
        
            
                
            
        

    
	The war might be over, but Oam’s fight isn’t.

	 

	 

	When he was forced into a pregnancy, Oam knew he wouldn’t be allowed to raise his child. He’d made his peace with that, but now King Eldar is gone, and Oam is a father.

	Tito never wanted to be a father, but he can’t say no when he’s given his late cousin’s egg. She wanted him to raise her child, and he will, even though it takes him away from his best friend—who happens to be the new Eiloren clan king—when Killian needs him the most.

	Oam and Tito both have to learn how to be parents. It’s easy enough when they’re dealing with eggs, but what will happen when the eggs hatch? And when Tito and Oam fall in love?

	Even with the war over, the clan’s problems aren’t. As if that’s not enough for Tito to worry about, someone is trying to take Oam’s egg from him. Tito won’t allow that to happen, but can he stop it? Will Tito and Oam be able to build the family they both yearn for, or will they lose their rosy future before it happens?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Tito was about to become a father.

	The thought was enough to make him want to throw up, and he might have if he’d been in the privacy of his own suite back at home. Instead, he was at the Ogorth clan, surrounded by people he didn’t know. He was here for the war and was supposed to support his king through it.

	There was no one better than him to support Killian. He’d been Killian’s friend for most of their lives, and he’d become his personal assistant when Killian had taken his father’s place on the throne. The two of them had planned the coup together, and even though it had been terrifying, it had been nothing compared to what Tito was going through right now.

	He was about to become a father.

	He swallowed and stared at the door in front of him. He’d been told the infirmary was located here and that he’d be handed the egg today. He’d been tempted to say no thank you and ignore the entire situation, but he owed it to his cousin not to.

	He closed his eyes as he thought of her. He couldn’t believe he’d never see her again, but he wasn’t surprised. He and his family had been frantic since the Saganto clan had started down the path that had led to this war. Delia had become a Saganto clan member after she met her partner, Alix. She’d kept in touch with their family for a while after moving in with them, then had stopped.

	They knew why now.

	Tito could only imagine how frightened she’d been and what her life had been like. She’d no doubt been happy when she found out she was pregnant, but instead of raising her child and settling down in her pregnancy and in her new family, she’d had to run. She’d managed to save her child, but she’d died in the process, as had her partner. The baby in the infirmary had lost their entire family, and they hadn’t even hatched out of the egg.

	How could Tito raise this child? How could he do the job his cousin had been supposed to do and make her proud?

	When he thought about all of it, he wanted to cry. Instead, he opened his eyes, squared his shoulders, and stepped toward the door. Wasting time wouldn’t help anyone, least of all him. This was something he had to do, and he might as well do it and get it out of the way.

	No matter how terrified he was, there was no other option.

	He pushed open the door. The space was wide, with big windows that gave it an airy feeling. There were two rows of beds, one on each side of the room. A few were separated from the rest of the room by curtains, but not the one Tito was looking for.

	The egg he was here to collect didn’t need a bed yet, but Lisha, the healer, had settled by one anyway. He and a human man were looking at the egg, and Tito took another moment to breathe and settle his anxiety.

	There was no way to change what had happened. No matter how much he wished to, he couldn’t. His cousin wouldn’t come back, and neither would her partner. They were dead, and Tito was already making plans to bring their bodies back to their clan. Technically, Alix wasn’t an Eiloren clan member, but that didn’t matter. He and Delia had been together. They’d fled the Saganto clan and had come to warn the Ogorth clan of what their king was planning. They both deserved to be celebrated and honored. Alix would become a clan member even though he was dead.

	Lisha manipulated the egg for a moment longer. Tito had no idea what he was looking for, and he probably wouldn’t understand even if the healer told him.

	Lisha lowered the egg. “Everything looks good.”

	“I know you told me about the baby, but I almost hoped you were kidding,” Tito said.

	Lisha set the egg down on the nearest bed and turned to Tito. He smiled at him, but it was a sad smile that echoed Tito’s feelings.

	Having children was almost always celebrated in their clans. The same should have gone for this egg, but instead, the baby inside had lost their parents and might hatch in the middle of a war. Tito had no idea when the egg would hatch, but he prayed it would wait a bit. He needed to be able to focus on the war and keep everything as it should be. Killian needed him, and he wanted to help.

	“Unfortunately, I wasn’t,” Lisha said. “This baby lost both of their parents and only has you left.”

	Tito snorted. He’d known that, but that didn’t mean he was comfortable with the idea. “Way to make all of this sound easier. You don’t have to guilt me into accepting the egg. I’m taking it home.”

	“Good. I realize what we’re asking of you isn’t easy. I’m sorry for your loss.”

