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  From the Ashes


  What is the value of a law long considered obsolete? How does one decision affect the course of the entire history?


  Most people never get the chance to find out, but Phoenix and Rachen do. Much to their dismay, they find themselves in a reality torn apart. The draechen emperor, Shtamakarein Tersain, rules the world with an iron fist, but he doesn’t realize his mate is the man he considers his worst foe, Sari. His brother Hareematek hunts the nearly extinct werewolves, not knowing that his other half is among them. The entire world—paranormal and human—is at war.


  Phoenix now faces the hardest decision of all—having to choose between the life of his mate and that of countless others. And when his powers disappear, the situation grows even more hopeless.


  Will love be enough to fix the broken bonds? Can the world be reborn from the ashes, or will it collapse into ruins of a mutated history?


  NOTE! You are purchasing Siren's newest imprint, the Siren Epic Romance collection. This is the final book in the Chronicles of the Shifter Directive series. The series shares an overall story arc with many crossover characters playing major roles in each book. These books are not stand-alone and should be read in their numbered order.
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  Welcome to the last book in Chronicles of the Shifter Directive. I will be brief. Thank you to all the readers who were with me throughout this journey. Special thanks to Rachel, who kicked my ass when I needed it. And thanks to everyone who sent me questions, comments, or reviews. Even if the first arc of the story is complete, the story is not over. Your favorite characters will be back soon.


  And without further ado, enjoy my own version of “what if”…
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  Prologue


  


  The Directive of the Shifter Castes always existed for one simple, powerful purpose—to protect the paranormal world. Its creators strived to learn from the mistakes of their predecessors and made sure to even add provisions that would remind those in privileged positions that their role came with responsibilities.


  The Directive was meant to be a tool crafted to rebuild the world and create a better future. It failed.


  Or did it really? What can the world expect from a law meant to curtail the rights of several classes of people? For those unfortunate enough to suffer under its yoke, the answer was easy. The Directive meant tyranny. There was no way around that. But what if it had never existed? What if the Directive hadn’t been created? Would the world have been better, freer? Would cooperation between the paranormal species have spawned naturally? Or had the Directive been an alternative for something even worse?


  After having to fight the abuse of the draechen, the werewolves and vampires would have likely said that they were more than willing to risk it. But what if the cost of freedom was too high? Exactly where does one draw the line when referring to the price paid for liberty?


  And what if all of these questions and their answers depended on one man whose choices were not his own? What would happen then? Did the world have any chance of being reborn from its own ashes?


  Chapter One


  


  The first time Rachen had stepped onto Draechenburg soil on his own feet, he’d experienced a strange sensation of wrongness. Countless times, he had walked through the Draechenburg halls, but he’d been in his brother’s body. Taking it in with his own senses was different.


  He felt that way now, like he was somewhere familiar, yet very foreign. The sky seemed bluer and the air crisper. Rachen would have blamed it on his near-death experience, but that really didn’t explain his brother’s peculiar behavior.


  “Who the hell are you, and what are you doing in my palace?” Karein asked, staring straight at Rachen.


  Rachen stared right back, unable to believe his ears. “Karein, what is this all about? What do you mean? And what are you doing with Caelyn?”


  Karein narrowed his eyes at Rachen. “I have no idea what kind of game you’re playing here, stranger.” He turned toward Phoenix and glared. “And you. I’ve already settled things with Elusia. I don’t want sprites in Draechenburg. You’re trespassing. I don’t care whose son you are. I can and will throw you in jail. I’m not amused by you playing with illusions that look like me.”


  Rachen couldn’t understand anything anymore. Had the world gone completely mad? By his side, Phoenix remained deathly silent, his mind whirling as he attempted to figure out an explanation to these developments.


  For his part, Rachen clearly remembered summoning the full extent of his abilities. He distinctly recalled feeling his blood boil and his body finally surrendering to the overwhelming pain. At one point, everything had gone black, and then, the next thing he knew he was on the cliffside with his mate.


  It was more than obvious that they had to address the issue somehow. Still hoping that this was a huge misunderstanding, Rachen said, “Karein, we seriously need to talk to you in private. This is important.”


  Karein shot him a disbelieving look. “You must be joking. Guards…”


  His voice trailed off as his glance fixed on Phoenix again. For a few moments, he didn’t say anything at all. One draechen soldier finally dared to ask, “Your Imperial Majesty?”


  At that, Karein seemed to snap out of his trance. “Accompany our guests to a cell. I believe they’ll find that coming into Draechenburg uninvited is a bad idea.” He hummed thoughtfully, scanning Phoenix from head to toe. “On second thought, take the sprite to my quarters. I want a word in private with him.”


  Rachen didn’t like the way Karein was looking at his mate at all. He took a step forward, shielding his lover from sight. Phoenix still seemed in shock, and he barely even acknowledged Karein’s comment at all. That lack of reaction worried Rachen, a lot.


  Nevertheless, he had no intentions of allowing anyone to touch his mate. He had no idea what had happened and why his brother was acting like this, but until he figured it out, he’d guide himself following one very simple rule. Protect Phoenix.


  “Over my dead body,” he said.


  “If you insist, I assure you that can be arranged,” Karein shot back.


  At that, Phoenix finally recovered from his shock. “No, it can’t.” He dropped to his knees and pressed a hand to the rock. Rachen just watched his mate, waiting for Phoenix to figure out exactly how fucked they were.


  He sensed Phoenix’s connection to the earth, but oddly, it didn’t feel as strong as before. Phoenix released a lost little sound, obviously not understanding any of it either.


  The guards didn’t seem to care much about Phoenix and Rachen’s opinion on Karein’s command. They fanned all around Rachen and his mate, surrounding the couple like a particularly malevolent cloud.


  Rachen attempted to shield his mate with his own body. He’d eagerly sacrifice himself for his mate if need be. He’d done so once before, and he wouldn’t hesitate to do it again. In truth, he had no idea what in the world could determine his brother to act like this. He considered changing shapes and attacking them, but he was vastly outnumbered, and Phoenix seemed very weak.


  As the draechen soldiers gathered around them, Phoenix got up once more. Going around Rachen, he faced Karein and Caelyn. “Please tell us,” he whispered. “Where is Imperial Consort Sareltae? I’d very much like to speak to him.”


  His voice trembled, a million thoughts rushing through his mind and into his connection with Rachen. Karein’s glare grew even fiercer. “Sareltae?” he repeated, as if in disbelief. “An Imperial Consort? If you’re referring to the person I think you are, you truly have no sense of self-preservation.”


  Karein’s eyes started to glow with interest once again when he took in Phoenix’s body. Since Rachen and Phoenix had been in shifted form, they were both naked. While normally, neither of them was too self-conscious, the appreciative look in Karein’s eyes changed that.


  Caelyn tensed visibly. “Your Imperial Majesty, I humbly request an audience with you,” he told Karein.


  “Perhaps later on, Caelyn,” Karein said. “Come now. Go to your quarters.”


  Caelyn’s shoulders slumped. He turned to go, and once again, Rachen was stricken by the wrongness of the dynamic between them. Then again, nothing was quite as strange as Karein’s reaction upon hearing Sari’s name.


  Karein was supposed to beam sappily. His gaze was supposed to go distant as he spoke with Sari through their mate bond. More importantly, he was supposed to be at Sari’s side, with his arm wrapped possessively around the fae’s pregnant belly.


  There had to be someone here that had preserved sanity. “Is Hareem here?” Rachen asked, all the while doing his best to shield his mate’s nudity from sight. “Kaelezrin?”


  The ancient warrior would surely be able to talk some sense into Karein. Kael had survived death and come back after centuries of being trapped in a damn obelisk. Surely, he must have some idea as to what craziness seemed to have gripped Draechenburg.


  Oddly enough, the mentioning of Kael’s name finally caused a different reaction in Karein. Or it could have been Hareem’s. Either way, Karein lifted a hand, stopping the draechen soldiers just as they were about to pounce.


  He didn’t address the question in any way. In fact, he seemed to ignore everything Rachen and Phoenix had asked. Instead, he said, “It might be a good idea to speak,” he said. “Guards, escort them to a temporary holding cell.” His gaze fixed on Rachen. “Don’t try to resist. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll obey.”


  There was something really threatening about Karein’s demeanor. Caelyn turned, gaping at Rachen, obviously knowing something Rachen didn’t. Meanwhile, the guards grabbed Rachen and Phoenix, already trying to take them away.


  The moment one of their hands landed on Phoenix’s arm, Rachen snarled and summoned his magic. Fortunately, in spite of everything, his dragon responded, as did the fire in his blood. The guards pulled away, some of them starting to change into dragon form, others readying themselves to cast spells at Rachen.


  Rachen would have thought that he’d completely fucked up, but then something unexpected happened. Karein stepped forward, right through the circle of fire Rachen had managed to create. As he touched Rachen’s blaze, the black in his hair and eyes suddenly washed away, turning completely red.


  Phoenix gasped, clutching his chest. Rachen just stared at eyes identical to his own. He didn’t know why, but he had a feeling that he was staring at himself.


  “Enough,” this new Karein said. “It seems our new guests are expecting preferential treatment.” Smirking at Phoenix, he added, “Perhaps it would be a pity not to oblige.”


  He crooked his finger at Phoenix, beckoning him forward with a seductive smile. Rachen’s hackles immediately rose, but before he could do something very stupid, Phoenix’s hand clenched around his arm. “Don’t,” Phoenix whispered through their bond. “This is… It’s insane, but it feels like he’s my mate. Like he’s you.”


  Rachen immediately bristled. Here Karein was, trying to steal his mate again. It hadn’t been genuine the first time, since Sari belonged to Karein, but now, it was definitely real. He growled at his twin, letting Karein know that he would not allow further overtures.


  He pulled Phoenix close, wrapping his arm around his lover. Karein didn’t seem very happy about that. For a few moments, his eyes glowed red. The draechen guards backed off, obviously wary. Much to Rachen’s surprise, it was Caelyn who intervened.


  He plastered himself to Karein’s side and knelt. “Your Imperial Majesty,” he said. “I’m sure this is a very big confusion.”


  Karein stole a look at Caelyn. A heartbeat later, black hair replaced red. He pulled Caelyn to his feet. “Wait for me in your room,” he said bitingly. Caelyn winced, but hastily fled into the palace. Meanwhile, Karein turned toward Rachen and Phoenix. “You two, follow me. I believe it’s high time I found out who you really are.”


  Without another word, Karein turned and headed inside. Rachen shared a look with Phoenix and finally followed him. As they walked through the corridors, they passed various other guards, and Rachen noted in dismay the way everyone stopped what they were doing to fall to their knees in front of Karein. Even as they humbled themselves, they stared at Rachen in doubt, suspicion, and sometimes, shock.


  Upon Karein’s command, two of them provided Rachen and Phoenix with cloaks. But even as the guards complied with this order, they still avoided Karein’s gaze, like they were afraid he was going to attack them or something.


  It was like the whole world had gone positively insane. Rachen couldn’t make any sense of their behavior. The hardest thing to understand was Phoenix’s claim that Karein was his mate, too. That couldn’t be right. Just what in the world was going on?


  Karein led them to the throne room, bypassing his own guards without even acknowledging them. As Karein, Rachen, and Phoenix stepped inside, Rachen blinked in surprise. The thrones were once more where they had always been before Hareem had decided to change Ornoz’s political system.


  Karein sat down on one of them and crossed his legs. “Now, Lord Cyraltin,” he told Phoenix. “Exactly who is your companion and why did you bring him here? I told your father I have no intention to attack Elusia again, but neither do I plan to take the truce further. That doesn’t mean that I appreciate your presence here, or the tricks you’re trying to pull.”


  “We’re not trying to pull any tricks,” Phoenix argued. He bit his lower lip, and Rachen could tell he was debating explaining his true identity. Just the very thought that he had to do so boggled the mind.


  “Oh?” Karein arched a brow. “That’s the only thing that could explain my sudden attraction to you. As for your companion…” His piercing gaze fixed Rachen with another one of those glares. “I don’t like having a copy of me running around, and I don’t appreciate anyone screaming Draechenburg secrets from the proverbial rooftops. Exactly where did you hear that name?”


  “Which name?” Rachen inquired, trying to buy some time. Everything was too strange, and the only explanations he could come up with were too shocking to even process.


  “Don’t play dumb,” Karein replied. “Kaelezrin. Fewer people know that name than they do Alwyn’s.”


  Rachen just stared at Karein, trying to make sense of that. “But… The Great Sacrifice… The Directive…”


  Karein finally threw his hands up. “I can’t make any sense of what you’re saying, and I don’t have time for this nonsense. What great sacrifice are you talking about?”


  By his side, Phoenix started to shiver violently. Rachen pulled his mate in his embrace once again, rubbing his hands over Phoenix’s and wrapping the cloak tighter around his lover. “Rachen,” Phoenix whispered through their bond. “I did something. I think the vision is coming true.”


  It certainly seemed like that was the case, except Rachen still felt very confused. He couldn’t understand anything anymore. Nothing made sense, and only his bond with his mate kept him from losing it right then and there. Even that was being threatened by Karein.


  There had to be a way to find out exactly what had happened to Sari, Kael, and the others. And what about Prince Talrasar? What about Graham and Taryn? What did the closeness between Karein truly mean? And where were Sage and Camden? Sage was never very far from Karein, but up to this point, Rachen had seen no sign of the ice dragon.


  Before he could come up with a way to ask all of these questions, a knock sounded at the door. “Yes?” Karein called out, sounding even more pissed off.


  A guard slowly entered, bowing so lowly he was practically crawling on the ground. “General Hareematek Tersain here to see you, Your Imperial Majesty.”


  “Ah, yes.” Karein waved a hand. “Usher him inside.”


  Hareem’s title made Rachen frown, but it was only a drop in the ocean of changes going on all around them. His oldest brother stepped into the room and froze when he caught sight of Rachen and Phoenix. It only lasted for about half a minute, because after that, he became completely focused on Karein.


  “Welcome back, General,” Karein said. “What news do you have?”


  “Your Imperial Majesty, I’ve looked into the coordinates given to us by the scouts,” Hareem reported. “It seems that it was a false alarm. The wolves we found were just that, wolves.”


  “Very well.” Karein said. “I suppose I should have known. Werewolves have been extinct for centuries. You should choose your scouts more carefully, General. We don’t have time to waste resources on this.”


  Hareem bowed and knelt in front of his brother. “I know. You have my most humble apologies. They will be reprimanded.”


  Rachen could hardly hear anything more. His mind was awash with dread, both his own and Phoenix’s. Werewolves extinct? That couldn’t possibly be true. Did that mean Taryn was dead? And baby Galyn… Oh, Overlords, what about Galyn? How could this be happening?


  Finally, his mate dared to vocalize the same thing they both had been thinking. He didn’t say it out loud, but Rachen still heard it loud and clear, coming through their bond.


  “I think…I think I changed the entire world, Rachen.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Karein was glad his brother had returned. He would have never admitted it, of course, since it would have been a sign of weakness. Above all else, Karein was emperor, and Hareem his underling. But still, he appreciated Hareem’s opportune arrival. It wouldn’t hurt to have a secondary opinion on his new, uninvited guests.


  He should probably be stressing the mistake a little more. He needed Hareem here to weed out the resistance. However, he feared that his opponents were starting to grow a little too clever.


  He eyed the other two men in the throne room without bothering to conceal his distaste for the entire matter. He couldn’t remember ever feeling such conflicting emotions before. He hated that the two men seemed to be aware of all of his weaknesses, but at the same time, he couldn’t help but want to reach out to the sprite, to Alwyn. It was insane, because Karein had met Alwyn Cyraltin, and he hadn’t felt this attraction, not in the slightest.


  In his mind, a voice whispered, “What in the world are you doing? That’s your mate. Claim him.”


  Karein shook it off. It was becoming increasingly hard to do that, and Karein had stopped trying the night he’d reached his two-hundredth birthday. He had accepted it as both a gift and a burden that couldn’t be denied. He knew it was a sign of his insanity, but as long as he used it for his benefit, he could deal with it.


  It was a little harder in moments like these, when the two sides of him were of a different mind. He hated that another man was touching the sprite he identified as his mate, and by rights, he should have torn the stranger’s arms off. And yet, he hadn’t done it. Why?


  “For the same reason you don’t fuck that sprite slut in your bed,” the same voice returned, taunting him. “You’re weak, Karein. You always have been. Without me, you’d be nothing.”


  Karein wasn’t self-conscious about his magic or his ability to lead the empire. It was his birthright, as a black dragon, as the heir of the Tersain dynasty. However, Caelyn was a soft spot. He had been one ever since they’d first met, when Karein had decided to claim him as his official consort. The irony was that, for a while, before meeting Caelyn, he’d considered Alwyn Cyraltin before deciding it wasn’t wise to tie the empire too closely to the sprite kritarchy.


  He had been pushed into mating a sprite after the battle that had nearly decimated the entire draechen army, but contrary to popular belief, that wasn’t why he’d picked Caelyn. There was just something about the young sprite that made Karein want to protect him. At the strangest moments, he seemed to remind Karein of someone else, but Karein couldn’t for the life of him figure out who that person was.


  It was frustrating and confusing to now be faced with an Alwyn who affected him in this way. But he couldn’t let that part of him cloud his judgment. Too many people had died already in the conflict with the sprites. For all he knew, this wasn’t even Alwyn at all. His scent held a subtle difference, although not one Karein would normally consider suspicious. Either way, whatever the Elusians had come up with, Karein couldn’t let them win. He had to figure out what these two men planned.


  Shaking himself, Karein focused on his brother once again. Hareem looked up at him. A question glittered in his ice-blue eyes, and Karein knew his sibling wanted to address something else.


  Karein debated sending his two unwanted guests away, but in the end, he decided there was no point. He wanted to see how the two men reacted to whatever Hareem intended to say. So far, Hareem’s report seemed to nauseate them, although Karein couldn’t exactly tell why that was. Not to mention that there was no way the couple would be leaving Draechenburg anytime soon, not with the knowledge they had.


  He gestured for his brother to get up and speak. Hareem frowned, obviously a little puzzled. Even so, he didn’t question Karein. “I’ve spoken to Akara,” he said softly. “She reports that she found the trail of the Myrthylar and she expects to finally get a lock on their exact location within the next couple of days.”


