It was when things would settle down, and hopefully, once they had, dragons and humans would be able to live in harmony.

	He snorted as he pushed a shoe into his suitcase. That sounded like a utopia. He didn’t think harmony could exist, not between humans and dragons, not within the human race, and not within the dragon race. It seemed the dragons were more similar to humans than anyone had thought. There were bad ones, and there were good ones, just like human beings. Unfortunately, that meant there was little chance for harmony.

	But peace, they could probably manage.

	Gideon’s phone vibrated on his nightstand. He already knew who it was and was tempted not to answer, but his mother would freak out if he didn’t. She was already worried enough about everything that was happening, and he didn’t want her to wonder if she was ever going to see him alive again.

	Of course she would. He was moving to another job, not the cemetery.

	“Hey, Mom,” he said as he answered.

	“I hope I didn’t catch you at a bad moment.”

	“I’m packing.”

	She clicked her tongue. “I still wish you hadn’t taken this job.”

	Gideon was very much aware of that because she’d already told him several times. “I wouldn’t have said no even if I wanted to, and I didn’t. This is an incredible opportunity, Mom. I’m an ambassador.” Yes, it was because the queen had requested he be the one to fill the role, but that meant he’d made a good impression on her, even though he wasn’t sure he had what it took to do the job.

	“And I’m happy for you. I realize how big of a promotion this is, but I worry. If only this job could be in another country rather than with those dragons.”

	Gideon didn’t blame his mother. She hadn’t been to the palace, and she hadn’t met the clan. She’d never even met a dragon, for that matter. If Gideon were going to another country, he’d have to deal with human beings, and she knew humans, but she didn’t know dragons beyond what she saw on TV and the little Gideon had told her. She didn’t know what to think of them, and no matter how many times Gideon reassured her that he’d be all right, he was moving far away, and for the first time in their lives, she wouldn’t be able to reach him easily.

	It was a big change for all of them, and while she was anxious, Gideon was more excited than he could remember ever being.

	“I promise I’ll be all right,” he said as he sat on the edge of the mattress.

	His bedroom was a mess. He was permanently moving into the palace, and it was a logistical nightmare. He couldn’t bring most of his stuff, including the furniture. He’d been selling it piece by piece, and what he couldn’t get rid of, he was planning on gifting. A lot of the rest would end up in a storage unit. Maybe in time, he’d be able to retrieve some of it.

	But for now, he wanted to focus on his future, not on his past. He was only taking the bare minimum, but once he was settled, he could have things shipped out to him.

	“I know you’ve said that, but they’re dragons,” Gideon’s mother whispered.

	“And just like humans, there are good and bad dragons. The Ogorth clan is on the right side, I promise. They welcomed me when I was there.”

	Someone had also poisoned Gideon while he was there, but he wasn’t about to tell his mother. She didn’t know about it and would never find out if he had his way.

	He didn’t blame the Ogorth clan for what had happened to him. They hadn’t been involved in the poisoning, and they’d taken care of him when they’d realized what had happened. Gideon didn’t think he would ever forget waking up in bed, feeling like shit, and seeing an angel sitting beside him.

	Well, not an angel. Lisha was a dragon shifter, but he was beautiful like an angel. He’d taken care of Gideon while Gideon recuperated, and Gideon had been sorry to leave him behind.

	When he thought about Lisha, his heart beat faster. He had a bit of a crush on the healer. Normally, he wouldn’t have dwelled on that feeling, but he was moving in with the clan. That meant he’d have many opportunities to see and talk to Lisha.

	He almost squealed. He was so fucking excited.

	“You’re probably right,” Gideon’s mother admitted. “You know them better than I do. I just don’t like that you’ll be so far away from me.”

	“Phones exist, Mom. Just use yours and call me whenever you want. I’ll try to answer, but don’t freak out if I don’t. I’m not going there on vacation.”

	“I know. This is your job, and I’m proud of you. I need to stop treating you like a child. You’re an adult, and I trust that you know what you’re doing.”

	Gideon had been an adult for a while now since he was in his mid-thirties, but he didn’t point that out. He understood where his mother was coming from and didn’t blame her. Her worry wasn’t going to stop him from doing this, though.

	It was a big promotion, but more importantly, it meant that Gideon was moving in with the dragons. He’d always been fascinated by them, even when he thought they were animals. Now that he knew they weren’t and that they could turn into humans, or at the very least, that they had something that resembled a human form, he was even more excited. He could discover so many things and get to know so many new people he wouldn’t have known otherwise. How was he supposed to be afraid?