	Tito couldn’t look away from the egg. He was related to the child inside of it, but he wasn’t their father, or rather, he wasn’t supposed to be. He’d been asked to take that role, but he was sure plenty of people would be better suited, even if he ignored his job and how much work he had because of the war. “You’re sure they wanted me to take care of it? Because Delia’s parents would be happy to raise their grandchild.”

	“It’s what the egg’s father told me before he passed away. I don’t know if the two of you ever met, but he seemed to know and trust you.”

	Tito had never met Alix. He and Delia had a whirlwind romance, and no one had been able to stop her when she’d decided she wanted to move in with him. Everyone had thought they’d be happy and build a family, and maybe for a while, they had been. They’d never have a family, though. Both of them were gone, and while Tito didn’t understand why they trusted him so much that they wanted him to raise their child, he would honor that.

	That didn’t mean he was happy about it.

	“As if I needed more responsibilities,” he muttered as he moved forward. “I never met Alix, but I knew of him. I was worried about Delia, of course, but I also wanted her to be happy, and that would only have happened with Alix. That’s why I didn’t try to stop her when she left. I wish I had now, but then I think she would’ve hated it. She didn’t deserve to die or any of this, but she made her choices, for better or for worse.” And now, Tito would have to deal with the consequences.

	He didn’t begrudge his cousin. She hadn’t chosen to die or to abandon her child. If she’d had a choice, she’d be with the egg today, not Tito. The Saganto clan had killed her and her partner, had torn apart a family, and had orphaned a child. Tito wasn’t a fighter, but that didn’t mean he didn’t feel the urge to find the Saganto king and strangle the old man.

	Tito’s hand shook as he reached for the egg. He sucked in a breath when his fingertips touched the surface. He wasn’t sure why, but he hadn’t expected it to be warm and smooth. He had no idea what he was doing, but the only way was forward. He’d accepted this responsibility, and he’d be the best father he could for this baby.

	He looked at Lisha. “Everything’s all right? Is the baby healthy?”

	“I checked, and the baby’s growing perfectly. They still have a few weeks, so you’ll have time to get back to the Eiloren clan and settle things.”

	“You make it sound easy.” Tito knew it would be anything but.

	“I know it won’t be. It’s a heavy responsibility, especially considering what’s happening around us.”

	Tito didn’t want to be reminded about the war right now. He had too much work and not enough time to do it. No matter how much he wanted to run away screaming, he had to focus on the war and what Killian would need from him.

	Tito turned his attention to Christian. “I was told you found the egg and took care of it.”

	“I did. I was running for my life and found it in the forest. I knew I couldn’t leave it there, so I brought it home and kept an eye on it.”

	“Thank you. If it weren’t for you, this child would have been alone in the forest and would have probably died. You saved their life.” Tito would never be able to repay this man enough. Hopefully, he’d find a way to once the war was over. For now, the only thing he could do was to thank Christian.

	Christian was visibly emotional. “It was a pleasure. Well, it wasn’t, because I wish the baby’s parents hadn’t died, but you know what I mean. I did what anyone would have done.”

	“I’m not sure that’s true, so thank you again.” Tito cradled the egg against his chest. It felt odd, but he’d get used to it. He’d have to. “I should go. I have more work to do before I can leave and return to the Eiloren clan. None of this was supposed to happen, and we’re scrambling to find a way to work things out.”

	Christian stepped forward and reached for the egg but didn’t touch it, as if he was afraid Tito would get angry if he did. He looked at Tito, asking for permission. Tito was glad about it and had no problem allowing Christian to stroke the egg one last time.

	“The bodies are ready whenever you are,” Lisha whispered when Christian stepped away.

	Tito set his expression, because if he didn’t, he’d start crying, and he didn’t want to do that in front of these people. They were allies, but he didn’t know them well. “I’ll take them back to the Eiloren clan. Alix might not have been born there, but his child will be, and this baby deserves to know their parents are close by and that they were loved.”

	Tito would make sure the child knew who their parents had been and that they’d been heroes.

	As long as Killian and Queen Ita won the war.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Oam was about to become a father.

	Technically, he supposed he already was one. He’d laid his egg a little while ago. The problem was that it had been taken from him as soon as he laid it, and he hadn’t seen it again. It had taken some time after the new king took over from his father to reorganize how things were done, and even after they had, they’d had to reassign each egg to their parents. It wasn’t always easy, but he was sure he’d recognize his egg as soon as he saw it.

	Or at least, he hoped so.

	Oam tried to ignore the hope that tightened his chest. All through his pregnancy and what had happened before, he’d known he’d have to give up his child. He’d tried to make his peace with that, but he didn’t think he had. When he’d laid the egg, he’d fought with the healers who’d taken it, so much so that they’d knocked him out. When he’d woken up, his egg was gone.