  “Excellent.” Karein smirked. “Finally, you’ve brought me some good news.”


  The Ivenians simply didn’t know when to give up. Even if they had been defeated centuries ago, still they resisted. They even tried to assist those ridiculous humans. Karein couldn’t imagine why they were taking such chances, but his people had been using their stubbornness to find the ever-elusive fae royals.


  Something angry and ugly twisted inside him, like a feeling of wrongness that refused to go away. It was the same emotion that always appeared whenever someone mentioned the Myrthylar in general, and Sareltae Norrenddare Myrthylar in specific. Hearing that name from the lips of the intruder had been like a knife to the gut. This was a problem that needed to be handled, as swiftly and efficiently as possible.


  “Join Akara,” he told his brother. “Make this your complete priority. Eanera, Selbrian, and Sareltae Norrenddare Myrthylar have been a thorn in my side for too long.”


  His words seemed to snap the two men out of their trance. “Karein, stop,” the man who looked like him said. “You have no idea what you’re doing.”


  “I’m eliminating enemies to the Empire,” Karein said calmly. The words felt bitter on his tongue, but he said them nonetheless, like he always did.


  “Enemies of the Empire,” Alwyn repeated, as if in a trance. He shook his head adamantly, every muscle in his body trembling. “No, no. This is all wrong.”


  He closed his eyes, and for a few moments, Karein felt a wave of power flowing over him. Instinctively, Karein shot to his feet, but before he could act, pain erupted through him, stirring painful desires and thoughts that shouldn’t have been there. Karein froze, trying to grasp the elusive information torturing him, niggling at the back of his mind.


  In front of him, Hareem keeled over, groaning, holding his chest as if he was in great pain. And still, Karein couldn’t move. It was like Alwyn had hypnotized him, and he couldn’t get a good grip of his abilities. He couldn’t fight him, and in his heart, he didn’t want to. Karein felt like he was on the verge of a momentous discovery, like he’d finally get the answers to all the questions plaguing him.


  And then, the power fizzled and died, and Karein remembered who he was. His black dragon powers surged out of him, flowing over the two men in a furious wave. Strikingly enough, his look-alike got in the way. As Karein’s magic struck him, he grunted, but didn’t lose consciousness like any other shifter or magical creature would have. Instead, he held his ground, seemingly absorbing the blow.


  Something inside Karein recognized the power that fought back. It appeared to be mimicking the deepest darkest part of him, making the voice hiding in the recesses of his mind stir in confusion. It was all so very strange. He felt an odd mix of loyalty and fury, of need and frustration, and he couldn’t for the life of him figure out what to do about it.


  As it turned out, Hareem didn’t have that problem. Alwyn’s power seemed to have stirred his anger, because he released a wild roar. Frost novas appeared all over the room, one of them striking Alwyn. Karein’s clone lost his focus and turned toward Hareem, ready to attack.


  It was the perfect moment for Karein to strike, but something inside him rebelled at the thought. He had never been one to stab someone in the back, and it seemed particularly treacherous to do so this time around.


  By now, guards had burst into the room, surrounding the men who’d dared to assault Karein. He could have easily allowed them to attack. No matter how powerful the mysterious draechen was, the guards were simply too numerous.


  However, he was oddly reluctant to allow the man to be hurt more than he already had been. “Enough!” he shouted. “I am Emperor of Ornoz, and you will respect my power and my authority. I do not know who you are and why you’ve come here, but fighting me in my own throne room won’t impress me.”


  His look alike scowled fiercely. “Perhaps you’d like me to hand my mate over to you on a silver platter.”


  “Actually, what I want are some explanations,” Karein shot back.


  He waved the guards off, not wanting to have this conversation in front of them. His men complied with his order, albeit reluctantly. Once they were gone, Karein addressed the couple again. “I’ll make it easy for you. Exactly how did you know about the existence of Kaelezrin Tersain?”


  For a few seconds, the two men remained silent, and Karein actually thought they wouldn’t reply. Finally, his doppelgänger shook his head. “You wouldn’t believe us if we told you.”


  “Try me,” Karein said, sitting back down on the throne.


  The two men didn’t look at all convinced of his ability to understand, and Karein didn’t have the patience to play games. Normally, he would never have given spies such quarter or privileges, but for some reason, he felt these men were different. Whether that was true or not, he still refused to wait around until they decided to confess whatever was on their mind.


  He might have attempted to pry the information out of them, but a knock sounded at the door, stopping him before he could do so. Irritated by all the interruptions, Karein growled. “Yes?”


  His anger melted into something entirely different when one of Caelyn’s personal guards entered the room. “Your Imperial Majesty,” he said simply. He didn’t have to say anything more, because his glum expression spoke volumes.


  Instantly, Karein was on his feet again. “Hareem, take our guests to the dungeons. I’m needed elsewhere.”


  His look-alike opened his mouth, obviously wanting to protest, but Karein no longer had the time to bother with them. He threw the other man a glare, leaving no doubt as to the fact that he would not tolerate any further resistance. The stranger—and Overlords, Karein couldn’t believe that he still hadn’t figured out the guy’s true identity—gritted his teeth, but Alwyn pressed a hand to his shoulder and shook his head.


  “We understand,” he told Karein. “We won’t cause any trouble.”


  Deciding that reassurance would have to be enough, Karein pushed past the couple. After a brief moment of consideration, he pulled his brother aside and said, “Lead them to one of the more comfortable cells and allow them to stay together.”


  Hareem blinked at him, obviously puzzled by his command. Karein himself wasn’t sure why he’d ordered it. Perhaps it was the fact that the two men so clearly needed each other. He didn’t dare to scan the thought too much, and didn’t even wait for a reaction from his brother’s part. Instead, he stalked out of the throne room, his mind already on his task.


  Caelyn’s guard followed, and Karein immediately said, “Tell me.”


  “As per your instructions, Imperial Consort Caelyn retreated to his quarters,” the soldier said. “Naturally, we accompanied him. But a few minutes ago, he suddenly got sick. We were about to summon a medic, when he suddenly recovered and asked to see you.”


  A few minutes ago. If Karein wasn’t mistaken, that pretty much fit with the moment of that strange wave of power that had shaken him so much. It could easily be something else, since it wouldn’t have been the first time Caelyn suddenly got sick with no apparent reason. It wasn’t widely known, and it made Karein even more protective of the sprite.


  As a rule, Caelyn often experienced nausea and fainting without draechen doctors being able to identify a clear cause. Other times, he got exceedingly depressed, clutching his stomach and refusing to speak for days. Many people got frustrated with Karein for sticking by Caelyn’s side instead of undoing the mating. They claimed Caelyn wasn’t fit to be the emperor’s consort. Naturally, whoever dared to say that to Caelyn or Karein’s faces found out very quickly that it wasn’t wise to piss Karein off.


  Today, though, something else seemed to have happened, or rather, something more. When Karein entered Caelyn’s quarters, he barely had the time to close the door before Caelyn’s slender arms wrapped around him. His entire body was trembling, and he buried his face in Karein’s chest.


  He didn’t speak, and Karein didn’t push him to do so. Instead, he took Caelyn in his arms and carried him to the bed. He placed the young sprite on the mattress and joined him, hugging his consort close to his chest.


  Finally, Caelyn began to calm down. “I’m sorry about that,” he said. “I don’t know what came over me. Suddenly, I felt like I couldn’t breathe or see straight, like I was missing some vital part of me I couldn’t understand.”


  Karein nodded. It was exactly what had happened to him. Even if it had been triggered by Alwyn’s power, this wasn’t the first time such a thing had happened, and it unsettled him greatly.


  But he had to be strong for Caelyn. “It’s gone now,” he said. “I think our visitors might have had something to do with it, but I’ll figure it out.”


  “I know you will,” Caelyn replied. Clearing his throat, he pulled away from Karein. “I wanted to apologize for earlier. I know you don’t like me intervening or questioning you in public. I just felt that those men are important.”


  “They are,” Karein mused. “I have no idea what could have brought them here, but I suspect the information they hold could help us very much. But don’t worry about it. Just get some rest and make sure you recover.”


  Their gazes met, and suddenly, Caelyn’s golden hair seemed to become white blond. His blue eyes shone silver. Karein heard his own voice speaking, angrily asking, “Do you even realize how close I am to throwing all caution to the wind and making you mine, right here? You’re so beautiful and so very cruel.”


  “I’m yours,” came the soft reply. Did it come from the man in front of him or from Karein’s own mind? Karein didn’t know, but the tone was like a silken caress over Karein’s skin. Before he could stop himself, he reached for his consort and crushed their mouths together.


  The younger man parted his lips, moaning as Karein thrust his tongue into his wet cavern. Karein buried his fingers in his mate’s hair, seeking the familiar scent of incense and vanilla, the silken touch of the white-blond locks.


  But that distinctive aroma wasn’t there. The taste of the kiss was all wrong. Karein tore his mouth away and blinked. Whatever hallucination he’d just had faded away, and Caelyn sat in front him once again, looking lost and a little afraid.


  Karein took a couple of deep breaths, struggling to control his errant emotions. This wasn’t the first time he’d seen the image of another man in Caelyn’s stead. He blamed it on his incipient insanity. Fortunately, he’d always managed to stop himself before he could pursue the passion that image stirred within him. This lust he felt now wasn’t for Caelyn, but for the mysterious man who came to Karein in his dreams, and now, even when he was awake.


  Caelyn must have experienced something similar, because he asked, “What’s happening to us?”


  “I don’t know,” Karein admitted, “but perhaps our guests do.”


  He left the bed without touching Caelyn again. Under the circumstances, it probably wasn’t wise. Just as he was about to leave the bedroom, Caelyn stopped him.


  “I heard General Hareematek returned from his journey,” he said hesitantly. “Did he find anything?”


  Karein turned and faced his consort. He’d noticed Caelyn’s interest in the extinct species of shifters and had wondered about it. For a few seconds, he just scanned Caelyn’s face, wondering what exactly was hiding behind that particular oddity. There was no deceit in Caelyn’s blue eyes, just wariness and earnestness.


  “No,” Karein finally answered. “Just wolves.”


  Caelyn nodded and curled into a ball on the bed. Wishing he could have provided more comfort, Karein looked away and left the room. It was time to see his unexpected guests once more. Hopefully, they’d be able to offer the answers Karein had been seeking.


  Chapter Two


  


  Phoenix sat curled on the bed, his eyes tightly shut. Burrowing closer to his mate, he struggled to reach out to the earth once more. The energies that had once been so familiar to him now refused to answer. He felt them there, still feeding him, but they were so very distant, as if filtered through a strange veil.


  Taking a deep breath, Phoenix opened his eyes and looked at his mate. It was more than fortunate that Hareem had taken them to a cell that was reasonably comfortable, but most importantly, that he had allowed them to remain together. Truly, Phoenix didn’t know what he’d have done if they’d been separated. Already, he was on the edge after seeing his mate die, and so confused and lost it hurt.


  “I have no idea what’s going on, Rachen,” he told the dragon through their bond. “I mean…I can only guess I somehow managed to change far more than I intended. But now, my power seems to be gone altogether. I can’t undo it.”


  Rachen held him close and brushed his lips over his forehead. “Keep trying, baby,” he said, petting Phoenix’s hair. “I’m sure we’ll find a solution. We have to return to our reality.”


  As Rachen spoke, Phoenix inhaled deeply, taking in his mate’s familiar scent. It occurred to him that he didn’t really want to go back to the way things had been. Yes, he was aware of the extreme consequences of his actions. He wasn’t sure how to define it. Was it another reality? An alternative world? What had he done exactly? The very thought that he’d even been capable of such a thing seemed ludicrous. And yet, in his heart, Phoenix knew this was what had happened.


  So far, he was able to tell that the dynamics of the paranormal political scene had changed completely. Naturally, it had affected the chain of events that had led to the Tersain meeting their respective mates. Also, the fact that Phoenix had Rachen by his side didn’t make him forget about the fact that there should have been another Rachen in this reality, and another Phoenix.


  Clearly, Rachen didn’t exist as an individual here. He seemed to have become only a side of Karein’s personality. That was the only explanation for Karein’s weird behavior. As for Phoenix… He could only guess that his equivalent in this world must be still trapped in the box.


  But that aside, Phoenix’s outburst had managed to achieve its main goal. Rachen was alive and by his side. If he undid the enchantment, they’d end up in the exact same situation as before, and Phoenix simply wasn’t willing to do that.


  Rachen broke their embrace and frowned at him. “Baby, I know this is hard, and the choice I made isn’t the best one for us. But you heard what Karein and Hareem said. Werewolves are extinct. Galyn doesn’t even exist, and likely, Graham and Taryn are dead. Can you live with that?”


  Phoenix winced. “I might have to,” he replied brokenly. “If the alternative is living without you, I’ll endure the guilt and the loss. I can’t give you up.”


  He realized that it was hard for Rachen to watch his family torn apart by what Phoenix had done, but he was selfish enough to ignore that, just as long as he could keep Rachen. In the end, Rachen was the one who mattered most to him. As cruel as it might seem, under the circumstances, Phoenix was willing to trade his previous reality for this one.


  “Please don’t hate me,” he told Rachen, this time out loud. “I didn’t mean to do any of this, but…I can’t regret it. At least not all of it.”


  For a few moments, Rachen just looked at him. Phoenix’s heart raced as he took in the whirlwind of emotions coursing through Rachen. There was guilt, gratitude, confusion, and helplessness, but most of all, love. Phoenix didn’t know who reached for whom first, but it didn’t really matter, because a few seconds later, their lips crashed together. The kiss tasted a little too much like despair for Phoenix’s comfort, but it quickly melted into something entirely different. That negative emotion was burnt away by the undying passion between the two of them, by the one blaze that couldn’t be extinguished—that of their love.


  Rachen pushed him down on the bed, never once interrupting the kiss. He licked across the seam of Phoenix’s lips, demanding entrance—which Phoenix gladly gave. As they kissed, Rachen’s hands traveled over Phoenix’s sides, stopping over his hips, holding him tightly.


  They had been provided with clothing, which they had decided to wear in deference to the situation. In hindsight, that had been a bad idea, because now, they were only an obstacle to what Phoenix and Rachen both craved.


  Phoenix found himself trying to will Rachen’s garments away, but it didn’t work. The knowledge of his own helplessness should have upset him, and at some level, it did, but now, he was too focused on Rachen to care. He just wanted to touch his mate, to worship Rachen with his body, heart, and soul.


  Therefore, he ripped apart Rachen’s shirt with his own hands and threw the remaining material on the floor. Rachen growled and bit down on his lower lip. A wave of heat flowed over Phoenix, but it didn’t originate from him. Rachen’s powers burnt away their clothing with striking ease. Rachen hadn’t done that before, but then, they’d never needed to, because Phoenix always did it.


  But Phoenix didn’t want to think about his own decreasing powers. Instead, he gladly let the matter slide, because it provided him with what he craved—access to Rachen’s naked body. Still kissing Rachen, he rubbed against his mate, hissing as their dicks came into contact. Rachen’s hand slid between their bodies, gripping both of their cocks. As Rachen massaged their dicks together, Phoenix held onto his mate’s shoulders, wild with pleasure, needing more. He craved everything Rachen was and had ever been. Only then could he truly be convinced that Rachen was by his side once more.


  The dragon tore his mouth away from his mate’s, making Phoenix whine in protest. The sound changed into a gasp of bliss as Rachen licked down his neck, nipping on his Adam’s apple and finding that sensitive spot in the hollow of his throat. All the while, Rachen’s hand never ceased working Phoenix’s dick, bringing him dangerously close to an unexpected climax.


  Phoenix wanted to come, and yet, he didn’t. He ached to feel Rachen inside him again, to have the dragon’s fire awaken his own and soothe that part of him that still screamed this couldn’t possibly be true. He just loved Rachen so much that he could easily be imagining all of this, just to try to mend his broken heart.


  As that thought passed through his mind, Rachen pulled away from him. He stopped kissing Phoenix, and he even released his hold on their dicks. Phoenix would have tried to argue against it, but his mate looked at him, and he was frozen.


  He didn’t speak. He just smiled at Phoenix, his eyes hot with desire, but at the same time, filled with an almost gentle, soothing adoration. For the longest time, they just stared at each other, completely silent and still communicating in a visceral way.


  At last, Rachen spoke out, breaking the quiet. “I love you,” he said simply. “I will love you forever.”


  Phoenix intended to say the words back, to tell Rachen how much their bond meant for him. However, Rachen didn’t give him the chance. He crawled down Phoenix’s body and took his cock into his mouth, all the way into his throat.


  Phoenix’s world cracked around the edges. He couldn’t think anymore, couldn’t focus on anything outside the wet, volcanic heat enveloping his prick. When Rachen started to bob his head up and down his dick, Phoenix buried his fingers into the draechen’s hair and just hung on for the ride.


  His mate devoured him with hard, strong suction. He teased him with flirtatious flicks of tongue over the slit. Then, he lavished him with sensual attention by licking his dick like he would a lollipop. He took Phoenix’s balls in his mouth, exploring and massaging the wrinkled sac.


  Everything Rachen did seemed designed to drive Phoenix insane with lust. At one point, the lingering threads of Phoenix’s control broke, and he started to fuck Rachen’s mouth. Rachen allowed it at first, but then, he gripped Phoenix’s hips, stilling Phoenix’s motions and taking control of their coitus once more.


  Rachen’s dominance of him only fueled Phoenix’s arousal, and soon, he was on the edge of coming. A memory flashed through his mind, one from when he’d thought he was someone else. He’d felt like this then, like he was on the edge of a chasm and wanting to jump headfirst into it.


  But things were different now. Phoenix and Rachen had their bond, one that would guide them both through any hardship. That knowledge gave Phoenix the strength to crystallize one coherent answer to Rachen’s declaration. “I love you, too,” he answered. “So very much.”


  In response, Rachen sucked Phoenix’s dick one more time into his throat and swallowed. At the same time, a finger teased at Phoenix’s hole and wormed its way into his passage. Phoenix couldn’t resist the onslaught of sensations any longer. With a cry, he came, filling his lover’s mouth with his spunk.


