
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Sometimes the only way out is to trust someone you’d never thought you could.

	 

	 

	After arresting the queen’s cousin, Slavin thinks the clan is finally safe. Unfortunately, that only lasts until the queen asks him to spy on the Eiloren clan and find out what their king is planning. Slavin can’t say no to the queen.

	Dagan never wanted to be a guard, especially not for the king, but in the Eiloren clan, no one chooses what they do with their life. When the king demands that Dagan’s brother get pregnant, Dagan knows he can’t let that happen, but what can he do?

	Slavin doesn’t have much time before someone will discover he’s spying on the Eiloren clan, and Dagan needs to find a solution as soon as possible. Maybe they can work together, but can Dagan trust a man he thinks is working against his queen? Can Slavin trust Dagan with who he really is?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Slavin grinned as a piece of bread flew by his ear. He was tempted to snatch it from the air and throw it back at Octavia, but he didn’t want the bickering to turn into a food fight. They’d be in trouble with Morven if that happened. Morven was already looking at them in disapproval, although Slavin didn’t miss the way the corners of his lips curled into an almost smile.

	“You’re giving the kids a bad example,” Hogan grumbled.

	His son was in his arms. Lorne was in his dragon form, and he chirped when Hogan spoke. Hogan’s attention immediately went to him, dismissing Octavia and the way she was behaving. She grinned at Slavin and grabbed another piece of bread, but before she could throw it, Blue grunted and shifted into his human form in Orran’s arms. Eulalia gurgled from Morven’s lap, while Lorne’s chirping turned sad.

	Slavin watched as Hogan gently rubbed his son’s head. “You’ll be able to do that too, soon. You’ll see,” Hogan murmured.

	Slavin would never have thought he’d see Hogan in this kind of situation. If anyone had told him Hogan would be an affectionate father, he’d have thought they were making fun of him. Not that Hogan didn’t love, but he rarely showed it, and he’d never had anything to do with children before Blue, Eulalia, and Lorne came into all of their lives.

	Lorne wasn’t Hogan’s son biologically, but Hogan had been there since Cain laid Lorne’s egg. He was Lorne’s father and a loving mate to Cain, and it was good to see.

	Even though it made Slavin feel slightly lonely and very much jealous.

	Blue and Eulalia seemed to realize Lorne wasn’t shifting—both shifted back to their dragon forms. Blue threw himself onto the table before Orran could stop him. He scrambled into Hogan’s lap and rubbed his face against Lorne’s. Lorne chirped, his sadness clearly forgotten as he cuddled back against Blue. Eulalia quickly followed and settled against her friends.

	Those three would be terrors once they grew up a little. Slavin doubted anyone in the clan would mind. The fact that the clan had three babies was incredible, and everyone loved children. Slavin suspected many people would close an eye if they got in trouble, which was both sweet and worrying. He could already imagine the trouble they’d get into if no one tried to stop them.

	But Slavin couldn’t deny they were cute, especially now, all curled up in Hogan’s lap, who didn’t appear entirely comfortable with it. He was okay with taking care of Lorne, and he did that eagerly, but he wasn’t used to having Blue and Eulalia there, too.

	“What do you think the Eiloren clan is up to?” Blake asked Cain, leaning over Orran to get to him.

	Orran didn’t seem to mind. If anything, he looked happy to have the man he loved so close to him. He wrapped an arm around Blake’s waist and pulled him even closer, which earned him a gentle smile from Blake. Slavin couldn’t look away. He was happy for his friends, relieved they’d found someone to love, but he couldn’t help but wonder when his turn would come. With his luck, it would either happen tomorrow or in ten years.

	Cain shrugged and rubbed a fingertip under Lorne’s chin. “I wouldn’t put anything past them. The king has become increasingly cruel in the past few years. He was never great, but it’s become worse, and I’m glad I left when I did.”

	They were talking about Cain’s old clan. Cain had run away because they wanted to take his egg once he laid it. He hadn’t been willing to let them, and he’d done the only thing he could. That was how he and Hogan had met. Cain had been running, and Hogan had caught him. Now, Slavin couldn’t imagine Cain not being here with them. He was part of the Ogorth clan, and sometimes it was hard to remember he hadn’t always been.

	His old clan had wanted him back, and they’d almost succeeded. The fact that a member of the Ogorth clan had been helping them made Slavin want to hit Caven, but it would land him in one of the cells if he did so, which was why he’d refrained. He wanted Caven to pay for everything he was doing and all the pain he was causing, but there was nothing Slavin could do.