	But that was in the past. The Eiloren clan had a new king, and he was a much better person than his father had ever been. Oam had never met Killian face to face, and he didn’t expect to, but he’d watched him from afar. They were almost the same age, and Oam had always been fascinated by the prince and his friends. That hadn’t changed when Killian became king, but Oam had other things to focus on now.

	Killian disliked how the Eiloren clan took care of its children, and it was one of the first things he’d changed when he’d become king. People weren’t forced to have children anymore, and when they had a child, they wouldn’t have to hand them over. Oam and anyone else who got pregnant from now on would be allowed to raise their child as they wanted, which was why Oam was here today.

	But he couldn’t seem to be able to walk into the infirmary. When he’d done so in the past, he’d been hurt. He’d been forced to have a child, and he hadn’t been allowed to choose who he wanted the child with. He remembered all too well what had happened the day he’d conceived, but he tried his best not to think about it too much. It had been easier not to fight, and he hated how he felt about that, but in the end, it had made him a father. That thought would have hurt him before, but not anymore because he wouldn’t have to stay away from his child.

	As long as he found the courage to step into the infirmary.

	He wanted his egg. He hadn’t wanted to become a father, and he loathed the egg’s other father, but thankfully, they wouldn’t have to co-parent. Rutger was dead, and Oam was happy he was.

	Besides, even though Oam was conflicted about how his child had come into the world, he wasn’t about to abandon his egg in the hands of Rutger’s family. Every single one of them was as bad as he had been, and Oam wouldn’t allow that kind of person to raise his child.

	That meant he had to go inside the infirmary, get over his fears and the disgust he felt when he thought about the egg’s other father, and do what was right. He was sure he could do it. The hardest step was this, and everything would go smoothly once he got it over with.

	He sucked in a breath, straightened his back, and strode toward the door. He pushed it open before he could think too much about it and stepped into the infirmary. He kept his gaze firmly away from the area where he’d been held when he’d conceived, looking around for his egg instead.

	Unfortunately, he didn’t find the egg. What he did find were Rutger’s mother and sister.

	Luckily, they were empty-handed, so no one had given them Oam’s egg yet, but he was sure that was why they were here. Rutger had died, and now his mother wanted his child. She was as evil as her son had been, and Oam would rather die than allow her or anyone else in that family to put their hands on his child.

	He hadn’t expected to have to fight today, but he didn’t care. He was a father, and his only job was protecting his child and ensuring they grew up happy and good. He wouldn’t allow anyone to take that from him, especially not these people.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“I really should stay,” Tito insisted.

	Killian had his stubborn expression on, which meant he was going to fight Tito on this. Tito could understand why, and he would have ignored his friend in normal circumstances, but these were anything but normal circumstances.

	He eyed the egg, which he’d gently put down on Killian’s bed. The room Killian had been given was comfortable and clean, which Tito was sure Killian appreciated. They were here to fight a war, but Killian liked his comforts, probably because he’d been born into the royal family.

	Not that Tito could say anything about that. He and Killian had become friends when they were children, which meant he’d spent a lot of time with the future king. Because of that, he’d had more comforts than most of the other people in the clan.

	“You need to go back,” Killian said gently. “I understand why you’re wary of doing that, but what good are you going to be here? You need to focus on the egg, and maybe even more importantly, you need to take your family home. They deserve it.”

	Tito closed his eyes. “My place is here with you.”

	Tito felt a hand on his shoulder and leaned against Killian. Killian wrapped his arms around him and hugged him tight. Tito knew that some people suspected there was more between them than friendship, but there never had been. They loved each other, but it was a brotherly bond, nothing more. Tito couldn’t imagine anything worse than being in love with Killian and becoming his consort. The thought was enough to give him hives.

	“You know I never intended to bring you along,” Killian said. “I don’t want to put you in danger and risk losing you. If anything were to happen to me, my mother would have to take my place on the throne, and she’ll need you.”

	Tito opened his eyes, turned, and glared at Killian. “Nothing’s going to happen to you.”

	“I don’t want anything to happen to me, but we’re at war. We have to face the fact that something might and plan for what will happen if it does. There are at least a few of my siblings who would think nothing of killing my mother to take her place on the throne. I don’t want that to happen. I don’t want my mother to be hurt, and I don’t want the clan to go down that path again. Not all of my siblings are assholes, but most are, and they wouldn’t be good leaders.”

	Tito knew Killian better than he knew himself sometimes. Killian felt he wasn’t ready to be king and that he never might be. He was always afraid to do something wrong and put the clan in danger, but that hadn’t stopped him from supporting the Ogorth clan through this mess. Partly, Killian had felt he had to after what his father had done, but he also wanted to be on the right side.