	He didn’t even care that someone had poisoned him. He trusted the Ogorth clan with his life and knew he wouldn’t regret it. The only thing he was worried about was that a war was brewing, and he’d find himself right in the middle of it, but that was something he would deal with when he had to, and not one second sooner.

	For a while, he wanted to ignore the alarm bells in his mind. He wanted to focus on how happy he was about this new job and all the things he would learn.

	He also wanted to make a difference. He’d been horrified for so long at the treatment of dragons. Even if they’d been animals, the way they were hunted hadn’t been right. Gideon had been an activist in his youth but hadn’t succeeded.

	But now, he had the chance to make a real difference, and he wasn’t letting it go. He was the first human ambassador to the Ogorth clan, and he took that role very seriously, especially with the war brewing. He was convinced that dragons and humans could survive and thrive together.

	And he was going to show everyone that he was right.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	The palace was buzzing. There was no other word to describe the tension and gossip. Lisha usually didn’t care much about gossip, but he couldn’t have avoided knowing what was happening.

	The humans were coming back.

	That in itself wasn’t new for the Ogorth clan. Ever since Orran had returned with a human in tow from his mission to retrieve the queen’s egg from the person who’d stolen it, humans had been making themselves at home at the palace. First, it had been Blake, then his brother Sheldon. Others had followed, and now the small group of humans was an integral part of the clan. They had children with clan dragons, and they were effectively clan members.

	Lisha didn’t have anything against that. He’d talked to the humans many times, and he liked them. He’d also taken care of their children when they were still in their egg and when they’d hatched, and he could see that their fathers were good additions to the clan. The fact that they were humans didn’t matter. He wasn’t like the older dragons, who were wary and didn’t want humans to change the clan.

	They didn’t realize that the clan was already changing, and it wasn’t because of the humans. It was because of the greed of another clan, or rather, of its leader.

	There had been peace between the dragon clans for a long time, but that peace was over, and it wasn’t the fault of the humans who lived with the Ogorth clan or even the clan’s fault. It was what it was, and they needed to deal with what was being handed to them.

	Besides, more humans wanted to help. That was why a group of them, including Gideon, was moving into the palace.

	Lisha looked out the window. He didn’t know when the human would arrive, and Lisha didn’t understand how he could have so readily agreed to move here. Wasn’t he afraid he would be poisoned again or hurt another way? The queen had made sure that the person who’d poisoned Gideon paid for it, but they belonged to another clan. Maybe that was why Gideon was coming back. Maybe he trusted the Ogorth clan.

	Lisha did, but not everything was well. The Ogorth clan had many members, and not all of them were good people. He just had to look at what had happened to some of his friends to have proof of that. Still, as much as some clan dragons disliked humans and didn’t want Gideon to be here, they wanted the Saganto clan to take over even less. That meant following the queen’s orders even when they disagreed with her. It meant accepting that the human government was going to help.

	Unfortunately, it didn’t give the clan an advantage, because the Saganto clan worked with hunters. The thought made Lisha shudder, and he tried to focus on the cleaning he was doing in the infirmary, but the task couldn’t hold his attention. He didn’t have to think to scrub counters.

	Hunters had been a problem for dragons for as long as there had been humans and dragons. They hunted dragons, sold their eggs and their children, and tore their bodies to pieces to sell them. It was horrifying and one of the reasons the dragon clans were so isolated. They were stronger than humans, but there were so many more humans than dragons that if there was an uprising, the humans would take out the clans. That was one of the reasons it was so important to have a good alliance in place with humans. No one wanted a war between humans and dragons. It was bad enough that there was a war between dragon clans.

	“I’ve heard he’s pretty,” Atha, one of Lisha’s colleagues said from where she was sitting nearby.

	A small group of nurses and healers had gathered at the other side of the infirmary. They were peeking out the window, waiting for the humans to appear. They would arrive in the air, carried by dragons. It was the only way to get to the palace, even though there were small doors at the mountain’s base. The forest around the palace was too thick to allow any vehicle to reach them, which was good. It made it slightly awkward when they were moving a bunch of humans in, though.

	“You’ll have to ask Lisha,” Neena, another healer, said. “He took care of him when he was hurt. I didn’t see him at his best, but he was cute.”

	Lisha almost rolled his eyes. “I’m not going to talk about Gideon with any of you.”