  Rachen grunted as he drank down Phoenix’s offering, and through their bond, Phoenix felt his mate join him in their shared orgasm. It wasn’t even Rachen’s own pleasure that had propelled him over the edge, but the one he experienced because of their connection and the sheer depth of the moment.


  Because in that instant, when they came together through the sheer carnality of one act, Phoenix’s heart felt light again. It almost seemed like he was flying, free as a fire bird soaring high above in the sky. He was singing again, and Rachen was with him, chasing him, catching him, holding him and never letting go.


  Truth be told, it wasn’t by far the most complicated or even the most erotic thing they’d ever done. From a strictly sexual perspective, it was actually pretty simple and likely hadn’t taken that long. But there was something special about it, about what it meant. Through this intimate touch, Phoenix could finally acknowledge that Rachen hadn’t left him, that they were still together and their bond remained as powerful as ever.


  Still, the need within him wasn’t fully satisfied. Even as he rode the wave of the climax, he already desired more. The moment Rachen released his dick from his mouth, Phoenix wanted to taste his mate’s lips again, or perhaps his cock. But when Rachen’s fingers left his body, Phoenix rearranged his priorities and decided the best place for his mate’s dick was his ass.


  “Rachen,” he murmured. “Make love to me.”


  Rachen reached for him again, and his digits returned to rub at Phoenix’s channel, this time slick with what Phoenix knew was Rachen’s own seed. Just the idea of what his mate was using to smooth his way inside Phoenix would have been enough to make him climax had he not come already. As it was, he eagerly anticipated the moment when Rachen finally entered him. When Rachen’s fingers hit his prostrate, he moaned and begged, “Now, Rachen. Please.”


  Rachen seemed to share his urgency. For a little while, he kept finger-fucking Phoenix, stretching his channel and preparing him for invasion. However, he soon stopped the maddening torture and removed his digits from Phoenix’s body. Phoenix almost sobbed with relief at the realization that finally, finally, he was going to have Rachen inside him.


  Sadly, just as his mate was about to lift Phoenix’s legs on his shoulders, the door burst open. Rachen tensed and turned around, shielding Phoenix’s naked body from sight and growling menacingly.


  For his part, Phoenix almost exploded because of sexual frustration. Gods, was this going to start all over again? Back in Draechenburg, Rachen’s family had the worst habit of interrupting them when they were together. It seemed like things would be similar here.


  The thought was like a bucket of water over the flame of Phoenix’s arousal. Just like that, he remembered that he was still in Draechenburg, but a different one which he was responsible for, one where the family Rachen knew and loved didn’t fully exist.


  In front of him, Rachen cursed. Apparently, he had forgotten about it too while they’d been having sex. It was very easy to lose sight of what was going on when they were together. Not that Phoenix regretted what they’d done. On the contrary, he wished he could’ve had a little more time together before the world had intruded on their privacy yet again. Of course, that wasn’t to be.


  Karein stepped into the room, glowering at them. “What do we have here? It looks like I was mistaken in giving you some lenience. Perhaps I should have told my brother to dump you two into separate cells. Then you wouldn’t be having so much fun.”


  Rachen let out another growl. “Jealous?”


  Shades of blood red trickled into Karein’s hair. “Actually, yes. You do realize that I’m very tempted right now to order your demise and to take what is mine.”


  “Yours?” Rachen snarled. “You have to be joking. I’ll only let that slide because I know you’re confused.”


  Karein arched a brow. “You clearly don’t realize your position. I’m the emperor here, and I give the orders. I can claim whatever I want, and destroy whoever stands in my way.”


  A ball of dark flame appeared in his hand, and he readied himself to throw it at Rachen. Panic coursed through Phoenix. Of course, he’d realized that the Rachen of this reality was still inside Karein. However, he found that he simply drew a blank when having to face the consequences of it. Deep inside, he couldn’t truly process the idea of what he’d done.


  He saw the huge differences that had already appeared between this place and the Draechenburg he knew, but they hadn’t fully registered, not until now. To a certain extent, Karein felt Phoenix was his mate, which was very regrettable given the obvious fact that Phoenix was in love with someone else.


  Oddly, the situation was reminiscent of the memories Rachen had showed Phoenix of those times when he’d been convinced Sari and Talrasar were his mates. It was a strange roundabout way of having history repeat itself—even in this odd, mutated reality.


  Given the hostility he read in Karein—no, in the second Rachen’s stance, Phoenix knew he had to do something before a conflict erupted. Already, guards were entering the room and preparing spells of their own.


  Phoenix couldn’t lose his mate again. He simply refused to accept it. His powers didn’t work, but there had to be something he could do to stop this madness.


  On impulse, Phoenix threw himself in front of his mate. “Stop this. I—”


  His phrase was interrupted when several bolts of magic struck him. Pain erupted all over his body, and Phoenix screamed, collapsing against his mate.


  Phoenix wasn’t used to physical wounds. In his previous form, he’d been next to invulnerable, with his only weakness being that damn meteor rock. But even if he’d been shot that time, the agony he experienced was very different. The spells that had struck him held magic which Phoenix understood and had once commanded. It was distressing, but this time, the fire burnt him and the ice froze him.


  Clinging to Rachen’s shoulders, he convulsed in pain. Rachen’s fear rushed through him. “Oh, Overlords, baby. Why did you do that?”


  Phoenix couldn’t answer, not through words, at least. He could only convey his thoughts through their still strong bond. “Why do you think? I love you.”


  His mind seemed to be hazy, but that idea was still so very clear. His love for Rachen remained unchanging, in spite of the agony gripping his body.


  “Stay with me,” Rachen told him. “Come on, Phoenix. Don’t leave me.”


  Phoenix tried to maintain his hold onto his consciousness, to cling to Rachen’s voice and obey the command, but he was drifting away. At the corner of his mind, he registered the fact that Rachen had placed him on the bed—the same one they’d made love in. Had it been just moments ago? How stupid and ironic.


  Meanwhile, the second Rachen shouted orders, and his oddly familiar voice rang out in Phoenix’s ears. In his condition, he couldn’t grasp why there was a double of his mate there. It was easy to distinguish Phoenix’s mate from the two, but at the same time, Phoenix felt a pull toward the other Rachen as well. He heard the fear, the guilt, and the anger, and it hurt him as deeply as his mate’s pain did.


  In his world or any other, Phoenix belonged to Rachen. He knew that beyond any shadow of a doubt. For that reason, he blindly reached for both Rachens. “Here,” he managed to say. “Come here.”


  It wasn’t exactly easy, because he was facedown and his access to everyone else restricted. Nevertheless, he succeeded in conveying what he intended to. Seconds later, the emperor knelt next to his bed. Rachen snarled at him, but Phoenix just grabbed his mate’s hand and brought it to that of the second Rachen.


  “I want you to stick together,” he said. “You’re going to need each other.” Glancing toward his mate, he murmured, “Help him, Rachen. Make this world right again. Fix it.”


  “We’re going to fix it together,” Rachen said, his voice tinged with despair. “We’re going to go back to the way things were.”


  Phoenix managed to muster a weak smile. He had to admit that, in spite of everything, he didn’t want that. Even if it meant his own death, he preferred clinging to this reality, because it meant Rachen would be all right.


  He couldn’t say any of that, but he didn’t have to, because his mate understood. Rachen released a small sob, clutching Phoenix’s hand. “Where the fuck is that doctor?” he roared.


  With the corner of his eye, Phoenix caught sight of the red bleeding out of this Rachen’s hair. As Karein took over once more, Phoenix told him, “Take care of him, please. He’s your brother, and he loves you. Just…take care of him.”


  The emperor held onto Phoenix’s hand, looking at him with haunted eyes. Phoenix didn’t know what he was thinking, and likely he would never find out. He sent another “I love you” to his mate, and everything turned black.


  


  * * * *


  


  When his mate went limp on the bed, Rachen felt his world was collapsing. It didn’t even have anything to do with the obvious wrongness of what was going on, with the fact that his own brother had tried to shoot him and actually attempted to claim Phoenix as his. Well, that in itself was terrible, but Rachen might have been able to deal with it. He would have shown Karein and everyone else who doubted him that Phoenix already had a mate, Rachen.


  But now, even that possessiveness seemed trivial, because Phoenix lay motionless in front of him. Rachen threw his head back and roared, his dragon threatening to burst free out of him, to burn down the citadel and bring it collapsing on top of all of their heads. He wanted them all to pay for what they’d done to Phoenix. He himself had failed his mate. In his zeal to taunt his brother, he’d set this entire thing into motion.


  Karein was right there, within his reach, still kneeling next to the bed in shocked silence. It would have been easy for Rachen to attack him, to slit his throat and avenge his mate. But something held him back. His mate was seriously injured, but alive. His focus now had to be on getting medical assistance for Phoenix. Everything else could wait.


  His dragon settled down inside him, and Rachen found himself reaching for Karein. “Tell them to hurry,” he said. “Phoenix needs help.”


  Karein jumped when Rachen’s hand landed on his shoulder. He glanced at Rachen as if he’d never seen him before, then nodded. Without a word, he got up and directed his attention toward the still waiting men. “What the fuck are you doing, fools?” he snarled. “I told you to get a medic.”


  For all of Rachen’s pain at seeing Phoenix like this, Karein seemed to be experiencing something similar. Rachen supposed that made sense, since the part of Karein that, in this world, had absorbed Rachen’s soul would feel the blow as strongly as Rachen himself had. If he could have experienced anything else but terror, Rachen would have been taken aback by the sheer anger and hostility emanating from his brother. The rest of the dragons obviously were, because a few of them froze, staring at Karein like a lamb would at a wolf. Others began to back away slowly, their gaze fixed on their emperor. They must have realized that, in this condition, Karein was very dangerous. What they didn’t understand was that Rachen represented the biggest danger. If Phoenix died, Rachen would have nothing to live for, except the destruction of everything and everyone that had made Phoenix suffer.


  Now focused completely on his mate, Rachen held Phoenix’s hand and tried to speak to him through their bond. “Just stay with me, baby,” he said again. “You’re my whole world. I simply can’t be without you.”


  He could understand now how Phoenix had felt when Rachen had sacrificed himself to defeat the Ancient Horror. If he’d had Phoenix’s power at his disposal, he might have tried to change things in a similar way. Mercifully, it wasn’t necessary, because Hareem arrived with a group of draechen doctors in tow.


  “If you’ll please move back, the medics will start treating him,” Hareem said.


  “I’m not leaving him,” Karein and Rachen said at the same time.


  Rachen glared at Karein. “You don’t have the right to be at his side.”


  “Really?” Karein asked, now sounding completely calm. “He seemed to disagree.”


  Indeed, Phoenix had tried to soothe this world’s Rachen, which was frustrating, if understandable. Rachen remembered what Phoenix had asked of them, and he realized that his stubbornness was only delaying Phoenix’s treatment and making the doctors’ job harder. With a great deal of reluctance, he released Phoenix’s hand and stepped back, giving the medics space. Karein arched a brow at him, but nevertheless joined him, leaning against the wall next to Rachen.


  They didn’t speak. Hareem ushered all the other draechen out of the room, but for some reason, he stayed by the door, his gaze going from the bed to Karein and Rachen. Rachen had no idea what Hareem was thinking, since his expression was completely blank. As his gaze met Hareem’s, the most obvious truth of this reality struck him like a ton of bricks. These weren’t his brothers, not really. The man in front of him wasn’t the Hareem Phoenix knew, the one desperately in love with a werewolf and whose main hobby was spoiling his son rotten. The dragon by his side wasn’t Rachen’s twin either, no matter how much he might look like it.


  Phoenix had said that this Karein and Rachen were brothers, but that wasn’t true, not really. Or was it? Rachen couldn’t tell anymore. He was beyond confused. To what extent were the hearts and minds of individuals determined by their experiences? This Karein had obviously lived in a very different way than Rachen’s own twin, but did that make him any less… Karein?


  In the end, did it matter? Without Phoenix, the world could very well end and Rachen wouldn’t give a shit. Phoenix had asked him to fix things, to mend the wounds of this destroyed reality, but Rachen couldn’t do it by himself.


  As if guessing his thoughts, Karein suddenly said, “He’ll be fine. The doctors are very skilled at their job, and you’re not alone in this.”


  Rachen wouldn’t have been more shocked if Karein had suddenly told him that the moon was made out of cheese. He’d just told himself that this Karein was nothing like the brother he’d grown to love, and now, Karein went and did something like this.


  Karein himself seemed surprised, and maybe a little embarrassed at what he’d said. In a testament of the fact that he remained different from the man Rachen knew, he suddenly tensed, as if he’d just realized that he was acting stupidly. He snapped his mouth shut when Rachen looked at him, his back straight and his gaze fixed on Phoenix.


  A million questions swirled through Rachen’s mind. Mostly, he wondered exactly what Phoenix had changed and at what level that had affected the people Rachen knew. Torn by guilt and confusion, Rachen reached out to his mate again. “Phoenix, baby, come back. I love you so much. I hate that this happened. I want to be with you, to marry you like we planned.” Tears burned at the corners of his eyes, but he pushed them back. “We can still do it. Just don’t give up.”


  If he wanted to be perfectly honest, he never would have made such a promise half an hour ago. After hearing that werewolves were practically extinct, he couldn’t fathom what kind of destruction had been wrought over the world. It was his responsibility, but by undoing it, Rachen would have to die all over again.


  It was unfair to try to tell Phoenix that they wouldn’t have to go through with that, unfair, and a lie. Rachen knew that, should Phoenix recover, nothing would have changed. They’d still be in the exact same position, stuck between a rock and a hard place. And yet, in that moment, Rachen would have pledged himself to eternal servitude, as long as Phoenix survived this.


  He was no medic, but he had a grasp of what the doctors were doing, and they did indeed seem capable. They began by sanitizing and cleaning the wounds on Phoenix’s back and shoulders. Three spells had hit Phoenix, one coming from Karein, and the other two from guards who’d burst inside their cell. Phoenix didn’t so much as twitch as the medics poked and prodded, and anger swamped Rachen again.


  “If he dies,” he said to Karein, “so will you. I’ll make sure of it.”


  It was all Karein’s fault. In fact, Rachen was very tempted to rip out the hand Karein had used to create that damn fire ball and beat him to death with it. But that wouldn’t help Phoenix, so Rachen had to restrain those impulses, for his mate’s benefit.


  At first, Karein didn’t answer, but then, he said, “Good luck with that. I suspect you’ll have to wait in line.”


  Rachen would have liked to reply, but then, the doctors began lifting Phoenix. They brought in a gurney and placed Phoenix on it. “Wait,” Rachen replied. “Where are you taking him?”


  “Right now, we only gave him the most basic first aid. We need to transport him to the medical wing. We have machines there that can monitor his condition.”


  “But is moving him safe?” Karein inquired. “Doesn’t it entail a risk we can’t afford?”


  “His injuries are severe, but his life signs are stable and his wounds are closing,” another medic answered. “The process isn’t as fast as it would’ve been for a draechen, but he should make a complete recovery, given time. A lot of time.”


  The words didn’t sound very promising, but at least they meant that Phoenix would survive. A measure of relief flooded Rachen, and to a certain extent, the fist clenched around his heart began to loosen. He was still terrified that the doctors were wrong, but he’d been given hope, hope that he’d have his mate again.


  Even if it was hard for him to watch them carry Phoenix away, Rachen allowed it. Naturally, he followed, and Karein and Hareem came with him. They didn’t try to keep Rachen from Phoenix, which was both fortunate and somewhat surprising.


  However, just as they reached the medical wing, Phoenix began to spasm on the gurney. Rachen instantly panicked, and much to his dismay, so did the doctors. Oh, they kept their calm, but Rachen could smell their fear. They obviously realized that if something happened to Phoenix, their emperor wouldn’t be very happy with them and they might have to pay a steep price for their failure.


  “Quickly,” one of the draechen ordered. “Get him into the emergency room.”


  The others rushed to comply. Distantly, it occurred to Rachen that the medical system now in Draechenburg seemed more developed than the one Rachen had been accustomed to see in his home. He couldn’t delve too deeply into the reasons behind it. He just hoped that it would be enough to save his mate.


  The doctors entered a chamber in the medical wing, but Rachen wasn’t allowed to follow. “Stay here,” the lead medic told him. “We’ll let you know if he recovers.”


  “When he recovers,” Karein said darkly with a clear emphasis on the first word.


  The medic winced. “Of course, Your Imperial Majesty. I misspoke. When he recovers.”


  Bowing, he disappeared into the emergency room. Rachen slid down onto the floor and buried his face in his hands. Just when he’d thought he could see the light at the end of the tunnel, it disappeared on him again.


  For once, this Karein didn’t seem to care about Rachen’s suffering. “While we wait,” he said without preamble, “I believe you owe me an explanation. Who are you really, and how did you get here? What’s your connection to me and my family? And most importantly, why did you call that man Phoenix?”


  Rachen just ignored the inquiry. He continued to stare at the door of the room where Phoenix had disappeared. In that moment, he’d have gladly died all over again, as long as it meant Phoenix would live.


  Chapter Three


  


  Meanwhile, Florenz des Draechen


  


  Sari slipped through the shadows, his heart racing and sweat beading his brow. They were close to the camp now, so close Sari could almost smell the acrid stench of terror and hatred. In front of him, his mother lifted a hand, stopping his progress. Sari froze in his tracks, well aware that any wrong step from his part could cause disaster. Behind him, the rest of the fae soldiers who’d joined them on this expedition followed his example.


  A draechen patrol flew above them, but Sari remained motionless. Fae shields weren’t designed to circumvent the senses of shape-shifters, but Sari’s parents were very good at what they did, and the intricate spells they cast together could keep the draechen from hearing them and possibly scenting them. They couldn’t create illusions like sprites did. If they’d had sprite backup, things would have been much, much easier. But any chance of cooperation between the two nations had vanished a long, long time ago, when the sprites had refused to help Sari’s people in the battle against the draechen.


  In spite of being all alone when faced with the draechen threat, the fae had still managed to survive. In hiding, yes, but never abandoning the fight. Unfortunately, Emperor Shtamakarein Tersain now sent his agents all over the world, and one by one, they were being hunted. Sari and his family were the preferred target.


