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Cerulean Bond (Eiloren Clan, #5)


In a palace full of dragons, trust is dangerous—and love could be deadly.

Palmer moved to the Eiloren clan palace to learn about dragons and to help close the distance between their two species. As the only human doctor there, every day is a test that he can’t afford to fail.

Especially not with Pearl watching his every move.

Killian’s half-sister has been vocal about her hatred for humans, and when Killian’s siblings start getting sick even as Palmer treats them, he’s afraid she’ll be proven right. 

Rune has spent his life trying not to get the attention of his father and yearning for a relationship with his siblings. When Killian asks him to work with Palmer, he sees a chance to prove his loyalty to his brother. He doesn’t expect to fall for the wary, determined human who refuses to be protected like fragile glass, but he does.

As Palmer fights to save his patients and his reputation, he discovers their illness isn’t natural—it’s poison, and all signs point to Pearl. But gathering evidence that she’s involved means painting a target on his own back—and Pearl’s already preparing her next strike.
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PALMER HUMMED AS HE worked. The guard he was treating was distracted by his phone, so he wouldn’t mind. His injury was minor. Just a cut while he’d been training, which was something Palmer expected to see more of. These guards were human, and they were now training and working with dragon shifters. There were bound to be bumps and bruises.

As it was, the guard’s bruises were spectacular. The guy wasn’t complaining, though. No, he was too focused on his phone for that.

“Who are you texting?” Palmer asked. “If you don’t mind me asking.”

The guard shrugged. “My girlfriend.”

“Does she live here?” It was a legitimate question. As far as Palmer knew, none of the humans who’d moved into the palace with the dragons had brought their families with them. He might be the only one, and his brother was here because he was a guard, not because he was his brother.

“She’s back home. We agreed I should come here for at least a year to earn more money, you know, but I miss her.”

Palmer nodded as if he understood, but he hadn’t left anyone behind. Well, he’d left his parents, but it wasn’t the same. He hadn’t lived with them since he was in high school. The person he was closest to was with him, so really, as far as he was concerned, living at the palace was perfect.

He knew that a lot of people didn’t view it the same way. None of the humans had been ordered to come here, but it was clear that some of them had been thinking more about the money than about the consequences of being isolated for so long. Not that Palmer blamed the dragons for keeping their palaces closed off and building them as far away from humanity as possible. Considering the way humans had always treated them, he was actually surprised they’d been allowed in.

As a doctor, being able to work here with dragons gave him the opportunity of a lifetime. He was learning about dragon physiology and healing, something he’d never thought possible. It was also something he wasn’t sure would be useful to him if he ever left the palace, but the king had insisted that he wanted human and dragon healing to work together, and Palmer was one of the first to attempt that. Of course, he wasn’t doing it alone. He was working with several dragon healers who were just as interested in human medicine as he was in dragon healing.

“Here you go,” he said, patting the guard’s arm. “All set. Keep the wound clean, and you shouldn’t have any problem.”

The guard grinned at him and hopped off the table. The infirmary door opened, and Palmer turned to it, already distracted, especially when he saw it was his brother.

“Thanks, Doc,” the guard said as he collected his things. “I’m glad you could help.”

“Anytime,” Palmer told him. “It’s why I’m here.”

The guard left, and Taylor gave him a bemused smile as he did so. “What happened?” he asked Palmer.

“Got nicked during training. He’ll be fine.”

“Of course he will be. You took care of him.”

Palmer shook his head. “It was just a cut.”

“Still.” Taylor looked Palmer up and down. “How are you doing?”

Palmer resisted the urge to groan. Even though Taylor was the younger of the two of them, he’d always been protective. He was the fighter, so maybe it made sense, but Palmer didn’t need him to be. He was fine. “I’d tell you if I wasn’t okay,” he said. “How are you doing? You’re the one risking your life every day.”

“I’m not risking my life. I’m just a guard.”

“Considering not all dragons are happy to have us around, it could be dangerous.”

“Which is why I’m checking on you. I can defend myself. You wouldn’t be able to fight your way out of a wet paper bag.”

“Hey!” Palmer argued, but Taylor wasn’t wrong. Palmer wasn’t a fighter. He was a doctor, and he wouldn’t know where to start if he had to defend himself. Well, he could use a scalpel, but that was about it.

