
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Falling in love with a king can be a dream—or a nightmare.

	 

	 

	Killian—or rather, his clan—needs help. That’s the main reason he agrees to meet the rich human who requested a meeting to discuss becoming a clan member. The clan needs money, and Hedley White has plenty of it.

	He’s also very handsome and interesting.

	Hedley doesn’t know what to expect when he meets the king, but it’s not to find himself welcomed into the clan, even though that’s why he’s here. He’s never fit in his human life, and he hopes he’ll fit in this dragon life.

	He does, more than he could have dreamed of.

	When Killian and Hedley fall in love, they both know it’s going to create problems. Killian’s council is pushing for him to get married and have an heir, while his brother has his eye on the throne and is waiting for Killian to make a mistake.

	Would marrying Hedley be that mistake?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Hedley was in awe. When this had been arranged, he’d been told he’d be staying in a palace, but he hadn’t expected this.

	Plus, he was surrounded by dragons. Who wouldn’t be awed by that?

	He’d been stunned when he’d first arrived and been welcomed by two dragon shifters who had shown him to a room and helped him unpack. His dream was coming true, and it was hard to believe. If he played his cards right, he’d be allowed to stay with the clan and live here permanently.

	He couldn’t wait.

	It didn’t have anything to do with the room he was in at the moment. He was wealthy—had been wealthy all his life, thanks to his father. He was used to luxury, and it didn’t faze him anymore. No, that wasn’t the reason he wanted to live here. He would have wanted that even if the clan had been living in tents in the forest.

	Although that would have been much more uncomfortable and awkward, since he’d never gone camping.

	He looked around again. The bedroom he’d been given was spectacular. It was also comfortable, which was the most important thing as far as he was concerned. He’d been a bit surprised when he’d found a nest waiting for him rather than a bed, but it made sense. The nest was massive, much bigger than it needed to be for one human man, but he supposed that a lot of the dragons spent time in their dragon form. The palace and everything inside of it had been built to accommodate their dragon bodies, and while he’d seen several dragon shifters in their human form, he’d also seen several dragons.

	It made him want to explore, but he’d been told to stay in the bedroom until the king was ready to see him, and he’d obeyed, even though his fingers itched to open the door and go and poke around. Hopefully the palace would be his home soon, and he’d be allowed to do that as much as he wanted.

	When his phone vibrated in his pocket, he was tempted to ignore it, but he knew better. The people who would try to reach him while he was here were few, and they’d freak out if they didn’t get an answer.

	He slid his phone out and peeked at the screen, not at all surprised to see that Brian was calling him. “Yes?” he answered, leaning back against the couch and looking out the window.

	“Good, you answered. I was wondering if you were still in one piece.”

	“Why wouldn’t I be? Did you expect the dragons to hurt me?”

	“They certainly have the teeth and claws to do it. You’re all right?”

	“I promise I am.” If Hedley even hinted that he wasn’t, Brian would be in a car driving to get to him in less time than it took for Hedley to tell him he was kidding. Brian wasn’t just Hedley’s assistant. He’d become a friend over the years, and he was worried.

	Everyone in Hedley’s life was worried. The only one who wasn’t was Hedley himself, or rather, he wasn’t worried for the same reasons. He worried about whether or not the dragons would allow him to stay, while everyone else in his life thought he was having a breakdown or a midlife crisis. He supposed that being forty-five meant he was at the right time in his life for that, but he wasn’t having a crisis, midlife or not.

	He was just done with everything.

	“Have you met the king yet?” Brian asked.

	“No, but I’m expecting to be called to meet him soon.”

	“I can’t believe you’re meeting a king. I mean, I know he’s only the king of his clan and all that, but still. That’s a kind of authority you’ve never had to deal with before.”

	“I’m not worried.”

	Brian snorted. “Of course you’re not. I think you should be, though. That guy is a king, so he could decide to lock you up in his dungeon and never allow you out.”

	“Why would he do that?”

	“I don’t know, but kings do that kind of thing.”

	Hedley was relieved when a knock on his bedroom door interrupted the conversation. He quickly got to his feet and strode over. “I have to go,” he told Brian.

	“You’re going to meet him?”

	Hedley couldn’t help but smile. “I am.”