  This time, though, the patrol missed them. The draechen flew past them without noticing Sari and his parents. Finally, Sari could breathe again, and they started their torturous, slow advance through the city.


  Florence—or Florenz, as the draechen called it—had been among the first human settlements to fall to draechen rule. Once, it had been a flourishing city, but after it had fallen to the plague and the werewolf attacks, it had become only a shadow of its former self. Now, it had been practically turned into a slave camp, surrounded by draechen fortifications. There were very few people who would dare chance coming here, since it practically meant jumping in the proverbial lion’s den.


  However, Sari and his family had a good reason for their decision to brave the danger. News had reached their ears of abuse committed by the draechen against Florenz citizens. The situation had always been unbearable, but now, the emperor was taking things to new heights.


  Someone had to stop the draechen before the humans were completely wiped out. These days, humans were considered inferior life forms, only kept alive to become slaves of the draechen. At this point, the majority had submitted to their fate, since those who’d tried to fight it didn’t live to tell the tale.


  As of late, the humans didn’t even have to challenge draechen authority to be killed. Already, a lot of citizens in Florenz had fallen to the new policy of terror instituted by Shtamakarein Tersain through his commanding officer in the area, Princess Akarawem.


  Sari and his parents continued their progress through Florenz. They’d chosen to attempt entering the city during the day, because nighttime wouldn’t have made a difference given the sharp senses of the draechen and in the hope that there would be fewer guards around. Indeed, security seemed quite scarce around the camp. Too scarce, in Sari’s opinion.


  His mother stopped once again behind the ruin of an old cathedral. “It’s a trap,” she whispered. “Sari, you have to go back.”


  Sari shook his head. His parents were the most important thing in his life. He wouldn’t abandon them. He would fight for their cause until his last breath, because he believed they were doing the right thing. “We already knew that it was likely. I’m ready for this, Mother.”


  His mother wasn’t one to be thwarted so easily. She had never wanted him to come on this expedition in the first place, but Sari had insisted, knowing his parents would need his assistance. “I want to help the humans,” his mother said, “but you’re more important to me than anything.”


  “We can’t leave the humans to their fate,” Sari answered. “If this is indeed a trap, their suffering could easily be induced as a way to lure us in, and we’ve already established that we can’t allow it.”


  Besides, if he left now, he’d be ruining the plan they’d put into place with such difficulty. He couldn’t do that to his parents, or to all the people depending on him. Fortunately, his mother didn’t phrase her plea as a command, because Sari couldn’t have argued against that. Outside the king himself, his mother was the highest Ivenian authority, and it was only through her that his father had gained decision-making power.


  Before they could reach a conclusion in that regard, a moan sounded somewhere to Sari’s right. Sari turned, only to see a human crawling from underneath some rubble. He reached out to Sari, his hazed eyes glinting with desperation.


  “Angelo. Angelo di Dio… Aiuto!”


  Sari couldn’t deny helping a man who was so obviously in need. He rushed to the human’s side and turned him over, wincing when he saw the injuries littering the man’s body. Kneeling next to his patient, he summoned Jenarra’s power. He allowed it to flow over the human’s wounds, sealing them, giving the stranger strength both physical and spiritual.


  When he pulled away, he noted with satisfaction that his abilities had done their job and had healed the human. But he didn’t get to enjoy the knowledge of his success for long. Another man appeared from beyond the ruins, and he glowered at Sari.


  “Get away from him,” the new arrival said. “Get away from him right now.”


  Sari lifted his hands to show he was harmless. “I’m not hurting him. He was injured, and I wanted to heal him.”


  The second man’s glare became even fiercer. “We don’t want your kind here.”


  “I was only trying to help,” Sari replied softly. He wasn’t really surprised. A lot of humans were wary of all paranormal creatures because of the draechen’s abuse, and Sari was obviously a magical being.


  This man didn’t care that Sari was very different from dragons. The only thing he knew was that Sari’s power made him dangerous. Perhaps he even thought Sari had intended to harm the injured person.


  He wished he could say something that would convince the human that he truly meant well, but his parents joined him before he could even make the attempt. His mother wrapped a protective arm around his shoulders, and the rest of the fae soldiers fanned around them, controlling the perimeter. Meanwhile, his father addressed the stranger. “We came to assist you, since we’ve heard you have problem with the draechen.”


  “Problems?” the man repeated in disbelief. “The only problem here is your presence. It’s your fault the draechen decided to hurt us in the first place. They are our masters, and they were nice enough until you forced them to act like this.”


  Sari’s mind whirled as he took in what the human was saying. So he and his parents had been right all along. The whole scheme had been put together to draw Sari and his family here. Well, the draechen would soon see that the Myrthylar weren’t so easily duped.


  Yes, it was kind of insane to even come here together. If the draechen found them, they could take them all out, which would be a devastating blow for the remaining fae troops. However, if there was anything that life on the run had taught Sari, it was that, sometimes, a dose of craziness paid off, especially when combined with crystal clear military strategy.


  Given all that, he was ready when the human released a loud shout. “The fae!” the man said. “The fae are here.”


  The attitude disappointed him severely, since he had hoped that the people here would understand that Sari and his family only intended to help them. However, they’d come here expecting refusal and rejection.


  They had also expected an attack from the draechen forces, and it came. It didn’t even seem triggered by the shout. Rather, the shifters must have been on standby, because a huge group of draechen appeared out of nowhere.


  Instantly, a sense of calm flowed over Sari. He hated war, and he hated doing battle, but he acknowledged the necessity of it. If he’d had a choice, he’d have preferred to be solely a healer. However, he’d learned from a very early age that Ivenians had been deprived of that benefit, of choosing for themselves what they wanted to be or do. Sari accepted it as his legacy, as his duty, and called Jenarra’s power to him again, this time for an entirely different purpose.


  Together with the rest of the fae, he threw powerful shields around them all. It wouldn’t be enough, and he knew it, but that was the logical beginning of any battle between fae and draechen, something their opponents had grown to expect. It had once been their greatest advantage, but it could no longer protect them.


  The draechen were ready for it, of course. One of them, a particularly fierce-looking fire dragon, landed straight in front of Sari. As the rest of the draechen started throwing spells at the shields, the fire dragon melted into a red-headed female. “Prince Sareltae Myrthylar, I presume,” she said with a sickeningly sweet tone. “And these must be your beloved parents. It’s a pleasure to meet you. Thank you for accepting my invitation.”


  Normally, Sari would have ignored her taunts, but today, he planned to exploit the arrogance typical to the draechen. “I can’t believe you would torment these people just to trap us,” he said.


  “Believe it.” She smirked. “Now stop trying to fight the inevitable and you might actually live to see my brother, His Imperial Majesty Shtamakarein Tersain.”


  So this was the famous princess Akarawem. Sari hadn’t met her until this point, and really, he could have lived without the dubious honor of doing so for the rest of his years, as many or as few they might be. But the war had thrown them together, and unfortunately, Sari’s family had been forced to act to stop Akarawem from taking her abuse of the humans even further. These people might not appreciate fae assistance, but that didn’t mean Sari and his parents could just abandon them.


  “Your brother is a monster,” he replied, “and so are you. No matter what you do, you won’t win.”


  Akarawem laughed. “No matter what you do, you won’t win,” she parotted. “What a cliché. Let me tell you a little secret, Prince Sareltae. We’ve already won.”


  “Your parents would think differently,” Sari’s father offered.


  Just like that, the princess’s amusement vanished and her eyes flashed with unconcealed anger. A ball of flamed bloomed in her palm, and she angrily threw it at the shields. The spell held so much strength that Sari winced. Akarawem was clearly fierce in her fury. “Don’t you dare mention them,” she said with a snarl. “It’s all your fault that they died.”


  “Actually, no,” Eanera answered. “Their blood, and that of all of your people, is on your brother’s hands. You just had to have everything. That was the price you paid for it, and you’ve only just begun to pay it.”


  “The sprites might be reluctant to use their weapon against you,” Selbrian added, “but they did do it, and they will again if you force them to.”


  “Perhaps,” Akarawem answered. Suddenly, she seemed calm again, and that didn’t bode well for Sari and his family. “But as you well know, the sprites have abandoned you. So by the time that happens, you’ll be long dead, or rotting in a Draechenburg dungeon.”


  That was the only warning Sari and the rest of the fae got before the draechen lunged once more, this time even fiercer than before. Princess Akarawem shifted into her dragon form, too, and joined in on the attack. She shot fire bolts at the fae, making their shields groan under the protest of the onslaught of magic. Meanwhile, the ground beneath Sari’s feet began to shake, obviously the work of an earth dragon. Sari took a deep breath and focused his shields to provide them with something to stand on, isolating them from the cracking soil. A few draechen roared in anger at Sari’s maneuver, likely the ones whose actions Sari had thwarted.


  Naturally, the draechen didn’t give up so easily. They came from every direction, cutting off any possible retreat Sari and his people might have attempted to make. Sari’s parents used their abilities to throw force fields into the gathering draechen troops, collapsing the ruins on top of them. They managed to hit some of the draechen, but very few had injuries that actually incapacitated them. The draechen’s scales protected them from most blows, as Sari knew all too well by now. It had been a losing battle from the start, and an expedition that amounted to suicide.


  Or so it would have seemed, except the draechen weren’t counting on one thing. In their quest for world domination, they had made a lot of enemies. People who didn’t have the slightest thing in common had joined forces, united in their hatred toward the dragons.


  With the draechen distracted by the fae forces, reinforcements managed to sneak up behind Akarawem’s army. Sari tightened his shields and sent another wave of power out. At the same time, a shower of bullets struck the draechen, coming from all directions.


  Normal weaponry wouldn’t hurt draechen, as they had all learned the hard way. However, recently, they had discovered old files, records of a long-deceased elven prince who had been trying to find a weapon against the draechen. Prince Jud’Enealh Murdokain had a tentative belief that diamond-tipped arrows could bypass dragon scales if they were crafted the right way. He’d never gotten the chance to perfect the process, or the weapon, because he and his people had been among the first attacked by Ornoz. The few remaining elves had managed to rescue his research and passed it on to others, and those people had eventually managed to craft these special bullets.


  This was the first time the projectiles were tested in actual combat. Preliminary analysis suggested that the bullets would definitely pierce dragon scales. No one had been one hundred percent certain, which was why Sari’s parents had wanted him to stay behind. However, they’d all reached a desperate point in which they knew that, if the tide didn’t turn, the draechen would soon crush everyone who was left, perhaps with the exception of the sprites.


  As it turned out, they were in luck. Hundreds of deafening roars sounded as the bullets struck the draechen army. Some of the projectiles struck the fae shields, but didn’t pass, since they were designed especially to counter the defenses of dragon-shifters, not magical creatures. In front of Sari, Princess Akarawem turned, throwing her large head back. The bulk of her men protected her from the initial round of bullets, and she had the time to hurl several fire bolts in the direction of the shooters. Some of the draechen who hadn’t been severely injured did the same, fighting back against the new attackers. But their switch in focus made it possible for Sari and his army to assault them as well. They dropped the shields and turned them on the draechen. Sari’s mother wrapped a tight bubble of magic around Akarawem, trapping her. The female dragon instantly tried to fight against her power, casting more spells, trying to free herself from the enchantment with the help of her fire. It didn’t work, and Sari couldn’t help but feel a dose of satisfaction as he watched her doom herself.


  He looked away only because there were more important things to do than to gape in awe at the sight of a draechen princess trapped like a rat. Together with the rest of the fae and their allies, he attacked the remaining draechen forces. It didn’t take long. In their arrogance, the draechen had been taken by surprise and had been unable to recover from the shock of facing a foe who used such weaponry. This was fortunate, since Sari knew that reinforcements were likely to arrive any moment now.


  In spite of her efforts, Princess Akarawem couldn’t break free. In fact, by using her fire magic, she ended up burning off all the oxygen in her little bubble. It took some effort from Eanera’s part, but finally, Akarawem was slumped unconscious on the ground with the rest of the surviving draechen.


  When it was all over, Sari took in the destruction with a heavy heart. He hated war so much. Why did the draechen have to act like this? Why couldn’t they just live in harmony? It was all Emperor Shtamakarein’s fault. He must have been the one who’d ordered this insanity.


  Suddenly, Sari’s stomach roiled and a wave of dizziness gripped him. He swooned, bile rising in his throat. Leaning against the wall, he threw up the frugal breakfast he’d had earlier.


  Behind him, his mother appeared, soothing him, petting his hair. Her warm power coursed through him, casting away the nausea. With her help, Sari began to recover and turned toward his mother. “Are you all right?” she asked, her voice tinged with concern.


  Sari wiped his mouth and nodded. It wasn’t exactly true, but he hated looking weak and worrying his parents, especially on the field of battle. The fact of the matter was that sometimes, he felt… He couldn’t even describe it. It was as if a heavy emptiness settled over him, and he himself didn’t know what was missing.


  A voice drifted in his mind, tormenting him, following him from his dreams. “Your skin is like the silk of your robes. I can’t bear it,” it said. A seductive awe-struck murmur followed, “You are a gift from above. No one so beautiful can exist out of mere mortals.” Finally, a plea echoed within Sari’s heart and mind. “Wear your hair down for me, Sareltae.”


  It was a strong, masculine voice, the huskiness sending shivers down Sari’s spine. He found himself reaching for his bound hair and arranging it, oddly nervous. He wanted to blame it on the battle, but it wasn’t just that, and he didn’t know how to explain it.


  Pushing away those thoughts, he forced a smile. “I’m fine. Let’s get out of here.”


  His mother didn’t look convinced by his efforts, but Sari got lucky. Their allies approached, and their actions let Sari know that they didn’t have the time to linger.


  Sari grabbed the opportunity with both hands, focusing on the matter at hand instead of his own fears and insecurities. “Any casualties?” he inquired. “Do you need our help?”


  Philip Strange nodded. “Lord Selbrian and Raleigh are already handling it. Fortunately, we’ve had no fatalities. We’ve immobilized Akarawem and are ready to take her away. But we need to move quickly.”


  Philip was a panther-shifter and one of their most important allies in their fight against the draechen. Even if the felines had suffered great casualties in the war, Philip’s efforts had kept them from suffering the werewolves’ fate.


  “We still need to find the humans,” Sari told Philip. “We have to provide them with healers.”


  He glanced around, only to see the man who’d alerted the draechen was gone. It was possible that the human would try to get involved by offering information to his masters, although he might also be reluctant to draw attention to himself. Either way, that was beside the point, because the whole reason they’d taken this chance was to give assistance to the injured.


  “I think we’ve already helped enough,” Philip replied. “We’ll take Princess Akarawem with us and let the draechen know that any violence against human settlements or other resistance groups will result in her losing limbs.”


  Sari mentally winced, hoping that it wouldn’t have to come to that. It would make them no better than the draechen. Perhaps the emperor still had some values, at least where his family was concerned.


  As they spoke, Raleigh Connors manifested by Philip’s side. Also a feline, he nevertheless had distant connections to the sprites through his adoptive family, the benandanti. Even so, he’d always been dedicated to their cause, and to Philip. He leaned against his mate’s shoulder, their hands brushing together in a discreet, yet obviously affectionate gesture. Seeing Philip and Raleigh together always made Sari smile, because it reminded him that love could exist in spite of all the horrors of war.


  “We’re ready to go,” the tiger-shifter announced. “The prisoners are secured and the injured have been tended to. We have to hurry to get out of here. We’re meeting the naga in a few hours.”


  Even knowing that Philip and Raleigh were correct, Sari couldn’t simply leave. Obviously, his mother realized that, because she said, “You go ahead and leave Florenz. We’ll do our best to move as quickly as possible, too.”


  The two men didn’t question Eanera. “Good luck,” Philip said simply.


  Without further ado, he and his mate turned, already gesturing for the rest of the shifters they’d brought with them to start retreating out of Florenz. Meanwhile, Eanera and Sari joined the rest of the fae. Sari’s father shot them a telling look. “You two go with Philip,” he said. “I’ll take it from here.”


  Sari opened his mouth to protest. He’d come here to help, not to run at any sign of trouble. But before he could argue with his father, that voice sounded in his mind yet again. “If something bad happens to me, or if for whatever reason, Draechenburg becomes a danger for you, I want you to leave. Don’t look back. Don’t think about me, or the fae, or anyone else. Find a safe haven and leave.”


  Sari froze. He had no idea what the words meant, but the emotion behind them almost made him fall to his knees, overwhelmed. He couldn’t figure out the identity of the speaker, but he did know that he didn’t have it himself to refuse the plea. And so, he remained silent and didn’t argue with Selbrian.


  If his mother was surprised at his attitude, she didn’t show it. Instead, she shared a look with his father, obviously using mind speech. A few seconds later, she said, “All right. We’re going.”


  She brushed her lips over Selbrian’s in a brief kiss. Sari quickly hugged his father. They didn’t have time for any further displays of affection, but they just had to touch one last time, if only because they were aware that, at war, the possibility always existed that a separation would be permanent.


  As much as Sari regretted it, when his mother started to pull him away, he went with her. There was someone calling out to him, and for that someone, Sari had to do his best to live on. He had to believe that one day, he would find this person and figure out the reason behind the strange emptiness within him. Until that day came, he needed to continue to fight the oppressive regime of the draechen. Shtamakarein Tersain had to pay for everything he had done, and it was Sari’s duty to make sure that happened.


  He and his mother joined the rest of the group. Philip and Raleigh acknowledged their change of heart with twin nods. “It’s a good thing you decided to come with us,” Raleigh said. “When I spoke with the naga, they sounded quite secretive, and I get the feeling that this meeting might be more important than we were led to believe.”


  Sari hummed thoughtfully. Given that they were all on the run from the draechen, he and his family had met up with other enemies of Ornoz many times. The naga were among them, and in the past, they’d cooperated well enough so that they’d managed to escape the clutches of the emperor. However, he wouldn’t be surprised if they’d been hiding something. As a rule, the naga were a very private people and were unlikely to trust their secrets to others just like that.