“You know I’m right,” Taylor said, looking unapologetic. “Also, you have a meeting with Killian.”

Palmer narrowed his eyes. “So that’s why you’re here. I don’t need to be walked around like we’re still in high school.”

“I did it for the same reason when we were in high school, and I’m doing it now that we’re here. I need to keep bullies away from you.”

“You’re not funny, but fine. You can walk me to the meeting.” Palmer wasn’t actually offended by Taylor feeling the need to protect him. There were several highly placed dragons who were pretty vocal about not liking humans, and Palmer was in a pretty prominent place as one. He was a doctor. He’d been told he could work on any dragon who would allow him to, and he hadn’t shied away from asking anytime he could. Luckily, most of them were perfectly okay with him doing so, if a bit bemused, but he couldn’t help but think about Killian’s sister and how much she hated humans. If Pearl had a say, Palmer would find himself outside the palace walls without even being allowed to pack his bags.

He gathered his things while Taylor poked around the infirmary, earning himself a few confused glances and even glares from the dragons working there. Palmer lightly punched his brother’s shoulder once he was ready, shaking his head at him when Taylor looked up from the jars he’d been looking at.

“Don’t touch anything,” Palmer begged.

Taylor beamed at him. “I promise I didn’t break anything.”

“People are wondering why you’re here,” Palmer said as he walked to the door. “You’re not hurt. The infirmary isn’t your place.”

“I’d argue that any place you are is my place, but they know me. I don’t think they’re as confused as you believe they are.”

Maybe they weren’t, but the last thing Palmer wanted was to offend anyone. He needed to be allowed to stay and work with the dragons. That meant he didn’t want to make any of them uncomfortable, and he especially didn’t want his brother to make any of them uncomfortable.

Sometimes, it was a fine line to walk. Most dragons were curious about humans, just like humans were curious about dragons. In a way, though, Palmer and the other humans were invading these people’s homes. Palmer didn’t blame them for being uncomfortable. He really believed that they could learn from each other, and that wouldn’t happen if they didn’t give each other a chance.

“What’s this meeting going to be about?” Taylor asked as they walked down the hallway.

“Just a general checkup. We’re also going to discuss healthcare for the growing human population of the clan.”

“So you’re going to nerd out.”

“I’m going to work. It’s not my fault you don’t understand those things.”

“Oh, I’m fine not understanding them. They’re boring.”

Palmer shook his head. He knew what Taylor was doing. He was distracting him because he knew he was nervous. Palmer was grateful, but at the same time, he felt like he was being managed, which wasn’t something he particularly enjoyed. This was his brother, though. He’d allow it.

He was also grateful because it meant that he didn’t think too much about the meeting until they reached the conference room by Killian’s office. He knew things would be okay. Killian was a good ruler, and he’d been the one to invite Palmer to stay at the palace and work with dragon healers.

The problem was that the meeting wasn’t only with him.

The room would be full of the king’s advisors, and they weren’t dragons that Palmer knew. Still, he didn’t have a choice. He had to attend the meeting, and he would.

* * * *
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RUNE WAS THE FIRST to arrive for the meeting. It made him feel like he was too excited for something so mundane, but he’d been stunned to be invited to participate. He knew this was part of Killian rebuilding his advisors and the ruling class of the clan, but he wasn’t entirely sure why he was one of the people involved.

He wanted to be, though.

He didn’t want to rule the clan. He might be the late king’s son as much as Killian was, but he’d never even thought that he would be good at it. He also didn’t want to ruin the clan they already had. Things worked as they were, and everyone was finally happy.

Well, almost everyone. Rune and Killian’s half-sister, Pearl, definitely wasn’t, and she wasn’t shy about it. Rune didn’t understand what her problem was. Why would she want to become queen? Killian was doing a good job. He was protecting the clan, rebuilding it, and laying solid foundations for the future. He was doing everything right, and while Rune understood that some dragons were wary of the many humans who’d been allowed into the clan, he also didn’t think it had been the wrong decision. Only the future would tell, of course, but so far, things were working well for everyone.

But not for Pearl. She was convinced she’d do a better job than Killian. Maybe she would, but it wasn’t her place. She wasn’t the queen’s daughter. That meant that she didn’t have any legitimacy.

And that was a good thing.