	For now.

	An alarm made all of them jump and look around. They weren’t the only ones. The vast dining room was full of dragons eating and talking to each other, something they’d started doing when Blake and Sheldon had moved in with the clan. Before, almost everyone spent most of their time in their dragon form, except for the younger dragons. Now, a lot of the dragons were in their human form for the humans’ benefit. It was good to see, and it made it easier to move through the room without so many big bodies crowded together.

	Sheldon took out his tablet, a frown on his face. That was where the alarm had come from, but Slavin had no idea what it meant. He didn’t understand much about computers, but Sheldon was great with them.

	“We need to go,” Sheldon said after a moment.

	He didn’t give any details, but everyone around the table knew something had to be happening. Sheldon wasn’t a dragon, but they still obeyed his order.

	Slavin turned in time to see Hogan thrust the three babies into Blake’s arms. Blake was pouting, but he knew he couldn’t come with the team. He and his brother weren’t dragons, and they weren’t part of the security teams keeping the clan safe. Technically, neither was Orran, but he’d been in charge for years, and the queen trusted him. If something was happening, she’d want him there.

	Sheldon was part of the technical team that took care of the security system. That meant he’d be right in the middle of whatever was going on, while Blake would be isolated and taking care of the children. Blake didn’t complain, though. He knew what his job was, and he’d do it without a word, like always.

	Slavin and the rest of his team rushed out of the door. Sheldon was holding his tablet, and his fingers were flying on the screen.

	No one asked questions until they reached Sheldon’s office, next to the room where the computers and screens were located. He wasn’t the only one with a private office, but he certainly was the only human who had one. Of course, that wasn’t hard, given that he and his brother were the only humans who lived with the clan. Some dragons hadn’t been happy he’d been offered an office, but considering what Sheldon and the team worked on, it had been necessary.

	Someone closed the door once the entire team was in the room, and they gathered around the big table in the corner. Sheldon dropped into one of the chairs, did something on his tablet, and the TV on the wall turned on. Slavin and the rest of the team watched as the queen’s cousin paced in what seemed to be his bedroom.

	Slavin blinked. He’d known Sheldon was spying on the man with the queen’s approval, but seeing it was different.

	“What’s going on?” Hogan asked.

	“He’s making a phone call,” Sheldon answered.

	Slavin flopped into one of the chairs, his attention still on the screen. Caven was in his human form, since a dragon couldn’t use a cell phone—which was good, because they wouldn’t have been able to hear him if he’d been communicating with someone in his dragon form.

	“I already told you I have everything in hand,” Caven snapped.

	Sheldon was still working on his tablet, and Slavin jerked when a gruffer voice came from it in an obvious answer to Caven. “You couldn’t give me back my dragon or his egg,” the man said.

	A peek at Cain was enough to tell Slavin he knew whoever Caven was on the phone with. Then the entire group turned to Cain.

	Cain must have sensed that—he looked up and said, “That’s the king.”

	Slavin nodded and turned his attention back to the phone call.

	“It’s not my fault one of his little friends came after him. You promised to help me get my cousin off the throne. You can’t go back on your word.” Caven sounded angry, but not as bratty as he usually was with the queen. He no doubt knew that behavior wouldn’t fly with the king of another clan.

	“I’m not sure that what you’re offering is enough for me to want to deal with that,” the king drawled.

	On the screen, Caven stopped pacing. “Once I’m king, our two clans will be allied. I’ll give you all the fertile dragons and eggs you can ever want. You can have the three brats, although I don’t know what you’d do with them.”

	“You’ll probably have to kill the queen’s son.”

	“Why would I do that?”

	“Because as long as he’s alive, you’ll have a rival for the throne.”

	“Then I’ll kill him,” Caven said.

	Slavin looked up. From the satisfied expression on Morven’s face, he knew that Caven had just said the wrong thing and that his life was about to become much harder than it ever had been.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Dagan could hear the king talking on the phone. He did his best not to listen to the conversation, but it wasn’t easy. It was almost as if the king was doing it on purpose and talking right behind the closed door of his office. Dagan couldn’t do anything not to hear what the king was saying, but he stayed still, staring ahead, as was his job as one of the king’s personal security team members.

	Dagan wasn’t alone. Kaida was on the other side of the door, staring ahead like he was. They both knew the king wouldn’t be happy if he stepped out and saw they weren’t doing what he expected them to do—guarding his door while trying to be as invisible as possible.