  To be true, Sari and his family had some secrets of their own, but who could blame them? He shared a look with his mother, distantly wondering if he was worrying for nothing. In the end, the naga were their allies. Sari wasn’t inclined to trust blindly, but he couldn’t imagine the Isaiat family would stab anyone in the back.


  But that was likely not what Raleigh meant about his comment at all. “What do you think they’re hiding?”


  Raleigh frowned fiercely. “I’ve heard news that the naga have been in contact with the draechen resistance. Personally, I don’t trust those guys as far as I can throw them.”


  “And yet, you’re still going to meet with them,” Sari’s mother pointed out.


  “Well, we have to take some risks from time to time,” Philip said. “Besides, I have every intention to be there for the whole duration of the event. If anyone tries something, they’ll regret it.”


  Sari felt a deep pang in his heart at the knowledge that Philip’s protectiveness wasn’t so much for his people as for Raleigh. It was sweet that, in spite of everything, Philip’s priority was and would always be his mate. Sari wanted that for himself. It was selfish to even think of such a thing now, though, so he shook himself and struggled to concentrate on the conversation.


  He didn’t say anything else—he didn’t think he could have—but he was saved from it by his mother, who engaged the two feline shifters in conversation. She always knew when he needed encouragement or simply time to himself. For his part, Sari was still trying to figure out his own emotions, all the while hoping and praying they’d escape Florenz safely.


  They were quite lucky, in that they didn’t run into any other guards, and they abandoned the city with no incident. They’d already made preparations for their retreat, so cars were already waiting.


  The moment they climbed into the vehicles, the drivers drove off in a whirlwind of dust. Sari didn’t look back, fearing what he would see, fearing that if he did, he would be tempted to go back after his father. No matter how much he tried to tell himself everything would be all right, he was still worried about the older fae.


  His mother reached for his hand and squeezed it. “Don’t worry,” she mouthed. “If something happens, I’ll be able to tell. He’s safe.”


  Sari believed her, and yet he remained unsettled. Was it really his father he was concerned about, or something entirely different? Who was the man speaking to him in his mind, in his dreams, and why couldn’t he let go of it, when there were so many important problems to be dealt with?


  He ended up puzzling over this dilemma all throughout the trip. The countryside seemed to fly by as he was lost in his thoughts. Before he knew it, he reached their destination, the beach where their ship was docked. It wasn’t wise to use aerial means of transportation in draechen territory. To be true, transport by sea was pretty risky, too, but Sari’s allies sent scouts to make sure no draechen vessels were nearby, and they received messages from the rare shifters that lived in the bottom of the ocean. On the whole, it was a far better method to move around, even if, on occasion, their ships could become sitting ducks for draechen patrols.


  For that reason, they boarded the vessel as quickly as possible. While Raleigh ensured the prisoners were secured, Sari, his mother, and Philip went in the rooms below deck. The naga were already inside, and with them was a tall muscular man Sari hadn’t met before. His blue hair and icy eyes spoke of a clear alignment with ice. Instantly, Sari identified him as an ice dragon.


  Even so, no one panicked or lost their temper. “Greetings,” Sari’s mother told the naga royal family. “Thank you for meeting us here.”


  “As always, it is a pleasure to be in your presence, Princess Eanera,” Queen Anais Isaiat said. “I hope Lord Selbrian and your esteemed king are well.”


  “They are fine, thank you,” Eanera answered.


  The ship finally began to move away from the shore, and as if taking a cue, the naga dropped the small talk. “Permit me to make the introductions,” King Zaire Isaiat said, turning toward the draechen. “This is Sagenamadeen Zager. He is my son’s mate, and he is assisting us in our fight against Ornoz.”


  For some reason, Sari found himself frowning. “How does that work, exactly? Doesn’t it bother you that you left your people?”


  “My loyalty toward Camden is stronger than anything, Prince Sareltae,” Sagenamadeen said with a tight smile. Sari barely managed to keep himself from gaping. He hadn’t even introduced himself, but apparently, the draechen knew who he was.


  Well, he supposed it hadn’t been very hard to deduce, since Sagenamadeen must have been informed as to whom the naga were expecting. It occurred to Sari then that he’d been pretty rude. He could understand loyalty toward a mate, even under less than ideal circumstances. He had once gone through the same experience.


  Sari blinked as that thought fully registered. That masculine husky voice returned with a vengeance. “You’re so beautiful, just like I knew you’d be. I need you, baby. I must have you now.”


  The world blurred around the edges, and a sense of strong loss filled Sari. Even aware that he was being watched, he couldn’t push it back. He ran out of the room and onto the deck, glancing out at the horizon. The shores were already disappearing into the distance, and Sari had the strange feeling that by boarding this ship, he’d accidentally agreed to move further away from his goal.


  His mother’s gentle hand landed on his shoulder. “Sari, what is it?” she asked.


  “I…I don’t know,” he said. “I really don’t know. I just get the feeling that I’m missing something very important.” He turned toward her and gave her a pleading look. “You’re gifted with the sight. Your visions show the truth about the past, present, and future. Help me, Mother.”


  For a few moments, Eanera didn’t speak. “I might be able to give you the answers you seek,” she finally said. “But are you sure you want to hear them?”


  “Yes.” Excitement and decision coursed through Sari at his mother’s words, as well as a touch of anxiousness. She clearly knew something, but for whatever reason, was reluctant to share that knowledge with him. That couldn’t be good, but even so, Sari refused to let fear get in his way. “Please, Mother, help me.”


  “I can’t promise anything,” Eanera answered. “It’s very complicated, and a secret I’ve kept from almost everyone. But I will show you. Just be patient. We’ll get there soon.”


  It was easier said than done, but Sari nodded. He wished now that he’d spoken to his mother sooner, but he’d just have to wait a little longer. He only hoped that at the end of this trip, he wouldn’t be disappointed by what he’d find.


  Chapter Four


  


  Somewhere in the former American continent


  


  The dragons were gone. The brown wolf slipped out of the cave, scenting the air carefully, just in case it was a trick, but no, they’d truly left.


  With a woof, the wolf summoned the rest of his pack to his side. Slowly, they all left the cave, following their Alpha. The brown wolf began to surreptitiously advance through the forest. It seemed to be safe to move around now, but he still didn’t rush. He knew by now that his opponents were sneaky and clever. His pack had only endured because they’d been even sneakier.


  Behind him, a small wolf pup whined, obviously hungry. The sound was like a silver bullet for the Alpha. He did his best to provide for his pack, but sometimes, they suffered through a great deal of deprivation. Their greatest priority was avoiding draechen patrols and for that reason, they often had to go without sustenance. The dragons had been exceedingly thorough in their investigation of the area, and it was through sheer luck and a torturous wait that the wolves had managed to elude them. To be true, the Alpha was actually surprised they’d gotten away, because there had been times when the draechen had come impossibly close to them.


  But now they were finally safe. Once he was convinced of this, the brown wolf let out another soft woof, gathering the strongest members of his pack around him. Led by his beta, they hastily complied, their eyes fixed on him as they silently waited for instructions.


  “Now, we hunt,” the brown wolf—no, Graham—sent out.


  The rest of the pack couldn’t reply. They would have probably howled, except if they did so, the draechen might have been tempted to return. Instead, they just joined Graham as he started to run through the forest.


  There was one thing the dragons hadn’t managed to destroy about the werewolf’s way of life. While Ornoz had taken over most of the world, they simply didn’t have the means to control the entire territory, or the desire to exploit it. Many forested areas were left untouched, and prey was plentiful, giving werewolves a way to feed themselves, when they weren’t being hunted themselves.


  Today, they found the trail of several deer. Working as a single unit, the pack stalked the animals, surrounding them from all directions. Finally, they lunged. The deer leapt away, trying to flee, but some of them were slower, and they paid the price for it.


  Five deer fell to the combined force of the pack, plenty to feed all of its members. The pups and their mothers emerged from the bushes, already zeroing in on the food. With normal animals, they would have had to wait for the last scraps, but Graham distributed the meat evenly, keeping his wolves from getting greedy. All of them had to remain strong, and the pups needed to grow up healthy if they were going to survive the draechen regime.


  As they ate, a sudden strange feeling encroached on Graham’s senses. He stopped eating and sniffed the air again, tensing. For a brief moment, Graham actually thought the draechen might be returning, but he quickly realized that was not the case. No, this was something different. Another pack was nearby.


  The rest of the wolves felt it, too. They gathered around their kills, snarling viciously. Graham growled at them, and they toned down. Graham’s brother and beta, Stuart woofed, guiding them to move back, still around the carcasses, but in a less hostile position. Satisfied, Graham padded forward, slipping through the trees and following the scent.


  It wasn’t often that two shifter packs got together. As a rule, they tried to stay away from each other. If the groups became too big, they risked drawing unwanted attention from the draechen. However, Graham knew a handful of werewolf leaders whom he considered friends.


  Fortunately, it was one of them who’d run into Graham and his pack. Graham had identified this wolf’s distinctive scent with ease. The Lovingtons had some magical blood in their veins, so they really couldn’t be confused with anyone else.


  His guess was confirmed moments later, when he ran straight into Monroe Lovington. The large black wolf eyed him and tilted his head ever so slightly in a gesture of respect. Graham did the same, acknowledging the other Alpha’s authority. The wolves behind Monroe watched the exchange from a distance.


  “I need your help,” Monroe told him using his mental abilities.


  If he’d been in his human form, Graham would have frowned. As it was, he just asked, “What’s going on?”


  Monroe had never requested his assistance before. Wolves generally fended for themselves, since it was hard enough to take care of the members of one’s own pack without bothering with others. But Graham couldn’t refuse him. If there was something he could do to help that wouldn’t endanger the rest of his wolves, he would gladly try it.


  “It’s Taryn,” Monroe said. “He simply refuses to shift. He hasn’t changed shapes in three months.”


  Graham’s heart fell. He knew Monroe’s brother well, and liked him. The knowledge of what was going on pained him deeply. No wonder Monroe had taken the chance to track down Graham.


  Shifting into their human form was regulated by strict rules. They were only allowed to do so once a month, but that time was very important. It was the absolute minimal they could muster so that they could avoid jeopardizing their entire pack, while still preserving their legacy and not turning into wolves completely.


  There were many packs who’d succumbed to that, who’d made the conscious choice of foregoing their shifter side and simply become animals. But for Graham, that meant giving up the most important battle of all. Those werewolves might have survived the draechen attack, but to do that, they’d sacrificed the most important part of them. In the end, if they all did that, the draechen would win anyway, without even having to actively attack them.


  “He’s been acting so strangely,” Monroe elaborated. “Sometimes, he refuses to eat and he snarls whenever someone else tries to approach him. A few days ago, he fled the pack and ran in this direction.”


  “Did you find him?” Graham inquired.


  “Not yet,” Monroe replied. “You know this territory better. Help me.”


  “There were draechen in this area recently,” Graham warned Monroe. “They could have captured him.”


  A small growl escaped Monroe. “I hope not,” he said.


  “Let’s split up,” Graham suggested. “You go north and follow the river. I’ll look west toward the mountain range. We’ll meet back here in three hours. If you find him, send someone after us, and I will do the same. Don’t howl. The draechen might still be close by.”


  “Thank you, Graham,” Monroe said. “I won’t forget this.”


  “Thank me later,” Graham replied. “Now, we have to find him.”


  With that, Graham turned and headed back to his pack. A lone werewolf in the wild was in terrible danger, especially if he was in such a vulnerable mindset. Not to mention that Taryn had always been frailer than the regular wolf. Graham’s main concern would always be his own family and his pack, but if he didn’t stand up for his own kind from time to time, no one would.


  By the time he reached his wolves, the meal had pretty much ended. Graham had already gotten to eat, but half a deer had still been left untouched for him. It was somewhat touching, given how hungry they’d all been after days of hiding and being forced to feed on the occasional rabbit, but mostly on worms or other such small creatures.


  Graham might have been tempted to take the offer, but he didn’t have the time for it. “Stuart, take the remaining meat to the cave and protect the pups,” he commanded. “The rest of you, with me. We have a lost wolf in our territory who needs our help. His name is Taryn Lovington. He hasn’t shifted in three months, so he’s likely to be very confused.”


  In spite of their original reluctance toward a foreign pack, his wolves were quick to jump to Taryn’s aid. They all knew what it meant and lived with the fear that someday, it would happen to them. It was an unwritten werewolf rule that, should this happen and a wolf would unwillingly lose himself or herself to his animal side, everyone else would do their best to try to bring him or her back.


  Leaving the pups in his beta’s care, Graham and the other wolves started running through the forest. At one point, Monroe’s scent grew distant, and Graham surmised that the other Alpha had taken his advice and was going north.


  As it turned out, Graham was the one who got lucky first. A small pathetic howl reached his ears. Instantly, Graham froze. He couldn’t identify the exact source of the sound. The mountains were tricky, and the echo could easily fool even a shifter’s hearing.


  The howl came again, and this time, Graham knew exactly where to go. He rushed in that direction, praying to all the gods that it wouldn’t be too late. As he approached his destination, his senses started screaming. He could scent draechen all over the place, and everything inside him rebelled against going further. If the dragons hadn’t left as Graham had originally thought, this could very well end up a disaster.


  Graham knew that it could easily be a trap designed to draw them in. For a few seconds, he actually hesitated. And then, a soft voice sounded in his mind, the same one that often came to him in his dreams. “I won’t leave you. I love you, too.”


  They were words Graham couldn’t remember hearing. Ever. Wolves didn’t have time for love, because their entire lives rotated around survival. Perhaps those phrases meant nothing more than a dream or a vain hope, but they did give Graham focus. He’d made a promise to Monroe, and he couldn’t just leave Taryn to his fate. He could do this. He just had to believe.


  His resolve now strengthened, Graham continued on his path. The rest of his pack released soft distressed barks, but didn’t stop, trusting Graham’s judgment. At last, they reached a small clearing that bore the scent of draechen. Enemy shifters were nowhere to be seen. However, a small black wolf stood just a few feet away from Graham, wildly clawing at the ground. Hoping that he wasn’t committing a huge mistake, Graham leapt forward into the clearing. Taryn—since he was obviously the small wolf—turned toward him. His eyes were wild with fright, panic, and a need that Graham could strangely understand. Sometimes, he experienced the same sense of loss that emanated from Taryn. But he had done his best to shoulder the mysterious burden, if only because his pack needed him.


  Taryn had a lot of things to live for, too. He had a brother and a pack who were waiting. Graham just had to make him see that.


  Now, however, Taryn looked like he wasn’t aware of this at all. In fact, he didn’t seem to recognize Graham. His entire body was rigid, and Graham could see he was seconds away from fleeing.


  Graham couldn’t risk losing Taryn again because of rashness, so he stopped advancing. “Taryn, it’s me, Graham,” he sent out. “Do you remember me? I’m your friend.”


  Taryn released a little growl, baring his fangs at Graham. Obviously, he didn’t appreciate having Graham’s voice in his mind. He began to back up, still snarling at Graham, his green-gold eyes burning with wild hostility.


  Graham sent out a message to one of the members of his pack. “Go find Monroe,” he told them.


  As two of his wolves turned and disappeared into the bushes, Graham turned into his human form. It was a great risk to take, given that the draechen had just left. If they decided to come back, Graham would have revealed not only his existence, but that of his entire pack.


  But he had to find a way to reach out to Taryn, and in his wolf form, he’d only encourage Taryn’s madness. “I only want to help you,” he told the small wolf. “Calm down.”


  Still, Taryn didn’t listen. He kept backing away, and Graham knew that any moment now, the young werewolf would flee. Finally, he blurted out, “I was sent by your brother, Monroe.”


  That drew a reaction out of Taryn. Some of the madness cleared from his eyes and his ears twitched, as if he was listening more carefully. At this point, Graham just had to stall a little to give Monroe time to arrive. Hopefully, Taryn would respond better to his brother.


  “Do you remember Monroe?” he asked. “He’s also your Alpha, and he cares about you very much. He wants you back. He wants you to rejoin the pack.”


  Taryn released a little whine and crawled back to the spot he’d been when Graham had arrived. He nudged the ground there with his snout, then whimpered again. If Graham had to guess, Taryn seemed to have caught a scent which he wanted to follow.


  But that didn’t make any sense, because the only smells in the area belonged to the draechen. Graham didn’t know how to tell Taryn that without ruining things even more, so he just suggested, “Why don’t you just shift? We can help you find what you’re looking for.”


  For a few moments, it almost seemed like Taryn would believe him. Graham exploited his advantage and continued, “I can understand how you feel. I sense it, too, the wrongness. But you can’t beat it on your own. We’re stronger together. Come back to us.”


  As they spoke, Monroe emerged from the forest, still in wolf form. He didn’t shift in his human shape like Graham had, but Graham still heard him speak. “Stop this, Taryn. I want you to come home with me.”


  Taryn watched his brother, but didn’t approach. He seemed to want to do so, but at the same time, Graham could scent wariness on him. He couldn’t imagine what would make Taryn afraid of his own brother, but he supposed the young wolf wasn’t exactly rational right now.


  Whatever it was that upset Taryn, it didn’t appear to be strong enough to separate the two brothers. Slowly, the wolf began to approach, sniffing the air carefully, still wary, but obviously needing the reassurance of his brother’s presence.


  Relief swamped Graham. If Taryn recognized Monroe and came to him, the battle wasn’t lost just yet. They could still bring the young wolf back. Or so he thought, until something completely unexpected happened. “That’s it. That’s good. Come to me, Taryn,” Monroe said encouragingly. “We have to get out of here before the draechen return.”


  There was poison in Monroe’s voice as he mentioned the dragons, and Taryn reacted to it in a shocking way. With a whine, he turned and fled, disappearing into the undergrowth before Graham could even move.


  Graham didn’t even know what to think. Monroe’s hatred toward draechen was completely understandable. To be true, Monroe had always seemed even angrier with dragons that others of their kind. Graham didn’t spend enough time with him to be sure, but there was something intensely private about that fury. He could only guess that Monroe might have lost a lot of people to the dragons. Therefore, Graham didn’t blame the other Alpha for that hostility. He just couldn’t fathom why it had made Taryn react that way.


  Monroe took off after his brother, not bothering to explain. Graham decided now was not the time for words anyway. He melted into his wolf form and followed, hoping they’d catch the young shifter.