	He was.

	Killian kissed Tito’s forehead, then stepped away. He turned to the egg, and if Tito hadn’t seen it with his own eyes, he wouldn’t have believed how tender Killian’s expression was. Killian had never talked about having a family, but he and Tito had been focused on other things until now. They still were, but watching Killian with the egg made Tito wonder if maybe Killian was finally thinking about the future. He’d refused until now because it was what his father had wanted, but his father was gone.

	Killian turned back to Tito. “Go home. Take this child and their parents back. I’ll be fine. I have Birch and Marlin, and you know they won’t allow anything to happen to me. I’ll call you multiple times a day if it makes you feel better. I just think you need to be with your family right now.”

	He was right, even though Tito didn’t want to accept it. As much as he loved his job and Killian, the egg was his priority now. That baby would be his entire life for the next few years, as it should be. Tito needed to keep the baby safe, and the only way to do that was to take them home. “You will call me multiple times a day,” he warned.

	Killian nodded. “I promise.”

	“And you’ll stay out of trouble as much as possible.”

	“I’ll do what I can.”

	That wasn’t good enough, but it was the only thing Killian could promise. Tito understood that even though he didn’t like it. “You have to win this war and come home in one piece.”

	Killian’s smile was gentle. “I’ll do everything I can to make that happen.”

	Tito took the egg and held it close to his chest. It was an awkward feeling, but there was no way out of it. “I’ll go home. I don’t like it, but you’re right. This child is my priority.”

	“I’ll warn everyone so you don’t have to deal with their questions. I wouldn’t worry too much, though. The queen has everything in hand, and I’m sure she’ll lead us to victory.”

	She’d better, because Tito wouldn’t hesitate to yell at her if she didn’t. He wasn’t afraid of kings and queens.

	After leaving Killian, he rushed back to his room. He’d only just arrived, and his things were still packed. It took him a few minutes to get them together, and the entire time, he couldn’t stop thinking about Killian and what would happen now.

	They couldn’t allow the Saganto clan to win, and they wouldn’t.

	Tito had a lot of things to do. He kept an eye on the egg the entire time, but it was hard to focus. Maybe it was good that he was headed back home because he wasn’t sure he’d be much help if he stayed. His attention would be on protecting the egg and the baby inside of it, which was what he was supposed to do as a new father but not as the king’s assistant.

	As soon as he was done gathering his things, Tito ordered his bags to be taken upstairs to the landing pad. Then he went to look for Birch and Marlin. They were Killian’s personal bodyguards and friends, and while Tito had no doubt they’d do their job perfectly, he still needed to touch base with them.

	Once that was done, there wasn’t much else for him to do. He and Killian would call each other every day, and Tito could do his job as well from home as he could from here. The only difference was that he’d be far from the war, which was the best thing he could do for himself and the egg.

	Tito knew that if he found Killian again to tell him he was leaving, there was a chance he’d change his mind. It wasn’t only that he was leaving his king behind to face the Saganto clan. It was that he was leaving his best friend here, and he didn’t know how to deal with that. He couldn’t imagine a life without Killian and hoped he never would have to live it.

	They had to win this war. Tito wouldn’t have it any other way.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Oam knew the moment Filicia noticed him. Her expression hardened, and like always when she looked at him, she appeared disgusted. Oam had no doubt she believed he was below her and that he wasn’t a good enough father for her son’s child. He wouldn’t have chosen Rutger to have a baby with if he’d had a choice.

	He hadn’t had a choice. She knew it, but she didn’t care. She thought anyone would be happy to have children with her precious son, and she’d never cared that he was a violent asshole who couldn’t take no for an answer. Oam had never understood what Rutger saw in him, and he didn’t care. He never wanted to think about the dragon again.

	Unfortunately, it looked like he’d have to. There was only one reason for Filicia and her daughter to be here, and it was the egg. They wanted it.

	But it wasn’t theirs to take.

	Oam squared his shoulders and got ready for a fight. Filicia wouldn’t let this go without one, and she had many more friends than Oam had ever had. Her family also had money and influence, which could mean the egg would be handed over to her. Oam wasn’t sure what he’d do if that happened, but he told himself not to think about it. He wouldn’t unless it happened.

	“What are you doing here?” Filicia snapped.

	Her tail swished behind her, betraying her anger. She quickly wrapped it around her waist, but knowing that he had that effect on her made Oam feel stronger. “I’m here to pick up my egg. What about you? Are you or Juvia injured?”

	Filicia raised her chin. “We’re here for Rutger’s egg.”

	“Uh. I thought only the parents could pick up the egg.”

	“I’m sure the healers will make an exception. They’ll know who I am and
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