	Dagan could hear the king pacing his office. That was surprising—usually the king didn’t move a lot. Whoever he was talking with had to be making him nervous or maybe angry. From the sound of it, it could go both ways, which worried Dagan. The king tended to take his anger out on the people around him, including his personal guards.

	Eventually, the office door flew open. Dagan stood up straighter, keeping his gaze ahead of himself.

	“Dagan,” the king said.

	Dagan nodded without looking at the king. “Your Majesty.”

	“I’m done with my phone call. Come in.”

	Dagan stiffened. It was never good when the king wanted to talk to someone in private. Still, there was nothing he could do. He certainly couldn’t refuse. He exchanged a glance with Kaida, who nodded at him. There was pity and worry in her gaze, but Dagan didn’t stop to reassure her. The only thing he had to be sure of was that she’d stand guard out here while he was inside, and with her nod, she confirmed she would.

	Dagan followed the king inside. He closed the office door behind himself, then hovered there, wondering what the king wanted from him. The king didn’t tell Dagan to sit down or anything like that. He didn’t consider Dagan his equal, and Dagan supposed he wasn’t. He didn’t want to be like the king anyway.

	The king settled in his chair behind his desk. “Tell me—” He leaned back in his chair and stared at Dagan. “When will you have children?”

	Dagan had to be incredibly careful how he answered that question. He didn’t want children, had never wanted them, but no one would care about that in this clan. “I’m not fertile at the moment,” he said.

	“That’s a pity. We need more eggs. We especially need more eggs from people like you, who know your duty.”

	Dagan swallowed. It tasted bitter. “Of course, your Majesty.”

	“I think you should see the healers. They’ll be able to tell you when you’ll be fertile.”

	“I will, your Majesty.”

	Luckily for Dagan, he’d been fertile a few years ago, before the king had decided that everyone who could had to get pregnant. Since then, everyone was forced to see the healers once a month. When the healers confirmed a dragon was fertile, that dragon had to become pregnant. If they didn’t have anyone in their life to help with that, a special team the king had put together would. There was no refusing for either dragon involved.

	Then, as soon as the egg was laid, it would be taken away. The eggs were gathered in one big room and taken care of until they hatched. Once they did, the baby dragons were raised together. They never knew who their parents were. Their parents never knew what happened to them or who their child was. Of course, there was a way to find out through the colors of the children, but there was no certainty.

	Raising the babies like that had been going on for a while. What was new was that every fertile dragon was forced to have eggs, whether or not they wanted to. Dagan had no intention of ever doing it, but the king had fixated on him for some reason. Maybe he thought Dagan’s offspring would make for good personal guards in the future. Maybe he just enjoyed the power it gave him over Dagan and the rest of the clan. Dagan didn’t care why the king wanted it. He just knew he didn’t and that he wouldn’t be able to find a way out of it once his time came.

	The king nodded. “Make sure to do it today or tomorrow.”

	Dagan’s mouth went dry. Dragons weren’t very fertile, and it took years between two cycles. Still, it had been a few years, so it could happen again at any time. “I will, but, your Majesty, I wouldn’t be able to guard you if I were pregnant.”

	The king’s gaze snapped to Dagan. “Are you going against my order?”

	“I’m not, your Majesty. I just don’t want you to be unprotected.” That was a blatant lie, but Dagan didn’t think the king realized it. He believed Dagan and everyone around him wanted nothing more than to obey his orders. He didn’t understand that in reality, Dagan just didn’t want to get pregnant.

	The king nodded. “I understand, and I commend you for thinking about it. I’m sure your team will be more than capable of keeping me safe while you’re pregnant. Besides, once you lay your egg, you’ll come back to work right away. I’ll be safe for the months you aren’t available.” He turned his attention to the documents on his desk.

	Dagan wasn’t sure what he was supposed to do, so he stayed where he was. After a moment, the king looked back at him. “You can go now,” he said.

	“I’ll be right outside if you need me, your Majesty.”

	Dagan started to turn, but the king’s voice stopped him. “I meant you can go to the healers. I have big plans for your offspring, which means I need you to start having some.”

	Dagan stared at the door and licked his lips. “I understand, your Majesty. Unfortunately, it’s not something I can just decide to do.”

	The king huffed. “I know that. But I’m going to keep an eye on you.”

	So the king at least suspected that Dagan didn’t want children and would do his best to get out of the obligation. Dagan had always known he wouldn’t be able to, but he still had hope.

	The king tapped his claws onto his desk. “The fact that we can’t force fertility is bothersome.”