  Even if it can’t have taken him long to change shapes, he didn’t even see a glimpse of Taryn. In fact, when he ran into Monroe again, the other wolf was just waiting there, sniffing the ground, but having stopped the chase.


  At first, Graham couldn’t figure out the reason behind Monroe’s behavior, but then, he understood it. He simply couldn’t smell Taryn anymore. The traces of the young werewolf’s scent seemed to have disappeared altogether.


  Once more, Graham remembered that the Lovington line was notorious for having sprite ancestors. Of course, Graham hadn’t expected that Taryn or Monroe would actually be able to create illusions, but apparently, he’d been mistaken. He could only hope that Monroe had a way of tracking down his brother. Graham’s senses were all over the place, confused and unable to track down the missing wolf.


  Monroe chose a path to the right, then seemed to change his mind and went left. Graham ran after his friend, and they continued to run for what seemed like forever. It was hopeless. At last, when night started to fall, they stopped. Monroe climbed on top of a rock and howled, pleading his brother to come back to him. Several other wolves joined in, and Graham did the same. By now, the draechen were long gone anyway, and even if they had heard the howling, they could easily blame it on animals. Truth be told, even if that hadn’t been the case, Graham wouldn’t have had the heart to stop it. In moments such as these, it came so naturally to them, almost frighteningly so.


  For a few seconds, he hoped that Taryn would heed his brother’s call and return. He didn’t. Monroe howled again, and this time, his pain and sorrow echoed in the mournful sound. So much pain… Graham was almost crushed under it, and something inside him stirred, the knowledge of his own loss threatening to stop his heart and his breath.


  He could remember so clearly now. There had been a man, with hair like sunlight, and eyes like a cloudless sky. A sprite. But no, it wasn’t possible. Graham couldn’t remember meeting him. It had to be some strange after effect of running into Taryn’s magic. Werewolves stayed away from the rest of the paranormal world, to protect what little was left of their kind. A werewolf hadn’t seen a sprite in over two hundred years, and things had to stay that way, especially now that word had reached Graham’s ears of a sprite marrying the draechen emperor.


  Graham shook himself and turned his attention to the wolves around him. He had to focus on the here and now. He had a lot of questions, mostly rotating around Taryn.


  “We’ll never find him now,” Monroe said, his mental voice tinged with despair. “I had hoped that in this shape, he wouldn’t be able to use his sprite magic, but it looks like I was mistaken.”


  “I don’t understand, Monroe,” Graham admitted. “Why would your brother run from you?”


  “He’s convinced that he has some sort of link to the draechen. In past months, he’s grown increasingly frantic. He promised he wouldn’t just approach a dragon and reveal our secret, but the last time we spoke, he said he dreams of a draechen claiming him.”


  “Gods… And what did you do?”


  “Naturally, I started to keep a closer eye on him,” Monroe answered. “It only had a counterproductive effect. I can’t lose him, too, Graham. We have to find him before the dragons do. The only thing those creatures know is to destroy.”


  That hatred was back in Monroe’s voice. Graham truly had no idea what to say or do. This was beginning to get far riskier than he’d expected.


  On the other hand, Taryn having a draechen mate made about as much sense as Graham being with a sprite. Could Taryn have some answers to Graham’s own dreams? Was there something more to them than just hallucinations induced by hunger, loss, and fatigue?


  Graham’s heart and his wolf told him that this meeting was no coincidence. He and Taryn had understood each other. Besides, whether Graham helped or not, Monroe would go after his brother and probably get himself killed in the process.


  Confirming that trail of thought, Monroe snarled and gave him a wild look. “I’m getting closer, Graham. Soon, I’ll have a way to kill the dragons. And then, everyone will be safe. I’ll have avenged us.”


  Graham wanted to ask who Monroe wanted to avenge, but he had a feeling it would be a very bad idea. “I’ll help you find Taryn,” he finally said. “Just remember, we have to be very cautious. The draechen are gone for now, but that doesn’t mean they won’t return.”


  Fortunately, the mentioning of his brother brought Monroe back from whatever dark place he’d gone to. “That’s what I’m afraid of,” the other Alpha said. “Thankfully, I know how my brother thinks and the places where he’s likely to go. Here’s what we’ll do…”


  Chapter Five


  


  It was hot, so hot. Phoenix prodded forward through the dark desert. He couldn’t remember how he’d gotten here, in this dreadful place. He just knew that he had to keep moving, because if he stopped, he might very well do so forever.


  But it was easier said than done. Everywhere he looked there was only fire. The horizon seemed to be ablaze, and scorched ground burnt the naked skin of his feet. It almost felt like hot shards of glass pierced his body, making him want to just collapse to his knees and sleep forever. But he couldn’t. Somewhere beyond this desert, his mate was waiting for him. For Rachen, Phoenix needed to endure.


  “Give up,” a voice suddenly whispered in his ear. “You have no place here.”


  Phoenix turned, but there was nothing there. He shook himself, wondering if the heat was getting to his head. That was really kind of idiotic, because for as long as he could remember, he’d loved fire.


  “But you don’t anymore, do you?” that same voice asked, now behind him. “You’re nothing.”


  Phoenix pivoted on his heel, but he still didn’t find his target. “Who are you?” Phoenix asked, scanning the desert with feverish eyes.


  “I am you,” the voice said. Out of nowhere, a great fire bird appeared, landing right in front of him. “Or…rather, you are me.”


  Phoenix gaped at the bird in front of him. He knew he’d been that creature once, but through Rachen’s love, he’d become so much more. He hadn’t expected to ever have to face his past, at least, not quite like this.


  “You’ve forgotten,” the bird told him. “You think you’re a person, but you’re not. You’re only a killer, and a weapon. You are me, and there’s only room for one in this world.”


  “I don’t understand,” Phoenix answered. “One of what? Why are you here? Where did you take me? What do you want?”


  The phoenix didn’t answer. Instead, it just screeched and lunged at Phoenix. Instinctively, Phoenix shielded his face with his arms. He hissed as sharp talons came into contact with his skin. But the great bird wasn’t done, not by a long shot. He came rushing at Phoenix, its bulk sending him falling to the ground.


  At first, Phoenix tried to push it back, to fight it with whatever power he had left. But in this world, his magic was gone. He felt completely helpless, unable to oppose his unexpected enemy.


  Then again, maybe that was the whole point. He was more than just the sum of his abilities, more than just a creature summoned out of the energies of the earth to be used for other people’s selfish aims.


  He was a man in love, a mate, a person with his own hopes and dreams. The phoenix might claim that wasn’t true, but Phoenix—he, as an individual—knew it was a lie. He just had to show it to the fire bird, make it understand the truth.


  Taking a huge leap of faith, Phoenix opened his heart and dropped his arms. Pain exploded over him as the bird’s talons raked over his face and chest, narrowly missing his eyes. But still, Phoenix didn’t try to oppose it. Instead, he called the creature to him, reaching out to it like he once had to the energies of the earth.


  Much to Phoenix’s surprise and relief, it worked. The fire bird stopped attacking him, instead hovering over him, its great wings sending a hot breeze Phoenix’s way. It didn’t speak, so Phoenix dared to address it. “You haven’t given me an answer,” he said. “What do you want from me?”


  In response, the phoenix charged him again, but this time, it wasn’t like the first attack. Fire exploded in Phoenix’s chest, expanding all throughout his body. The pain disappeared, and for a brief instant, Phoenix could get a glimpse of the earth’s energies, just like before.


  That same voice—sounding eerily as his own—echoed in his mind. “There’s only room for one phoenix,” it said, now sounding sad, “and it’s not you.”


  The blaze drained out of Phoenix, and the voice disappeared without giving him any further explanation. Suddenly, the desert was gone, and Phoenix found himself in the middle of a hurricane, with the wild winds throwing him around like they would a pathetic little leaf.


  Phoenix braced himself for it, enduring it with as much stoicism as possible. And then… he opened his eyes.


  At first, Phoenix couldn’t understand what had happened. He half expected the wind to return to sweep him away, but it didn’t. Instead, his vision focused, and he found himself glancing up at an unfamiliar ceiling.


  He brought his hand to his forehead, and immediately, unsettled whispers started all around him. “He’s awake,” someone said by his side. “Get the emperor.”


  Phoenix was beginning to remember. Karein and Rachen had argued, and Phoenix had jumped into keep his mate from being injured. After that, he’d blacked out, and he’d ended up in that strange desert. Had that been real, or merely a figment of his feverish mind?


  He couldn’t figure it out, and then it momentarily ceased to matter. The door opened and Rachen, Karein, and Hareem stepped into the room. Rachen pushed past the rest of the people around the bed—draechen doctors, if Phoenix had to guess—and knelt next to him.


  He took Phoenix’s hand and kissed it. “Thank the Overlords you’re back.”


  Behind him, Karein asked, “How are you feeling? The medics claimed you were in a very serious condition.”


  “I…I suppose I was.” Phoenix frowned, and reached out to his mate through their bond. “The strangest thing happened, Rachen. When I was out of it, I saw the phoenix.”


  Confusion mingled with relief in Rachen’s eyes. “What do you mean?”


  Phoenix fed the memory of the encounter into Rachen’s mind. “Does that mean you have your powers back?” Rachen inquired.


  It was a good question. Phoenix searched for the strength he knew should be inside him. Much to his shock, though, he couldn’t find anything, not even the light thread of magic that he’d sensed before the attack. His connection with the energies of the earth seemed completely gone.


  Phoenix remembered what the great fire bird had said and finally understood. He didn’t know how he hadn’t realized it in the beginning. It made so much sense. Perhaps he’d willingly blinded himself to it, because it was just too painful.


  His powers would never return, for one very simple reason. He wasn’t this world’s phoenix. The energy of the earth might be limitless, but they could only focus in one creature. Phoenix had lost his connection with the power that had birthed him. It now belonged to his equivalent in this reality.


  As he attempted to process this, Karein snapped him out of his trance. “Get out,” he said.


  Phoenix was taken aback, before he realized Karein wasn’t talking to him. The rest of the draechen fled the room and closed the door behind them. Hareem was the only one who stayed, a silent, expressionless guardian of his emperor.


  Karein sat on the edge of the bed, keeping a respectful distance to Phoenix. “First of all, I want to tell you that I never meant to hurt you. The fact that I did so, even if it was an accident, pains me deeply.” He frowned. “That in itself is peculiar. I’m not in any way connected to Alwyn Cyraltin. I know that. So I’m still waiting for the explanation your supposed mate has refused to give me.”


  Phoenix didn’t miss the way Karein stressed that word. He also noticed the strain in Karein’s shoulders, the way his pupils were red-rimmed ever so slightly. In that tension, Phoenix saw Rachen’s and he knew that Karein was fighting with the urge to touch Phoenix like a mate would.


  Phoenix hated having to face that. A part of him still wanted to soothe the second Rachen, but he had to think clearly. Just like he wasn’t the phoenix of this world, the Rachen inside Karein wasn’t the same man Phoenix had fallen in love with.


  What was he to do now? What answers could he provide? “Should we tell him the truth?” he asked Rachen through their bond.


  “He’ll never believe it,” Rachen replied. “I know I wouldn’t.”


  He had a point. It was such an outlandish tale that Phoenix himself still doubted it was true. It was the only explanation for what had happened—and yet, on some level, he still didn’t fully grasp it. How could he expect Karein to do it?


  Karein’s piercing eyes fixed on Phoenix’s face, and Phoenix understood that he at least had to make the attempt. What else could he say? That he was Alwyn Cyraltin and Rachen an illusion? That he and Rachen couldn’t remember anything? Yeah, that would go over well.


  “I suppose you’re right,” Rachen told him, “but try to leave aside the phoenix’s power. I have a feeling Karein doesn’t like it. He heard me calling you Phoenix, and he practically jumped at my throat, asking why.”


  Dread filled Phoenix at the realization that there was far more to his circumstances than he’d originally expected. The phoenix had originally been created as a weapon. Therefore, in this world of warmongery, it would likely have been used for that very same purpose. It was no wonder that Karein had hinted to a reluctant truce between draechen and sprites. In this reality, sprites still controlled the power of the phoenix. If Karein found out the truth now, the gods only knew how he’d react.


  “You’re trying to come up with a lie,” Karein said, glaring. “Don’t. Don’t you dare. I deserve to know the truth. You owe me that much.”


  Phoenix winced, since that comment hit strikingly close to home. He had basically destroyed Karein’s entire world, torn apart his mating, and eliminated the existence of his child. Karein might not realize it, but hell, yes, Phoenix owed him, a lot. And the worst thing was that Phoenix didn’t even want to go back to that reality, because it would mean Rachen’s death.


  It occurred to him then that Sari still existed in this world, and that, technically speaking, he and Karein were still mates. All Phoenix had to do was to bring them together. Of course, it wouldn’t be so easy for Hareem, if werewolves were truly extinct. And even if, by some miracle, Taryn was still alive—which seemed doubtful under the circumstances—there were countless other people who had lost friends, family, and loved ones because of what Phoenix had done.


  Phoenix pushed that thought from his mind. There was no point in dwelling on it. He didn’t have his powers, so he couldn’t have restored the original reality even if he’d wanted to. Besides, things might not be as bad as they seemed. Phoenix had drawn some conclusions based on what he’d seen and heard so far, but for all he knew, he was completely in the wrong.


  “We do need to know the extent of what you changed, if that is, indeed, what happened,” Rachen admitted. “But will he tell us?”


  “We have to try,” Phoenix said. Taking a deep breath, he dared to address Karein. “I will tell you the truth, but I need you to answer a few questions first.”


  Karein snorted. “Why should I have to do that?”


  Phoenix mentally crossed his fingers and gave Karein a pleading look. “Because I need to know,” he whispered.


  It was kind of a low blow. This expression never failed to get Rachen to do whatever Phoenix wanted. As a rule, Phoenix didn’t wield this weapon outside the bedroom, and it felt like a betrayal to even direct it at someone else. Karein blinked at him, and once more, his hair and eyes grew red. “Of course,” he said, staring at Phoenix as if hypnotized. “What do you want to ask me?”


  Now that he’d gotten Karein—or the second Rachen—to agree, Phoenix didn’t really know how to approach this. “I’m just so confused,” he finally said. “What exactly happened here? Are draechen at war?”


  His mate’s copy frowned and moved closer. By Phoenix’s side, his Rachen tensed and wrapped an arm around Phoenix’s waist, holding him close. The action didn’t go unnoticed, and the other Rachen released a low growl. Nevertheless, he didn’t attack or even point out the closeness between Phoenix and his mate in any way. Instead, he said, “You must be joking. We’ve been constantly at war for centuries. Fortunately, we won.”


  “And who lost?”


  “Well, you have to understand our goal was to restore order and eliminate the threat of the vampires and the werewolves,” the second Rachen replied. He frowned slightly, looking very puzzled. “But surely you know all of this? There’s no reason for me to repeat it.”


  “Indulge me,” Phoenix insisted, “just this once, and then I’ll explain everything.”


  For the first time since they’d started the entire conversation, Hareem spoke out, “Your Imperial Majesty, if I may be so bold, perhaps we should just go with this. I would not dare to tell you what to do, but this information is common knowledge after all.”


  Hareem’s intervention was actually quite surprising, but the emperor made no note of it. Phoenix suspected that under normal circumstances, he would have berated Hareem for even opening his mouth. However, now, the second Rachen’s focus was completely on Phoenix. “I will be brief, then,” he said. “The war with the werewolves and vampires was bloody and cruel. We lost some battles, and we won others. Toward the end, we realized that Ornoz was the only force who could keep the world from crumbling. The humans didn’t deserve the sacrifices that had been made to keep them safe. They were weak, and they could only be of use as Ornozian slaves. Sure, the other species tried to resist, but in the end, we were too powerful.”


  “And where does Prince Kaelezrin fit in all this?” Phoenix prodded. That was his greatest dilemma. What had happened to the great warrior? Why had Karein behaved the way he had the first time Phoenix had mentioned Kaelezrin’s name?


  As it turned out, Karein reacted once more. The red from the emperor’s hair disappeared, and Karein stood in front of Phoenix again. “And we return to that matter,” he said, his eyes glittering with a silent threat. “How do you know about him?”


  This was clearly another point where the two realities clashed, and Phoenix didn’t know what to answer that wouldn’t make Karein even angrier and less inclined to cooperate. Rachen, however, had a pretty good idea. “We know more than you think,” he told Karein. Following a sudden gut feeling, he blurted out, “Take us to him.”


  “You must think I’m an idiot,” Karein replied, chuckling lightly under his breath, “but very well. Just be careful what you wish for.”


  Before Phoenix could figure out what that meant, Karein waved in Hareem’s direction. Instantly, Hareem shot into motion. He left the room and returned mere moments later with a group of guards. They brought several outfits with them, obviously meant for Rachen and Phoenix. “Get dressed,” Karein ordered.


  Phoenix was more confused than ever, but he nevertheless complied. As a rule, Phoenix wasn’t all that modest about nudity, but for some reason, he felt like the garments—as strange and alien as they were—provided him with an armor against the hostile eyes of the rest of the people in the area. Rachen received an outfit, too, but he was more focused on helping Phoenix than he was on putting on his own clothes. He reached for Phoenix, attempting to help him with his shirt and pants.


  Rachen’s efforts were sweet and quite endearing, but entirely unnecessary. For the first time, Phoenix acknowledged that he felt quite… normal, for lack of a better word. He wasn’t weak or in any kind of pain. With a pang, he realized that the last of his power had been used to heal his injuries. That phoenix he’d seen in the strange desert had been his beast, and it had given him a farewell present before disappearing.


  “I’m fine,” he told Rachen through their mental bond. “I can handle this.”


  Rachen reluctantly gave him some space, but he kept hovering and staring at Phoenix, as if expecting him to shatter any moment now. It seemed obvious that, even if they’d been so suddenly thrust into having to handle this mess, Rachen remained very worried. Phoenix respected that concern, and he flooded their connection with waves of reassurance, opening his heart to Rachen and showing him that he was truly okay.


  At last, Rachen reached for his own clothes. Even as they dressed, though, Phoenix kept puzzling over the situation. “I still can’t understand a thing,” he told his mate. “What are we to do now?”