Rune was her brother, but they’d never been close. He’d never been close to Killian, either, but he and Killian were working on that. Rune couldn’t say the same about Pearl.

He looked around the meeting room. It was still empty, which made him feel awkward, but he wasn’t going anywhere. He didn’t want to be late. He was sure people would start arriving soon, and when they did, he’d be ready to start working, even though he wasn’t quite sure what that would involve. He’d never been an advisor for anything, and while Killian hadn’t actually told him that was why he wanted him there, it was the only possible reason. Rune didn’t have anything to do with healthcare. He wouldn’t even be able to heal a cut, let alone work on dragons and humans. Frankly, he was in awe of anyone who could do that, so he was a bit excited about officially meeting the human doctor. He’d heard about him and had seen him around the palace, but he’d never had the opportunity to talk to him.

He was fascinated, not only by what the doctor could do. The doctor was human, and from what Rune had seen, he was gorgeous, with his pale hair and blue eyes. Rune was intrigued by humans in many different ways, including the way they looked. They were incredibly different from dragons, but that didn’t take away from their beauty. 

Not that beauty was the reason the doctor would be here today. Rune would have to focus on doing his job, even though he didn’t know what the job entailed. He was sure that Killian would eventually tell him, though, and he didn’t want to disappoint his brother.

He knew that Killian wouldn’t care if he told him that he didn’t want anything to do with this. Part of Rune would rather stay away from it because he knew it would be a mess. Killian was the king, but Pearl wouldn’t back down. That didn’t bode well for the future, and it meant Rune had a choice to make. He had to pick a side, something he wished he didn’t have to do. Really, there was only one side he could choose in this situation. He wasn’t going to work against his brother, not when Killian was the only possible king. He was also a good king, which, at the end of the day, was what mattered.

Rune looked around the still-empty meeting room. He might feel out of place, but he wasn’t. Killian had asked him to be there. Whether that was because he thought that Rune had abilities that could be useful to the clan or because he was trying to fix their relationship, Rune didn’t know, but either way, Rune was happy to be there.

* * * *
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BY THE TIME PALMER sat in his seat at the table in the meeting room, the room was half full. It was a bit intimidating to be surrounded by so many powerful dragons, but he told himself not to be an idiot. He was surrounded by dragons every day, and it wasn’t like these people were going to hurt him. He was here for a specific reason, which was his job. That was what he needed to focus on. He was a professional, and he needed to behave like one.

So he did. He gathered all of his notes, stacked them in a neat pile, and reread the first few sentences on the first page. Repeating the words to himself helped him calm down, just like Killian’s arrival did. Killian might be the king, but Palmer was used to talking to him. He knew the king better than any other dragon in the room, so it was easy to smile at him as the last stragglers arrived and took their seats around the table.

“Welcome, everyone,” Killian declared, looking around. “And thank you for being here. I’m sure everyone knows Palmer,” he said, gesturing in Palmer’s direction. Palmer felt like an idiot when he raised his hand and waved, but most of the dragons around the table smiled at him, which helped him relax.

He recognized a few of the dragons around the table beyond Killian. Most of them, though, he was pretty sure he’d never seen before. His gaze caught on a dragon whose hair and scales were a vibrant cerulean blue. It reminded him of the sea, and he swallowed, wondering who the dragon was. They kind of looked a bit like Killian, and Killian was blue, too, although a lighter shade. Palmer wouldn’t be surprised if they were related. After all, Killian had dozens of half-siblings.

From the little Palmer knew, Killian didn’t trust most of them. If one of his half-siblings was here, though, it had to mean that wasn’t the case for all. That was good. Palmer couldn’t imagine not being friends with his brother and trusting him. Family was important.

“If you want to begin, Palmer, go ahead,” Killian said. “Everyone is here.”

Palmer opened his mouth, but before he could say anything, the door swung open. Everyone turned to look at it, and Palmer blinked when he recognized one of the dragons walking in.

He hadn’t realized that Pearl was invited to this meeting, and he was surprised. When he looked around the table, he realized that everyone else was, too, including Killian. The king was quick to school his expression, though, and his two bodyguards, Marlin and Birch, stepped closer to him, framing him as if to protect him. It was a good idea considering that Pearl was actively trying to get Killian off the throne in any way possible, including hurting him physically.