	He sounded lost in his thoughts, but the words made Dagan shiver in horror. He could too easily imagine what the king would do if he could force fertility, and it wouldn’t be good for anyone except the king himself. The man was a monster.

	“Well, no matter,” the king continued. “Go see the healers now. I expect you to let me know when they believe you’ll become fertile by tomorrow.”

	And if Dagan lied, the king would know. Dagan had worked for him long enough to know that the king would contact the healers personally before they even talked to Dagan. The king enjoyed control over everyone in the clan, be it his guards, family, or the cooks in the kitchens.

	Dagan nodded, then moved toward the door. The king didn’t say anything to stop him, and Dagan was relieved to be able to leave. He closed the office door behind himself. “The king has ordered me to go to the healers,” he told Kaida. “I’ll make sure someone takes my place as soon as possible.”

	She nodded. Pity was evident in her expression, but she didn’t say anything. They both knew that if the king ordered her to do the same, she would without protesting. Unfortunately for Dagan, the king had taken a special liking to him, which was one of the reasons he was so focused on Dagan having children. At one time, Dagan had wondered if the king might want to be the one to impregnate him. The thought had been horrifying, but Dagan didn’t believe the king would do that. He wouldn’t lower himself to have a child with a mere guard.

	That was the only silver lining in this situation.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Slavin was so excited that he was almost bouncing as he and the rest of his team walked down the hallways. He could see the others shared his feelings about arresting the queen’s cousin. Caven had been a thorn in their side for too long, and now he would finally pay for what he’d done.

	He’d been behind the kidnapping of Blue’s egg. He’d created problems for Blake and Sheldon when the queen had decided to allow them to stay with the clan. He’d had Cain kidnapped and almost managed to hand him over to his old clan. Everyone in their little group had a reason to hate him, and they were all eager to see him behind bars.

	Octavia, Hogan, and Slavin stayed back as Morven and Orran knocked on the door of Caven’s suite of rooms. A guard opened, their eyes widening when they saw who was there. They opened their mouth, but Morven cut them off before they could say anything.

	“Let us in. We’re here to arrest the queen’s cousin.”

	He didn’t have to say it twice. The guard scrambled to the side, allowing Morven to step into the room. Slavin and the others followed him, and Slavin looked around, curious to see where Caven lived.

	As a member of the queen’s close family, he had expansive rooms to live in and several guards making sure nothing happened to him. Slavin had no doubt that some of those guards were loyal to Caven, but others weren’t. It was good that the one who had opened the door wasn’t, because they could have created problems Slavin and the others didn’t have the time to deal with.

	“Where is he?” Morven asked.

	The guard pointed at a door. “In his bedroom.”

	Morven nodded and moved toward it. Like every room in the palace, this one had been created with dragons in mind. Every piece of furniture was wide enough for a dragon in their dragon form to use it, and there was enough space for a dragon to walk through the room. Slavin and the others had stayed in their human form, but it wouldn’t take them more than a few seconds to shift if they had to. Hopefully, they wouldn’t need to. Caven had never struck Slavin as an idiot or a fighter, but desperation could make people do things they normally wouldn’t. Besides, Caven had been stupid enough to go against the queen and to have her son kidnapped. He clearly wasn’t as smart as he thought he was.

	Morven didn’t knock on the door the guard had pointed out. He pushed it open and strode in, followed by the rest of the team. While the room they’d initially walked in had been a sitting room, this one was a bedroom. There was a nest on the far left side, its fabric obviously expensive and luxurious. Big windows on the other side of the room opened onto a balcony, and Slavin was relieved to see they were closed. If Caven wanted to fly away, he’d have to either open them or smash through them.

	An arch in the wall in front of them opened onto a bathroom, from which Caven emerged. He was in his dragon form, but he shifted as soon as he saw them.

	Slavin thought it was a pity that he was such an asshole, because he was a gorgeous man. Just like the queen, Caven was blue. It wasn’t the same dark blue the queen sported, though, but rather a blue mixed with green, almost turquoise.

	“What’s the meaning of this?” he asked.

	“You’re under arrest,” Morven said, stepping closer to Caven.

	Caven moved back so quickly he hit the wall behind him. “What?” He didn’t sound as regal as he had only seconds earlier.

	Morven was close enough now, and he snatched Caven’s wrist. “You’re under arrest for conspiring against the queen and her heir,” he said.

	There were many other reasons to arrest Caven, but they couldn’t prove anything else. Not that it mattered. Conspiring against the queen would be enough for Caven never to see the light of day again.