  “For the moment, let’s see Kael,” Rachen answered. “I admit Karein’s behavior unsettles me more and more, but we don’t have any other choice but investigate this.”


  Finally, they finished pulling on their garments. Once they were ready, Karein said, “Come.”


  He gave no other explanations, instead pivoting on his heel and guiding them out of the room, with his brother as always by his side. Even between the two of them, the dynamic had completely changed. Phoenix wondered if this new Hareem was as emotionless as he seemed, or if he’d maintained the core of goodness of the original one.


  The guards accompanied them through several winding corridors, until they started descending into the dungeon level. They went deep into the mountain, far lower that Phoenix had ever been. At one point, Karein gestured for the guards to stop.


  “Wait here,” he said. “No one moves until we return.”


  The draechen glanced at Rachen and Phoenix with unease written on their faces, but didn’t comment. “We live and die by your command,” they said.


  Hearing that phrase was oddly comforting for Phoenix. It seemed one of the few things that had remained the same in both worlds. Naturally, he then realized what it meant that those words had been among the few things that had survived in Ornozian tradition. Disheartened, Phoenix prayed that this meeting with Kael wouldn’t go like he thought he would. It certainly wasn’t very promising that they’d been taken to the dungeons.


  “Perhaps he doesn’t plan to take us to see Kaelezrin at all,” Rachen said. “For all we know, he could just intend to trap us here and throw away the key.”


  “Do you really think that?” Phoenix inquired.


  Rachen sighed and shook his head. “Even in this reality, the Rachen inside him feels affection toward you. He might hate my guts, but he wouldn’t risk your life, especially not now.”


  Phoenix agreed, and so, they followed Karein and Hareem deeper into the dungeons. In spite of not fearing for his own safety, though, Phoenix began to feel increasingly apprehensive. Tendrils of darkness appeared to reach from him from the shadowy corners of the corridors. It was so cold, colder even than it should have been in the depths of the mountain. Shivering, Phoenix pressed himself to Rachen’s side, finding comfort in his mate’s familiar heat.


  It was only because of Rachen that Phoenix didn’t scream when a loud roar sounded ahead. However, he did freeze in his tracks, chilled to the bone, and not because of the temperature. There was just something in that roar that sounded so wild, so animalistic and insane. Phoenix had been around a lot of draechen. He was in love with one and had heard Rachen’s roar countless times. But it had never been like this, so… dark and horrible, like pain, hatred, anguish, and destruction wrapped into a single sound.


  Karein and Hareem stopped, too, so he wasn’t the only one who’d freaked out a little. “That is Prince Kaelezrin,” Karein said, turning toward Phoenix. “He was severely injured during the war, absorbing too much energy in an attempt to control the attack on the fae capital of Eternelle. By the time reinforcements got there, his powers were already out of control. Eventually, that was his undoing, and he almost perished due to being overwhelmed by the magic. He narrowly survived dying, but at that point, he was already a danger to Ornoz. We have been keeping him here ever since.”


  “We can’t go any further because his powers still leak out of him,” Hareem elaborated. “But he is imprisoned there, in a cave he cannot escape.”


  Phoenix was horrified. “Imprisoned? Practically buried beneath Draechenburg? But… But why? He has a mate. How could you separate them?”


  “I don’t know what mate you speak of,” Karein replied bitingly, “and this is history. By the time I took the throne—no, by the time I was even born—he’d already been jailed for centuries. Not that I have to justify our actions to you, but he is a peril to Ornoz.”


  “And you aren’t?” Rachen inquired, arching a brow. “You’re skirting on the edge of madness. Will you submit to being trapped here like Kael one day?”


  “Emperor Shtamakarein honors us by leading Ornoz,” Hareem snapped at him. “I can’t imagine that you would understand, but his power goes beyond any limits someone like you would understand.”


  “Being a black dragon is indeed a rare gift,” Karein added. “It’s regrettable that Prince Kaelezrin failed to appreciate it.”


  A rare gift. That didn’t sound at all like what Phoenix knew of black dragons. In fact, in Phoenix’s world, black dragons were considered a bane, a curse, a dangerous, uncontrollable force that needed to be held in check for as long as possible and destroyed once it became too much to contain. He had thought that was the reason for Kaelezrin’s imprisonment, but obviously, logic worked differently in this reality.


  “That’s what this is all about,” Phoenix said, suddenly dazed. “You aren’t hiding him here because he’s dangerous. You’re keeping his existence from other draechen because he is a black dragon, and he would be a challenge to your throne.”


  It was so petty, so nauseating, so unlike the actions of the Karein Phoenix had grown accustomed to, the one who’d done his best to trust Phoenix and help him even when all signs pointed to him being a threat. Phoenix almost couldn’t reconcile this obvious selfishness to what he knew of the Karein who lived in his heart as Rachen’s twin brother.


  “That’s one of the reasons, yes,” Karein admitted. “But what would you have me do? Set him free so that he could unbalance the whole of Ornoz? I’m at war, and I already have enough problems. I can’t afford another one.”


  “That doesn’t make this right.” Phoenix shook his head, tears burning at the corner of his eyes as he remembered the way Kael had been. Even if he hadn’t trusted Phoenix, he’d always shown such love and affection toward Talrasar that Phoenix couldn’t help but miss him, too. “He deserves better after everything he did for the world.”


  Karein frowned. “He did his duty and nothing more. It’s regrettable that he lost control of his powers, but he’s not the first dragon or the last to suffer in battle.”


  “And what about Talrasar then?” Phoenix asked desperately. “Where is he?”


  “Talrasar?” Karein hummed thoughtfully. “Oh, I remember now. That was the name of the fae prince who led the Ivenian forces back then, right? To my knowledge, he was injured, too. I don’t know what happened to him after that.”


  “I believe that he never rejoined the army after the battle of Eternelle,” Hareem offered. “He was injured, too, but records say he survived and was taken into the care of his father.”


  “For all we know, he’s still alive now,” Karein mused, “although it’s doubtful. We would have figured it out by now, or faced him in battle.”


  Talrasar was dead? No wonder Kael was practically out of his mind. Gods, this was all wrong, and so very terrible. Phoenix couldn’t believe that he’d been able to change history quite to this extent.


  It was clear to him now that the Great Sacrifice had never happened. Kael and Talrasar had chosen not to discard their bond. They had lost the battle of Eternelle, and likely the Ivenians had been massacred. If Kael and Talrasar had managed to survive, there had been no great cause to usher everyone toward cooperation.


  In the end, that had been the legacy of the Great Sacrifice, the noble gesture that had shamed everyone else into action. It had eventually caused the Directive to be born. Phoenix had thought that law was pure evil, but he realized now he’d been simple-minded and mistaken. As bad things went, it had been the right choice to make in a situation where one single misstep could have led to disaster. Even if it had enslaved the werewolves and vampires, even if its provisions had been dreadful, it had still protected the same people it had controlled. Without it, the draechen had destroyed everything indiscriminately, ultimately leading to a world so different to the one Phoenix knew.


  Phoenix could only wonder what other differences existed because of that one choice Kael and Talrasar had made. But no, it hadn’t been their choice, but Phoenix’s. Phoenix had changed their decision and, through it, the outcome of the battle. He hadn’t meant to do it, but that didn’t make him any less guilty.


  What right did he have to blame Karein for living the way his world had taught him? For his part, Phoenix didn’t think he could have done anything else. He had wanted to save his mate, and that was one thing he didn’t regret. He wasn’t ashamed of using his powers to change the past, because it had brought Rachen back to him. If that was selfish, so be it. He would assume it and assume the blood now staining his hands. He would accept the pain and death he’d brought about, and he would try to atone for it—but he wouldn’t turn back, because Rachen’s life meant more to him than the world itself.


  In the end, Phoenix had been the one to create these circumstances. He had to own up to it. Karein couldn’t kill him, and as long as that remained valid, Phoenix would keep Rachen safe from the draechen emperor, too. The fact that this world’s Rachen was still within his twin could be considered a ticking bomb, but if Phoenix played his cards right, it could also be an advantage. Perhaps something in this torn world could still be fixed.


  “I’m ready to tell you the truth now,” he said. “I’m warning you that you might not believe what I have to say.”


  “I suppose we’ll just have to see about that,” Karein replied.


  He sounded very sure of his own ability to handle whatever Phoenix threw at him, but Phoenix knew that wasn’t the case. He shared a worried look with Rachen. “Am I doing the right thing, Rachen?” he asked through their bond.


  “I think that, at this point, we can’t do much else,” Rachen replied. “But don’t worry. Whatever happens, I’ll always be by your side.”


  Just like that, Phoenix’s heart grew a little lighter. Yes, he could do this. He could shoulder the burden of what he had done. His mate was with him, and as long as he had Rachen, nothing could beat them. He was sure of it.


  


  * * * *


  


  As a general of the Chrysalidian Wyverns, Hareem had learned many things. Most of all, he had grown accustomed to expect anything and trust no one. However, the arrival and behavior of his brother’s mysterious guests shocked him and made him wary.


  It wasn’t only the stranger’s resemblance to Karein, although that certainly contributed to it. He just felt like whatever secrets they were hiding could potentially unbalance Hareem’s entire world.


  He couldn’t stop this any longer, and he didn’t really want to. He needed to hear what these people had to say. Thankfully, he didn’t have to wait for much longer. Karein guided them all toward the exit of the dungeons. He dismissed the guards, and, together, they made their way toward the imperial wing. They bypassed Caelyn’s quarters and entered Karein’s. Hareem didn’t know why his brother had picked this particular location for the conversation. Perhaps Karein also realized how important this was. Either way, Hareem appreciated the privacy.


  He did note the way the two men glanced around Karein’s quarters. There was something about their demeanor that made Hareem feel like they’d been here before. He frowned, but didn’t question it. For the moment, he’d just keep silent and wait to see what happened.


  “Start with the beginning,” Karein told the two men. “Who are you, and why did you claim kinship with me?”


  “My name is Rachen Tersain,” Karein’s look-alike replied without missing a beat. “I am your brother, your twin to be more exact—the twin you once killed when we shared the same egg.”


  Out of all the possible things Hareem would have expected the stranger to say, that wasn’t one of them. It also wasn’t very smart. Karein’s dead twin was a sore spot, and something Karein didn’t discuss, ever, not even with Hareem.


  Karein clenched his fists, but held his temper. “You said it, not me. My twin is dead. If you’re trying to play games again…”


  “It’s true,” Alwyn Cyraltin—or the man who’d impersonated him—said earnestly. “He is your twin. Please just listen to us. Everything you will hear will probably sound very shocking, but I urge you to keep an open mind.”


  Karein narrowed his eyes, but nodded. For his part, Hareem really didn’t know what to think about this new development. On some level, he felt a sort of kinship with the man claiming to be Karein’s twin, but that didn’t mean he was stupid enough to fall for any tricks.


  Just when he thought that surely the couple couldn’t surprise him any longer, Rachen started to speak once more. What he said froze Hareem’s blood in his veins.


  “As I was saying, my name is Rachen, and this is my mate, Phoenix. We come from a different reality, one where the war for draechen supremacy never happened and the world is at relative peace. It is a long story, but in this reality, a spell allowed me to become my own person even if you absorbed my soul into yours.”


  “In this reality, Prince Kaelezrin and his mate, Prince Talrasar, committed suicide to save Eternelle,” Phoenix said. “It is an event commonly known as the Great Sacrifice. Because of their deaths, the paranormal world came together and instituted a law to control the werewolves and vampires. Later Prince Kaelezrin and his mate returned through the same enchantment that gave me life. The political system is now an imperial consulate, and Ornoz is led by the two of you, together with Kael.”


  At that point, Karein finally stopped the wild tale. “You must truly think I’m stupid,” he said with a chuckle that held very little amusement. “All right. I’ll play along. How did this alternate reality even come to exist?”


  “You misunderstand,” Phoenix said. “That was the original reality. I changed it. I changed history. As far as I can tell, it’s because I kept the Great Sacrifice from ever happening.”


  “You? You don’t seem that powerful to me.” His breath caught, as if he’d just remembered exactly how he knew that. Neither Rachen nor Phoenix mentioned Phoenix’s earlier injuries.


  “That’s because I don’t have my abilities anymore.” He hesitated, biting his lower lip. “You asked Rachen why he called me by this name, right? Well, it’s not just a name. That was what I used to be. The phoenix. I’m guessing Ornoz might have met up with my equivalent, so you know that the magic I speak of exists.”


  Anger rose within Hareem like a harsh blizzard. Yes, he knew of the phoenix. They all did. Hareem hadn’t actually fought it, because when the creature had emerged, he’d been assigned to the emperor’s private guard. At that time, they’d all been taken by surprise by the unexpected weapon Elusia had revealed. But while Hareem hadn’t faced the phoenix in battle, he’d seen the aftermath of the destruction it had caused before Karein had finally created a truce between Ornoz and the sprites. And because of all that, he could no longer hold his tongue.


  “The phoenix killed our parents, and countless others,” he said. “If your goal is to earn respect by your claim, it didn’t work.”


  The man calling himself Phoenix looked a little green. “I’m telling you the truth,” he whispered. “It’s your choice if you believe it or not.”


  “Well, I don’t,” Karein said, “and I’ve grown tired of your nonsense.”


  Hareem could tell Karein was moments away from summoning the guards and ordering the imprisonment of the two men. He probably would have done exactly that, had Rachen not said, “You had mates. You were married to Sareltae Myrthylar, and you were desperately in love. Hareem had a werewolf mate. His name was Taryn.”


  Whatever words Karein wanted to say froze on his lips. For his part, Hareem felt like he couldn’t breathe. A werewolf mate. Taryn. It couldn’t be. Could it?


  There were very few things that Hareem had hidden from his brother and emperor. Perhaps the most important one was his tendency to ignore reports of werewolf sightings. Only when they reached the emperor’s ears did he investigate it, and he always did it himself, not allowing his sister to get involved in any way. If he’d turned a blind eye to the occasional werewolf track, no one but him knew about it. Even during this expedition, he’d acted the same way. He had felt the werewolves nearby and pretended to have a thorough investigation, but he hadn’t actually allowed his people to find the hiding pack.


  He had never managed to figure out why he did this. To a certain extent, it could have been because, at this point, werewolves had long ago stopped being a danger for Ornoz. Hunting them was useless. At the same time, a part of him had wanted to follow each and every one of the trails he’d found in the hopes of finally getting to the bottom of it. But Hareem was never truly alone, and if he attempted to look into it, he was bound to lead the rest of his people to his target.


  And so, he had been stuck asking himself the same questions, over and over, questioning his own reasons and wondering if he was losing his mind when he dreamt of a faceless man who could melt the ice in his heart.


  It occurred to Hareem that whoever these two men were they knew all of their weak points. He supposed he should have seen it earlier, when they’d first mentioned Kaelezrin. The wild story aside, they were clearly dangerous and a threat that needed to be eliminated. Never mind that Hareem’s heart told him there might be some truth the two men’s claim. He had to think clearly, and to do some damage control, before this information leaked and gave their enemies yet another weapon.


  Obviously, Karein was thinking something along that line, too. “Hareem, I want you to take our guests to their cell personally. I don’t want them to speak to anyone. If they even make the attempt, move them to the lower dungeons. I’m giving you free rein to take any measures you deem necessary after that point.”


  “Understood, Your Imperial Majesty,” Hareem said, saluting.


  “Karein, we’re not trying to deceive you,” Phoenix said. “Why would we?”


  “I don’t know,” Karein answered, “but I’d advise you to tread lightly. I’m moments away from doing something I know I will regret later, but in light of your earlier injury—which was, at the time, unwarranted—I will allow you more comfort than you deserve. Don’t abuse my goodwill, or you will regret it.”


  Without further ado, Karein stalked out of his quarters. He must have notified his guards of what he’d ordered, because over ten draechen entered the room, ready to escort Rachen and Phoenix.


  The two men didn’t protest. They were silent as Hareem once more led them to the same cell where they’d been earlier. The scent of blood and charred fleshed still lingered in the air, and Hareem saw Rachen’s hold on Phoenix tighten. He wondered if Karein had decided to leave them here not as a kindness, but as a reminder of what would happen if they continued to piss him off.


  In truth, even this reaction was sedate, given everything the two men had done. But this wasn’t over just yet. Karein would get them to reveal their sources, their purposes, and their real identities. Hareem just had to be a little patient and trust that he was doing the right thing.


  For whatever reason, though, he found himself waving the guards off and shutting himself in with the two men. “Why did you say that?” he asked. “Why would you invent something so preposterous?”


  “We’re telling the truth,” Rachen said. “Taryn Lovington is your mate. You even had a child together.”


  Hareem’s stomach roiled with distress and loss. This had been a mistake. He never should have prodded into it further. “Male werewolves can’t conceive,” he answered between gritted teeth. “Now, you will follow His Imperial Majesty’s orders and shut your mouths until he makes a decision in your case.”


  The two men didn’t answer, which was perhaps fortunate. In the past few minutes, everything they had said seemed designed to be a weapon against Hareem. Hareem didn’t wait for them to react, and abandoned the cell, his head still spinning.


  He wanted to speak to his brother again, to ask him what he thought of all of this. Alas, Karein wasn’t in the palace anymore. Apparently, he’d gone flying and had asked not to be disturbed. Hareem couldn’t presume to intrude on his privacy. Even if they were siblings, Karein was first and foremost his emperor, and Hareem could never forget that.


  The last blow came when Hareem ran into a ragged-looking draechen. “Your Highness,” the other man said. “Terrible news. We’ve received word from Florenz. The Myrthylar have captured Princess Akarawem.”


  For a few moments, Hareem just stared at the messenger, not comprehending. When the news finally processed, he inquired, “How did it happen? Is she alive?”


  “As far as we know, yes,” came the reply. “There have been no communications or demands from her captors. And from what we are told, the fae seemed to have allied themselves with feline shifters. They brought guns with bullets that can pierce dragon scales.”


  The situation was worse that Hareem had thought. It was all the more worrisome because fae shouldn’t have had that kind of technology. Draechen were the dominant force in world-wide industry, and other species were generally kept from having access to the industry of technology.