	“Don’t get yourself eaten, then. Call me once you’re done so I can be sure you’re still alive.”

	Hedley opened the door and nodded at the dragon standing on the other side of it. “I’ll be fine,” he promised Brian.

	Brian was still grumbling when Hedley hung up the phone and lightly bowed at the dragon in front of him. He wasn’t sure if they were male or female, but he supposed it didn’t matter.

	“If you’ll follow me, the king is ready to see you,” the dragon said.

	“Of course.”

	Hedley slid his phone back into his pocket, smoothed down his suit jacket, and stepped into the hallway. He closed his bedroom door behind himself and nodded at the dragon, who turned and led the way down the hallway.

	Hedley tried to calm his racing heart as he walked. Being nervous wouldn’t help, and he needed to show the king that he could be an asset to the clan. He couldn’t afford to make a bad impression by gawking at the king or doing or saying something stupid. He’d met and spent time with a lot of important people, so he was used to this kind of stress.

	But none of those people had been a dragon shifter, and none of them had been a king.

	Hedley had no idea where they were going, but he noticed when the space around them shifted from a more private area to something more official. Here, he could hear people talking behind closed doors, and there were more guards. It was clear that this part of the castle was dedicated to the business of guiding a clan and taking care of a palace, and while Hedley was curious, he didn’t stop and gawk. He continued following the dragon until they stopped in front of a door.

	The dragon quickly knocked, then opened the door and peeked inside. No one said anything, but the dragon stepped aside and gestured at Hedley to walk in.

	The office they stepped into wasn’t empty as Hedley had expected since he hadn’t heard anyone. A dragon stood behind a desk, and when they looked up, they nodded at him. “My name is Samsa.”

	Hedley lightly bowed. “Hedley White.”

	“If you wait here for a moment, I’ll be right back.”

	Hedley watched Samsa move toward another door. They quickly knocked and disappeared inside the room. Hedley wasn’t trying to listen in to the conversation, but he could hear voices, which probably meant the king was in there.

	Hedley licked his lips. This was it. If he was going to convince the king to give him a chance, this was the moment to do it.

	Samsa quickly reappeared, closing the door behind themselves. They didn’t say anything, and Hedley didn’t ask.

	Samsa sat behind their desk and turned their attention to the dragon who’d walked Hedley here. “You can go.”

	The dragon nodded and vanished, leaving Samsa and Hedley alone.

	“Do you mind if I ask your pronouns?” Hedley asked.

	Samsa stared at him for a moment. “I know humans are weird about that,” they said. “If you’re asking whether I’m male or female, I’m female.”

	Hedley nodded. “Thank you, and yes, I suppose we are weird about that.”

	“I suppose we should get used to it.”

	Hedley wanted to ask what that meant, but he didn’t have the opportunity to do so. Samsa rose from her chair and headed to the door again, quickly knocking before opening it and turning to Hedley. “You can go in.”

	“Come in,” a strong male voice called from inside the room.

	Hedley sucked in a breath, straightened his shoulders, and walked into the office.

	His first impression was of coziness. The room had stone walls and floors like the rest of the palace, but the walls were covered in shelves that held knickknacks and a lot of books. There were two enormous couches under the window, one of them with a blanket on top of it. The coffee table between the couches was covered in books and papers, and a cell phone had been abandoned there.

	Then there was the desk. It occupied most of the room. It was made of dark wood, as were the chairs placed around it. The room was bathed in warm sunlight, which made it inviting and beautiful.

	That was nothing next to the dragon sitting behind the desk.

	Hedley swallowed. It wasn’t the first time he was so close to a dragon shifter, obviously, but this was the king.

	On the outside, King Killian didn’t look any different from any other dragon Hedley had met recently. He looked remarkably human except for the patches of light pastel blue scales scattered around his body, his long hair of the same color, and his eyes with slitted pupils. The black claws that tipped his fingers also pointed to the fact that he wasn’t human, but that didn’t take anything away from his beauty.

	The sunlight made him glitter like he was a jewel, and Hedley couldn’t look away.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Killian had been curious about the human, and now that he had him in front of him, he was glad he’d agreed to meet him.