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Caven protested.

	He tried to pull away from Morven, but Morven didn’t budge. He grabbed a pair of handcuffs especially made for dragons and slipped them around both of Caven’s wrists. Caven wouldn’t be able to shift now, because if he tried, the cuffs would hurt him.

	He struggled against the restraints, but he couldn’t get out of them. He glared at Morven, who ignored him and dragged him toward the door.

	“You’ll regret this,” Caven snapped.

	Slavin didn’t think so. He and Hogan exchanged a glance, and Slavin knew that his friend was disappointed Caven hadn’t given them more of a fight. Hogan would have gladly beaten the queen’s cousin up for what he’d done to Cain. Instead, he and the rest of the team could only follow Morven outside of Caven’s rooms and toward the throne room.

	The queen had already been shown the video they had of Caven on the phone. She’d approved Morven’s request to place cameras and microphones in Caven’s suite and spy on his phone calls, so she hadn’t been surprised. She was ready for her cousin, and Slavin was giddy at the thought that Caven was finally getting what he deserved.

	Their little group walked through the palace, getting the attention of everyone they walked past. Caven had quieted down, no doubt because he didn’t want people to realize what was going on. It had to be humiliating for him to be arrested and dragged in front of his cousin, but Slavin had no doubt he’d start protesting again as soon as the throne room door was closed behind them.

	Sure enough, Caven did have something to say when the heavy doors closed. He straightened and glared around, his focus landing on the queen, who was sitting on her throne. She was in her dragon form, but she shifted and held her cousin’s gaze. Cain was standing close by, looking flustered.

	“What’s the meaning of this?” Caven demanded. “You’ll regret it.”

	“I don’t think I will. If anything, you will regret everything you’ve done until now.” Her voice was steady and strong.

	Caven opened his mouth, but the queen cut him off. “We have video proof of you conspiring against me.”

	Caven snapped his mouth shut. He’d paled, and Slavin thought he’d finally realized how much trouble he was in.

	“How is that possible?”

	“Did you think I’d allow you to do whatever you wanted after what you’ve already done? You tried to take my son away from me. You had a member of the clan kidnapped. We didn’t have proof of anything until now, but now we do, and you’ll regret everything you’ve done.”

	Caven’s expression twisted with hatred and anger. “You bugged my rooms.”

	The queen looked satisfied. “I would never have thought of that, but Sheldon did. He and his brother are much more used to technology than we ever were. It’s good they live with the clan now.”

	Caven tried to get away from Morven, but Morven didn’t let him go. Slavin suspected he’d tightened his hold on Caven’s arms, because Caven winced and stopped moving.

	“You’ll regret this,” Caven told the queen.

	“I don’t think so. No one will be willing to do anything to help you once I show them the video of you talking to the Eiloren clan king.”

	To Slavin’s surprise, Caven laughed. There was no humor in the sound. “You think this is over because you have me? You’re more of an idiot than I thought, if that’s the case. The king is expecting an envoy from me. He’ll know something is wrong when no one comes. I’ll sit on the throne soon, and you won’t be able to do anything to stop me.”

	Slavin had to resist the urge to punch the asshole. He took great satisfaction in watching Morven drag Caven toward the door again. Two guards were waiting just outside, and they took Caven from Morven’s hands. They knew what they had to do with him, which was shoving him into a cell deep in the bowels of the palace. No matter what Caven thought, he’d never get out of there.

	“Do you think he was telling the truth?” Cain asked.

	His voice trembled slightly, which reminded Slavin that Cain wasn’t part of their team. He’d wanted to be there because of what Caven had done to him, but he wasn’t made for this. Thankfully, Hogan wrapped an arm around Cain’s shoulders.

	The queen sighed. “I wouldn’t put it past him. Has Sheldon finished checking Caven’s emails and messages?”

	“I’ll call him and ask,” Morven said. He already had his phone in hand, and it took him only a moment to have an answer for the queen. “He has, and Caven wasn’t lying. The king is expecting someone.”

	They looked at each other.

	“What now?” Hogan asked. “If you don’t send someone, we risk the Eiloren clan attacking us.”

	And while the Ogorth clan would win, it wouldn’t be without a fight, and possibly loss of life.

	“Did Sheldon say whether Caven was sending someone in particular?” Octavia asked. “I mean, did he tell the king who he was sending? Did he use a name?”

	Morven frowned. “Sheldon didn’t say anything about that.”

	“Then one of us should go. If the
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