	The two dragons laughed. “Gideon, huh?”

	Lisha told himself he didn’t have anything to be embarrassed about. “It’s his name, as I’m sure you know.”

	“We do. We also want to know if he’s pretty.”

	Lisha tried not to think of Gideon, but it was impossible. Gideon was pretty. He looked nothing like what Lisha was used to, since he wasn’t a dragon, but that didn’t take away any of his appeal.

	He was shorter than Lisha, but most humans were shorter than dragons. The last time Lisha had seen him, his short brown hair had been messy because he’d been spending a lot of time in bed recuperating. There had been dark shadows around his warm brown eyes, but he’d been upbeat and acting as if he hadn’t been poisoned.

	Gideon wasn’t handsome like some of the men Lisha had seen on the Internet. He was skinny and not very muscled, and his nose was slightly too big for his face. His smile and the way he looked at the world made up for it. He wore glasses, and Lisha loved that he’d kept pushing up the frames. It probably meant the glasses were too big for his face, but it was endearing to see.

	No, Gideon might not be the most handsome man Lisha had ever seen, but that didn’t mean Lisha didn’t like him or that he wasn’t pretty.

	“I think someone has a crush,” Atha said with a giggle.

	Lisha rolled his eyes. “I don’t have a crush.”

	“Well, maybe you don’t, but everyone knows that Gideon does.”

	Lisha’s stomach churned even though it shouldn’t. “Does he? Who does he like?”

	“You,” Neena quickly said. “I didn’t spend a lot of time with him, but it was obvious.”

	Lisha told himself not to hope. What did it matter if Gideon had a crush on him? He didn’t have a crush on Gideon.

	Or at least, that was what he was trying to convince himself.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Flying was an experience Gideon wanted to repeat. He’d gotten to do it to come and go from the palace the last time he’d been here, but it was always exhilarating. Every time, Gideon felt like he could touch the sky with just a finger, and technically, he supposed he could. He and the others had been flown in through the clouds, and while Gideon was pretty sure he’d heard Jennifer shriek several times, he’d loved it.

	He wasn’t sure what his three guards thought of it. He’d complained that he was required to take them along, but his boss hadn’t taken no for an answer. The man was unhappy that Gideon only had four people with him. He probably thought the dragons would eat him, and while Gideon hadn’t pointed out that a guard or two wouldn’t stop them if it was what they wanted, he’d thought it.

	No one in the Ogorth clan would try to eat him. He didn’t need Nate, Jacob, and Edgar. He could watch his own back. Besides, no one here would hurt him.

	They finally landed, and as soon as Gideon was off the back of the dragon he’d been riding, she shifted back. He grinned at her, and while she looked puzzled, she smiled back.

	“Thank you for giving me a ride,” he told her, lightly bowing.

	She blinked. “I followed orders.”

	“I realize that, but I enjoyed myself very much.”

	“Start taking their things down to their rooms,” a strong voice declared.

	Gideon grinned as he turned to Slavin. He’d met the dragon when he’d been here the last time, and they’d become friends. “It’s good to see you again.”

	Slavin grinned back. “Glad to see you made it here in one piece. Morven wanted to be present, but he’s with the queen.”

	“That’s fine. I don’t need him to show me around the palace again. I already know where everything is.”

	“You’re staying in the same room as last time,” Slavin confirmed. “And you’ll see Morven soon enough. He and the queen want to see you in about half an hour.”

	If Gideon had things his way, he’d head to the throne room right now. His team was frazzled, though, and Jennifer looked like she might be about to faint. The three guards were masking their feelings better, but he could tell they were nervous. None of them had been here the last time Gideon had visited. They’d volunteered to move with him, but he suspected it had more to do with the paycheck than anything else. It wasn’t a problem. Either they’d learn to live with dragons, or they’d resign and move back home.

	“Let me take you to your rooms,” Slavin said with a smile as he turned to the other three.

	To Gideon’s surprise, Jennifer stepped forward. “My name is Jennifer, and I’m Gideon’s assistant. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

	“I’m Slavin. I work closely with the queen and her right-hand man, Morven. If you need anything, feel free to contact me.” He looked at Gideon. “We left a list of important numbers in everyone’s room. You already have mine, of course.”

	Gideon tried not to beam like an idiot. He didn’t want to look creepy, but he was so freaking happy to be back.

	It was odd. Until recently, he hadn’t known dragons could become humans. He’d felt a
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