	Tito had looked into Mr. White. He’d given Killian all the information he had on him, including pictures, but they’d been nothing next to the man himself. Hedley White was tall, although not taller than Killian—but then, humans tended to be shorter than dragons. Most of his short hair was dark, except for two patches of almost entirely white hair on the sides of his head. When the sunlight hit him just right, it looked like he had diamonds in his hair.

	Hedley White was clean-shaven, which exposed a cleft in his chin. Killian knew he was in his mid-forties, but he didn’t look that old. Killian had never been good at estimating human age, though. They were so different from dragons that he wouldn’t know where to start.

	Tito had been driving Killian nuts, but now that Mr. White was here with them, he’d stopped pacing. Killian wanted this meeting to go well. No matter how little he liked it, the clan needed Mr. White.

	Mr. White had been silent, but Killian had noticed the way he’d looked around the room. He wasn’t doing so anymore. Mr. White’s attention was all on Killian now as he stepped forward and bowed.

	“Your Majesty. Thank you for allowing me to visit your clan and for agreeing to this meeting.”

	That wouldn’t do. Killian hated when people used honorifics, but he’d never been able to change the minds of most of the people he worked with. They’d always known him as a prince first, then a king, and no matter how many times he told them to call him by his name, most refused. There were exceptions, like Tito, but there weren’t enough of them.

	“Please, call me Killian,” he said before Tito could try to stop him.

	He could feel his friend’s glare on him, but he didn’t turn to look at Tito. He was sure Tito would have many things to say once the meeting was over, but for now, Killian was focused on Mr. White.

	The man blinked, clearly surprised. “Are you sure?”

	Killian liked that. Most people would have nodded and fallen all over themselves to do as he asked, but not Hedley White. “I am. I haven’t been a king for long, and I’d rather have people call me by my name. This is Tito, my assistant. I hope you don’t mind, but I asked him to sit in on this meeting.”

	It was more that Tito had threatened to kick Killian’s ass if he met with Mr. White alone. Tito didn’t trust the human, which Killian could understand. They had no idea who this man really was or what he wanted, but Killian was eager to find out.

	He’d always been curious about humans, but they’d been something distant that he’d never expected to meet up close. Then the Ogorth clan found themselves with a human in their midst, and everything changed. Now, humans knew that dragons weren’t just animals. They were wary but seemed willing to welcome the dragons as their equals—or at least, some of them were.

	“You can call me Tito,” Tito said.

	Mr. White chuckled. “Then I insist you call me Hedley.”

	Killian didn’t ask him if he was sure. He wanted to call Hedley by his first name. “That won’t be a problem,” he said as he gestured for the man to sit.

	He did, crossing one leg over the other. His wide shoulders filled the chair, and Killian couldn’t look away.

	He knew humans, of course. Dragons might have hidden themselves from human society, but they weren’t completely isolated. They had technology like cell phones, computers, and of course, TVs. Killian had been watching human TV since he was a child, and he was very much aware of the fact that he had a type.

	Hedley White fit that type.

	“Gideon told me a bit about your request,” Killian said, telling himself that now wasn’t the time to obsess over how wide Hedley’s shoulders were and whether or not he would ever be allowed to touch them. “He explained that you want to move in with a dragon clan and are ready to support whatever clan will welcome you with your considerable wealth.”

	It felt a bit odd to talk about money so openly, especially when Killian had been hiding the fact that the clan was in trouble for so long, but he couldn’t avoid it now. This was the reason Hedley was here.

	“That’s correct,” Hedley confirmed. “I realize I’m extremely lucky, and not because of anything I did. I was born into this wealth but never needed all this money. I’ve been giving to charities since I inherited my father’s company and assets, but sometimes, it feels like I can’t give away money quickly enough. The company is successful.”

	Killian could too easily imagine what was going through Tito’s mind as Hedley spoke. He could almost hear his best friend’s voice. Tito wasn’t who Killian was focused on, though. “Do you see our clan as charity, then?”

	Hedley was quick to shake his head. “That’s not what I meant. I spent most of my life focused on work and making more money. It’s how I was raised, and I didn’t see anything odd in that way of thinking. I would have continued behaving that way until I had a heart attack or a breakdown, but when the news of dragons came out, I realized there was so much more in the world than what I knew. No matter how much I travel and how much money I have, my world is tiny. It’s focused on the company and nothing else, but I want to see more.”