Palmer didn’t know who the other dragon was, but they also were a shade of blue, and he was quickly starting to realize that probably meant they were related to the king. Pearl was blue, too, although she was so light she was almost white. The second dragon was a much darker blue, almost purple.

“Pearl,” Killian said. “Alatar. To what do we owe the pleasure of your presence here?”

“This meeting is to discuss the health of the clan, isn’t it?” Pearl asked. “I wasn’t informed of it.”

“That’s because there’s no reason for you to be here. But yes, it is to discuss the health of the clan, including the human clan members. If you need to see me, you can make an appointment with my assistant.”

“I don’t need to talk to you. It is my right to sit in on this meeting and participate.”

“Why would it be?”

Palmer sucked in a breath, and he heard several dragons around him doing the same. They were watching Killian and his half-sister like it was an entertaining movie, and Palmer couldn’t deny that it was interesting, but he was also worried. Surely Pearl wasn’t about to try something against her brother right there in front of everyone?

“I’m your sister, Killian,” Pearl said.

“Yes, you are. Not all of our siblings are here, though. In fact, only one is.”

Pearl’s gaze flickered to the cerulean dragon. “Why was he invited while I wasn’t?”

Killian arched a brow. “I don’t know, Pearl. Why do you think that is?”

The silence in the room was tense. Palmer had to resist the urge to clear his throat to break it. He didn’t think that attracting more attention was a good idea. Pearl probably wouldn’t do anything to him in front of so many people, but he didn’t want to put a target on his back. Most dragons were lethal, and Pearl especially so.

“As you can see, this meeting was by invitation only,” Killian continued. “And you weren’t invited. Neither of you were. I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

“Killian—” Pearl started.

Killian shook his head. “Like I said earlier, if you want to talk to me, you can organize a meeting with my personal assistant. For now, you need to leave.”

Pearl glared around the room. Palmer had to fight the urge to hide under the table.

“We don’t need humans,” she said. “What does this man know about dragons that our healers don’t? Why would any of us want him to have anything to do with our health?”

“Palmer is here to learn, and our healers are eager to learn from him, too.”

“He doesn’t know anything about dragons,” Pearl insisted. “It would be dangerous to allow him to treat any of us.”

“Our healers disagree, but you know, Pearl? You’re right. Palmer doesn’t know as much about dragon physiology as our healers do. That’s why I had the idea of assigning him to Rune so that our brother can show him around the infirmary and all the medical books Palmer will need to learn more about.”

Palmer blinked, not having expected that. From the look on the cerulean dragon’s face, he hadn’t, either. Palmer suspected that the dragon was Rune, Killian and Pearl’s half-brother. Was that why he was here? So that Killian could assign him to Palmer? Why was Killian assigning him to Palmer, anyway? Palmer didn’t need a babysitter.

But he did need to learn more about dragons and how their bodies worked. He didn’t know if Rune had any experience with that, but Palmer would take any help offered, especially when the one offering was Killian.

Killian turned to Palmer. “I also want you to look over the database. You’ll find a lot of precious information there, and you need to start adding your own.”

Palmer swallowed and nodded. “The healers showed it to me. I’ll make sure to register everything I can.” It held information on all the clan dragons, and Palmer would need to add the humans who’d moved in to it. That way, any of the healers would be able to treat anyone who needed it.

Killian turned back to Pearl. “Now, are you going to leave willingly, or do I need to have Marlin and Birch drag the two of you out of the room?”

The dragon standing slightly behind Pearl took a step forward as if to protect her. Marlin and Birch moved quickly, and for a moment, the three dragons stared at each other. Pearl seemed to have had enough, though. She turned and left the room, not looking back once. The dragon with her quickly followed, still glaring around. The door slammed behind him. For a second, the room was silent.

Killian sighed. “All right. Where were we?”

It seemed like the meeting was still on, which was both a relief and made Palmer anxious because everyone turned to him.

He took a deep breath, ready to start. The sooner he did, the sooner he could get out of there.

Chapter Two

––––––––
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RUNE WAITED AS THE other advisors filed out of the meeting room, watching Palmer gather his notes with careful movements. The human’s hands were steady, but Rune could see the tension in his shoulders. He couldn’t blame him. Pearl’s dramatic entrance had put everyone on edge, and Palmer had been the direct target of her anger, along with Killian.

Rune needed to approach Palmer now, before the
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