	Killian could understand that. All of his life, he’d been raised as the future king. He’d been told again and again that he didn’t have a choice, and he hadn’t had one. When his father had died, Killian had taken his place, and here he was.

	He’d seldom been allowed to leave the palace, and when he had, it was only to act as the king he was. He wanted more. He would never have it, but that didn’t stop him from yearning for it. Unfortunately for him, he was the Eiloren clan king, and his place was on the throne.

	“There’s a big step from realizing that to deciding you want to leave the human world behind,” Tito pointed out.

	Killian was interested in Hedley’s answer. He understood the human better than he’d expected, and he was curious to find out more about him more than ever.

	“It is. All my life, I had everything I wanted except for one thing. I never felt like I belonged anywhere. I didn’t belong with my family or at college. I only have a few friends. Focusing on work was much easier than building meaningful relationships with them. I don’t want to do that anymore. I want to change and for people to benefit from my wealth. If I become a member of your clan, I’ll share all of it with you. That’s how it works, isn’t it? Every clan member contributes to the clan’s wealth, and in turn, the clan helps those who need it and protects everyone.”

	It looked like Hedley had researched how dragon society worked, which was a surprise, considering there wasn’t much about dragons out there. They’d only revealed themselves to humans recently. It made Killian curious to find out how Hedley knew all of that, and he made a mental note to ask Tito. He’d know more than Killian.

	“That’s how it’s supposed to work,” Killian confirmed. “I’m going to be honest with you. As I told you before, I haven’t been the king for long. My father sat on the throne before me, and he wasn’t a good ruler. Between the years he was on the throne and the war, our clan is in trouble, and having your wealth at our disposal would solve all our problems. I don’t want to take advantage of you, though, and I’m not sure what you’ll get from becoming a clan member.”

	That was what Killian didn’t understand. Sure, Hedley wanted a change of scenery, and he wanted meaningful relationships, but why couldn’t he have that in the human world, the world he was used to? Why did he feel the need to move in with the clan to obtain that?

	Killian didn’t think there was anything nefarious in Hedley’s request, but he wanted to know what was behind it before he agreed to anything. He was desperate to save the clan from itself and from what his father had done, but he wouldn’t do it by putting it in even more danger.

	The meeting wasn’t over yet, and Killian would ensure he had all the answers he needed before it was.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Killian was still thinking about his meeting with Hedley White the next day. Hedley had said all the right things, explaining that he’d never felt like he belonged anywhere. He was trying to find a place to call home, and for whatever reason, he seemed to think he could find that with the clan.

	The decision had been easy. The clan needed Hedley’s money, and he was offering it willingly. He just wanted to be part of the clan in exchange, and that wasn’t a massive request to make. Killian had still wanted to think about it, and he didn’t regret it, but deep inside, he’d already made his decision.

	He didn’t know what it was like to feel like he didn’t have a place in the world. He’d been raised to be the future king since he was a child. He’d always known what he was supposed to do and what was expected of him. He’d always known the clan would be his home until the day he died, and there would be no escaping that.

	Killian didn’t have the opportunity to leave, see the world, and meet people. He was stuck in the palace, and he was fine with that most of the time, but he understood wanting more.

	He understood Hedley White, a human who wanted to live with dragons.

	He leaned back in his chair behind his desk as he listened to Tito talk through the open door of his office. Tito had been happier than ever since he and his partner had gotten together, and Killian was happy for him. He liked that Tito smiled so much more now and that he had a family waiting for him at home.

	When Tito came in with a bunch of documents for Killian to go over, Killian ignored them in favor of focusing on his friend. “How are the kids?”

	Tito beamed. “They’re doing great. They started getting into things they shouldn’t be getting into, which I didn’t expect to begin so quickly, but we’re dealing with it. It’s good that they have Oam at home taking care of them. I don’t think he’d be willing to hand them over to anyone else.”

	Oam wasn’t the only one. Considering the mess that had happened with the family of the man Oam had been forced to have a child with, Killian himself wouldn’t be comfortable knowing that the babies were with anyone other than their fathers, and he wasn’t even related to them. They were Tito’s life, though, and he mattered to Killian.

	Tito had already slid his phone out of the pouch around his neck and was walking around the desk to show Killian pictures. It was nothing like the old Tito, but meeting Oam and becoming a father had changed him. It was good to see him smile so much more, and even though having people to care about meant he was more worried than ever about what was happening within the clan, having Oam and babies had changed his life for the better.

	Killian looked at however many pictures as Tito wanted to show him. He was a bit jealous, but he couldn’t imagine bringing a child into his situation. He didn’t have anyone in his life, which was the first problem with having a child.

	People were pushing for him to choose someone who could be his consort and his children’s carrier. They had many opinions about it, and none of them considered what Killian wanted. Killian wanted to fall in love and have a family, but how was he supposed to do that when people kept pushing dragons he had no interest in his path?

	Killian didn’t want to get married with the hope he’d fall in love with whoever the council had chosen for him. He wanted to fall in love first, but that felt like something that would never happen. When people met him, they only saw the king.

	That wasn’t all he was.

	Tito cleared his throat to get Killian’s attention. Killian realized he hadn’t said anything about the latest picture Tito had shown him, so he quickly turned his attention back to the phone. “They’re beautiful,” he said as he smiled at the picture of the two baby dragons curled around each other, sleeping in their nest.

	Tito nodded and put his phone away. “They are. I never thought I wanted children, but now that I have them, I can’t imagine my life without them.”

	Killian could feel him staring, even though he was doing everything he could not to look at him. He already knew what was coming.

	“A few members of the council approached me,” Tito cautiously said as if he expected Killian to snap.

	Killian groaned. “Let me guess. They want me to have an heir.”

	“So they’ve contacted you, too?”

	“Of course they have. They’ve been sending me emails and cornering me any chance they get. I stopped answering my phone unless I recognize the number.”

	Tito leaned his hip against the desk. “I know you don’t want to think about it, and I don’t blame you for that, but you’re going to have to eventually.”

	“There are a lot of things I’ll have to think about eventually.”

	“And maybe it’s time to start.”

	“I’m not ready for this. I don’t want to be with someone just because the council feels I need to have a child. I won’t bring a child into this world just because it’s expected of me.”

	Tito sighed. “The council is already unhappy with you because you let Hedley into the clan. They won’t take this well, and they’ll continue coming after you until you give them what they want.”

	What they wanted was for Killian to choose one of the people on their list, marry them, and have kids. They didn’t care what Killian wanted. They didn’t care what would make him happy.

	Killian was used to it, and if his father had been alive, Killian would probably have gone along with whatever he ordered. It was what he’d been raised to do, and if he hadn’t obeyed, his father would have ensured he knew how displeased he was. He probably wouldn’t have hurt Killian, but he’d never hesitated to hurt Killian’s mother to get Killian to do what he wanted.

	But Killian’s father was dead. Killian was the king now, which meant he was in charge. No one would be able to force him into anything he didn’t want ever again, even if that was the last thing he did. He’d rather die than marry someone he hadn’t chosen for himself.

	And the council would have to accept that.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Hedley had a list of things to do that was a mile long. He’d tried to organize everything he could before arriving at the palace, but now that he’d been told he could live here, he had to take care of the last few details.

	He looked around his bedroom. He still couldn’t quite believe this would be his home from now on. He wouldn’t be returning to the office or his sterile apartment in the city. This was his home now.

	He loved it.

	But he was aware of the fact that he was one of the few who felt that way about his presence here. When he’d called Brian, his assistant had been less than happy about the fact that Hedley wouldn’t return. He would have to go back eventually to get more of his things, but since he’d hoped to become a clan member, he’d gotten ahead of himself and had started to pack before coming here. He’d brought everything he’d thought he’d need initially with him, so he wouldn’t have to return anytime soon.

	There were things he’d miss, like the few friends he had, but he was ready to settle into his new life.

	He could do most of his work from here. When he couldn’t, he could travel. It was something he’d often done before, and while he hoped he could slow down that part of his life, he was willing to do it if it meant he could return to the palace once he was done. He wanted to get to know his new home, which was why he’d left his bedroom half an hour earlier and had been exploring the castle since then. He was careful not to enter rooms because he didn’t know if he was allowed to, but as long as he stayed in the hallways, he thought he’d be good.

	He’d just found
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