  The other draechen looked at him, as if craving reassurance, but Hareem didn’t have time for that. With a simple nod, he pushed past the messenger and headed toward the cliffside. This time around, Hareem would just have to risk Karein’s displeasure. If his twin had fallen into the fae’s clutches, the Myrthylar clearly had more power than they’d all thought. Given what the so-called Phoenix and his mate claimed, one had to wonder exactly what angle the Ivenians were working. Whatever plans they had, though, it couldn’t be good for Ornoz. Now more than ever, Hareem had to remember his duty—even if his heart screamed the one name that had become imprinted in his memory and refused to disappear. Taryn.


  Chapter Six


  


  Eanera walked quickly through the corridors of the underground compound. Sari followed his mother, more uncertain than ever, and barely daring to hope. She hadn’t said anything more beyond those cryptic words on the boat. In fact, she’d barely addressed him at all, until they’d reached the mainland and made their way to the main headquarters of the fae.


  Well, Sari and Eanera had come here at least, because Philip, Raleigh and the naga weren’t allowed anywhere near the place. It was very difficult to maintain the secrecy of the compound in a world so thoroughly dominated by Ornoz. Every passing day increased the risk of discovery. They lived with the fear that any moment now, an earth dragon would stumble upon their last stronghold and reveal it to the emperor. So far, it hadn’t happened, mostly because earth dragons were pretty rare. And because their compound had endured for so long, they had strong security measurements in place. Princess Akarawem wouldn’t even be brought here, since just her presence was a risk they couldn’t afford. Eanera had already made arrangements for the draechen female to be taken to a special facility guarded by both shifters and fae. Presumably, Philip, Raleigh, and the others were heading that way even now, and they would rendezvous with Sari’s father once they reached their destination. According to Sari’s mother and much to Sari’s relief, Selbrian had safely left Florenz and was now heading their way.


  It was strange, but the details of Akarawem’s capture seemed so irrelevant now. As they passed the countless guards who watched the hallways, Sari wondered exactly where they were headed. He felt a little light-headed, like every inch of him was alive with an odd, unfamiliar awareness. No one else seemed to experience it, so he guessed he must be imagining it. And yet, he couldn’t help but believe that something momentous was about to happen.


  Unfortunately for Sari, he and his mother were forced to stop their quest when they ran into their king. The Ivenian sovereign, King Amarion, seemed to be coming from the exact direction Sari and Eanera had been going, but that was probably just a coincidence. The compound was a maze of twists and turns, built mathematically, so that one could virtually reach any point in it from all other locations within it. The exits were just as carefully crafted, as they were quite numerous, but well hidden and undetectable from the outside.


  Eanera and Sari both bowed lowly. Amarion tsked at them. “Please. I’ve told you a million times to forego formality. How are you, Eanera? I thought you were meeting with the naga.”


  “I was,” Sari’s mother replied, facing the king once more. “I left them with Philip Strange and his mate. Selbrian is heading to see them to further our plans. In the meantime, I wanted Sari to rest a bit.”


  Amarion frowned and glanced Sari’s way. “Is everything all right?”


  Eanera nodded. “He just hasn’t been feeling well, but he should be fine after he sleeps some. “


  Sari knew for a fact that it wasn’t his earlier nausea that had made his mother return. However, if she’d lied to their king, she’d done so for a reason. Therefore, Sari had to play along. “Please, don’t be concerned about me, Your Majesty. It’s probably just fatigue.”


  The king stepped out of their way and gestured them further. “Very well,” he replied. “Don’t let me keep you. Just take care of yourself.”


  “Thank you, Your Majesty,” Eanera answered, bowing slightly.


  “You don’t have to thank me.” Amarion smiled at her, then turned toward Sari. His expression was strangely foreboding and serious when he said, “Be careful, Sari. You’re very important to us all. I wouldn’t want something to happen to you if you strained yourself too much.”


  “Of course, Your Majesty,” Sari replied, a little worried. “You honor me through your words. I will do my best to recover.”


  Amarion’s gaze cleared of the storm that had invaded them, his visage gentle once more. “Stop taking lessons from your parents. It’s Grandfather.”


  Technically speaking, Amarion was actually Sari’s great-great-grandfather. He was the oldest fae Sari knew, and had lived through the entirety of the draechen wars. He had managed to keep what was left of the Ivenian nation intact. He’d also had to face the loss of several sons. He had survived, when other Myrthylar, including his own children, had perished, succumbing to the war. Sari knew it hadn’t been easy on Amarion, but still, he lived on, fighting to protect Ivenia.


  And in spite of all of his duties as king, he’d always been nice and particularly loving toward Sari. Sari was humbled and flattered by the attention, but sometimes, he was also uncomfortable with it, because he knew he hadn’t done anything to deserve it.


  Still, Amarion remained his king, so Sari indulged him. “Grandfather,” he repeated.


  “Very good,” Amarion said. “Now go. Off with you. Your mother has that impatient look on her face again. I think I’ll be in great trouble if I keep you here any longer.”


  Eanera let out a dismayed sound, but Amarion didn’t allow her to say anything in her defense. He just turned and left, disappearing down the corridor moments later.


  There were a lot of things Sari wanted to share with his mother then, mostly rotating around Amarion and his often strange behavior. But it wouldn’t be appropriate to discuss the king in those terms, especially not in the middle of the hallway, where anyone could overhear. Eanera didn’t address it either. She just started walking again, falling silent and looking deep in thought.


  Sari’s anxiousness had only increased during their conversation with Amarion, and as they continued on their way, he became even tenser. At last, Eanera entered a restricted area of the compound. She stopped in front of a door protected by a top notch system of security and inserted a password. That kind of technology was actually very rare outside this compound, and it only made Sari even more apprehensive and impatient of what was hiding behind it.


  The door slid open, but Sari still couldn’t walk inside. The room beyond was also protected by a strong shield, likely one created by Eanera herself. Sari’s mother took his hand, and together, they stepped through the enchantment. Sari felt the magic sizzle over his skin, and knew that if he hadn’t been in his mother’s presence, he would have never passed it.


  But the security measures didn’t stop there. They repeated the process three more times, with three doors and shields. Every time Sari passed a spell, his skin sizzled more with the power that had been used to create them.


  Or so he thought, until they went through the final shield and Sari found himself in a small, square room, surrounded by thick metal walls. In front of him was a platform, and on it lay a box unlike any other Sari had ever seen before. It didn’t look special in any way. It wasn’t ornate, studded with gems or decorated with engravings. But the power emanating from it nearly floored Sari.


  “What is this, Mother?” Sari asked, realizing that this was the source of the power that had made him feel so very strange. “What is that box?”


  “This is the secret I was talking about,” Eanera answered. “I asked myself many times if I should share it with you. I wondered if I was losing my mind, if Jenarra was testing me, or if She had gifted me with something I couldn’t understand. I tried to grasp what it meant, but accepting it… Accepting the things I’ve seen… I can’t even explain it, Sari.”


  “Mother, I don’t understand,” Sari replied. “You’re amazing at interpreting visions. Jenarra guides you through them. What have you seen that troubles you?”


  Instead of answering, Eanera said, “I’ve watched you, Sari. I noticed you getting sick for no reason. I can tell that you dream of things that torture you, things that you don’t share with me. There are secrets buried inside you, dear child, secrets that box can unlock. I didn’t want to show you, because I don’t want them to be true. But right now, I think you deserve to know. It’s the least I can do for you.”


  She suddenly seemed very old, as if a heavy burden was weighing on her shoulders. Sari wanted to help her, but he couldn’t, at least, not until he truly grasped the meaning of her words. He threw a look toward the mysterious box. What would he find inside it? What answers did the box hold for him? Could it truly show him the path to the mysterious man in his soul, his mind and his dreams? If so, why had his mother kept it from him?


  There was only one way to find out. Taking a deep breath, Sari stepped toward the box. The more he approached, the stranger he felt. He was both drawn to and wary of those secrets his mother had mentioned. But he didn’t have a choice, not really. His true path began here, in this moment, and he had to embrace it.


  When he at last stopped in front of the platform, he glanced back at his mother. She said nothing, and just nodded, her eyes glittering with concern and her entire body taut with tension. For some reason, the fact that she didn’t try to stop him in spite of her obvious fears encouraged Sari.


  Without hesitating further, he turned away from Eanera and simply opened the box. He didn’t know what he’d expected to find inside, but it certainly wasn’t a flaming feather. Sari blinked, almost thinking like he was imagining things. But no, its power was very real, the magic sizzling over Sari’s nerve endings even stronger than before.


  “It’s a phoenix feather,” his mother said as she joined him next to the box. “Be careful. It shouldn’t burn you, but don’t take any chances.”


  Sari ignored the warning and met her gaze once more. “How can this be? The phoenix… We don’t have anything to do with that creature.”


  “No, we don’t,” Eanera replied, “but we might have, at a different time.”


  Sari still didn’t understand, but he gathered that any explanations his mother might offer wouldn’t even begin to answer all of Sari’s questions. He discarded all of his useless hesitations and touched the feather.


  A million images flashed through his mind as his fingers came into contact with the soft surface of the feather. He had expected it to burn him, especially after what his mother had said, but it didn’t, at least not physically. With his soul, it was a different matter entirely.


  At first, the slideshow of pictures made very little sense. The onslaught made Sari dizzy and he nearly fainted. Distantly, he registered his mother reaching for him, but he pulled away, keeping her from touching him.


  Gritting his teeth, he embraced the strange power, and finally, the images crystallized in his mind. He saw himself in a cold throne room, facing a dark-haired man dressed in a black uniform. He heard his own voice say, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Your Highnesses.”


  “The pleasure is all mine,” the stranger replied. His voice was low and husky as he spoke, but changed into a more aloof tone, when he added, “Ornoz welcomes you.”


  Ornoz? The draechen? Sari had never met with the draechen in a diplomatic capacity, and he couldn’t imagine it would happen anytime soon. Was this vision referring to their future? Was the man in Sari’s dreams a dragon then?


  The image changed, and Sari found himself lying on a comfortable couch, his hands pinned above his head by the same black-haired man. The stranger’s eyes glittered like dark gems as he murmured, “Do you know what you’re offering, Sareltae? Do you know what I wish of you?”


  No, Sari didn’t know, but still he—or rather this version of him—answered, “I–I’m not a child. I might not have been with anyone, but I understand what happens between mates.”


  Mates? Oh, Jenarra. No wonder his mother hadn’t told him about this. If she’d seen the same thing Sari was, she’d probably been terrified about what it meant. But who was this mysterious draechen? Were they supposed to meet? When?


  The answer came when the picture melted away to show him yet another vision. This time, Sari was standing in the same throne room, now adorned with lavish decorations. The same dragon from before waited in front of him, his gazed fixed on Sari. Sari’s heart was hammering, and he didn’t even know if it was an emotion he was supposed to feel in the vision, or his own feeling, from the here and now.


  To his right, a female voice inquired, “Do you, Prince Shtamakarein Tersain, second born of Emperor Kavehquader and Rowenasheb Tersain of Ornoz, vow to take this man as your mate in the eyes of the Overlords and the Great Goddess Jenarra?”


  “I so vow,” the draechen replied.


  “Do you, Prince Sareltae Norrenddare Myrthylar, first born of King Selbrian Norrenddare of Ivenia and High Priestess Eanera Myrthylar, vow to take this man as your mate in the eyes of the Overlords and the Great Goddess Jenarra?”


  “I so vow,” Sari promised.


  A wedding. Sari was supposed to marry this man. Shtamakarein Tersain. Karein. The Emperor of the Ornozian Empire. His mate.


  A whirlwind of images swept into his mind. Sari saw himself in Karein’s embrace, laughing with the black dragon. He saw Karein kissing him, touching him, and, sweet Jenarra, fucking him. He could almost feel the way Karein’s dick had filled him over and over as they made love.


  He couldn’t believe this, couldn’t reconcile his idea of Shtamakarein Tersain with the dragon in the vision. It had to be some sort of mistake. It couldn’t be true, not when Sari had been fighting all of his life against Shtamakarein’s regime, trying to save his people from the draechen’s oppression.


  Given everything that had happened, Sari could never simply fall into Shtamakarein’s arms and spread his legs for him. Besides, the emperor was already mated to a sprite. Sari couldn’t even imagine what kind of circumstances could lead to the dissolution of that marriage. Yes, this had to be a huge mistake.


  Even as he attempted to convince himself of this, another image appeared in his mind, a simple one of him and Karein lying in bed together. But there was something different about this particular vision. Karein’s hand rested possessively over Sari’s abdomen—his swollen abdomen, where Karein’s child was growing.


  For one single moment, Sari could feel the spark of new life inside him, the uniqueness and beauty of what he and Karein had created together. But then, that moment passed and Sari was left bereft and empty.


  He blindly tried to reach for it, for a reality and a dream he now craved with all his heart. He knew then that it was all true. He could feel the love he and Karein had once shared. How had it vanished? Where had it all gone? How could he have lost something so special?


  Screaming, Sari collapsed on the floor. In his agony and despair, he clutched the phoenix feather in his fist. It did burn him now, with a flame that traveled from his fingertips all the way into his heart.


  He was in so much pain, because he knew there was nothing he could do to bring back what he had lost. His mate, his child…where were they? Did it even exist or was it all an unreachable fantasy?


  “Sari!” his mother screamed. “Sari, let it go!”


  But he couldn’t. He wouldn’t. He stared blindly at the vision of himself smiling at Karein, the first time they had met. Their first kiss… The vows they had sworn to each other… Their marriage and their first time together… Were they memories or merely dreams? Sari couldn’t tell, but he didn’t want to leave them. He would gladly live the entirety of his life like this, because returning to what he knew was too unbearable.


  “Sari!” Eanera shouted again.


  Tears trailing down his cheeks, Sari pooled all of his sorrow and loss into his magic. He surrounded himself with his shields, clutching the burning feather to his chest, seeking the answers to his questions. Could he have that again? Could he regain what he had lost?


  It was in that moment that something sparked in his mind. His thoughts connected to those of someone else, and Sari lost track of where he was as, for the first time in his life, he reached out to his mate, Emperor Shtamakarein Tersain.


  


  * * * *


  


  A lie. A sham. A travesty. That was what it had been, a show put on to fool Karein and hurt him, to dig at the very core of his secret pains and insecurities and unbalance his power. A horrible deception that didn’t even make sense, and yet, that Karein wanted to believe.


  Angrily, he flew high into the sky, trying to find solace in the simple freedom of the action, in the knowledge that this land, as far as the eye could see, belonged to him. The green forests, the pure rivers, the tall mountains, all of it was Ornozian territory. But now, it seemed so meaningless. Karein couldn’t admire that beauty anymore. The only thing he could focus on was those blasted words that simply wouldn’t leave his mind.


  What could have possessed Phoenix to say Sareltae Myrthylar was Karein’s mate? Karein already had an official consort. He didn’t need anyone else. More importantly, Sareltae and his family were among Karein’s worst enemies. They had eluded capture for decades, no, centuries, even before Karein had become emperor.


  So why couldn’t Karein just drop the matter, admit it for the lie it was, and go on with his life? It would be so very easy. He could fly back to Draechenburg and eliminate the man calling himself his twin, if not by death, by permanent imprisonment. As for Phoenix… Well, Karein’s strange attraction toward him was still unclear, but he could keep him as a fun sex toy. After all, he’d refrained from getting a concubine out of respect for his marriage with Caelyn, but he was still a man and he had needs.


  “That’s right,” the blasted voice in his head told him. “Why do you need Sareltae when you have Phoenix? Go back. Claim him. Make him yours. It’s what you want.”


  Karein would have done exactly that, except a small part of him recoiled. He had no idea if there was any truth to Phoenix and Rachen’s claim, but it hurt to discard it, even more than it did to acknowledge it.


  A different reality, one where this all-consuming world couldn’t possibly exist. It was a laughable idea. Not even in his wildest dreams could Karein dare to believe it. Then why couldn’t he stop considering the possibility?


  Karein roared, furious with himself, with the men who had invaded his life, with the world as a whole. He was the Ornozian emperor for fuck’s sake. He didn’t need to crave anything. If he’d grown tired of the world he lived in, he’d tear it apart with his own hands and build another one. This uncertainty, this weakness and continuous self-doubt weren’t signs of a true leader. Karein wanted to cast them aside, and with them, the useless dreams that would never be fulfilled.


  Even as that resolve solidified in his mind, a strange light filled him. An unfamiliar presence rushed through his brain, pushing aside all else. A soft, shy whisper sounded in his mind, “Karein? Is that… Is that really you?”


  Karein couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t think. He knew that voice. It followed him from his dreams, taunting him with what he couldn’t have. He hadn’t thought it to be real, not until this moment.


  He should have wondered how it was possible. He should have asked himself if he’d completely lost it. He didn’t. Instead, he asked, “Sari?”


  An imaged flashed through his mind’s eye, that of a slender blond man with tearful silver eyes. Sari Myrthylar. The same man he’d once married and to whom he’d vowed undying love and devotion. The man who’d opened his heart to Karein when no one else would. The lovely fae who’d given him the gift of fatherhood.


  Karein only got a glimpse of it, of the heaven that had been Sari. And then, the threads of the strange connection unraveled. Karein heard Sari’s voice one more time, but he could no longer distinguish the words. “Sari!” he tried to shout into the darkness.


  It was no use. Sari’s presence vanished as if it had never been. Karein’s wings stopped beating. His muscles seized, and his body refused to obey. Still lost in the vision he had seen and felt, he plummeted from the sky.


  The trees broke his fall, tearing at his wings, threatening to pierce the membrane. Fortunately, he managed to remain in dragon form and his naturally strong hide kept him from receiving any significant injuries, at least not physical ones. Because at the very core of his being, he felt like he’d been mortally wounded. He didn’t want to move until he got that connection back, until his mate was by his side again.


  He didn’t know how long he lay there, trapped in his own feelings of loss and incomprehension. Finally, the shadow of another draechen loomed above him. Moments later, a large blue dragon landed next to him and shifted into his brother.


  “Overlords,” Hareem gasped out. “Your Imperial Majesty! What happened? Were you attacked?”


  At first, Karein didn’t react in any way, but then, Hareem continued with his inquiries and asked something that snapped Karein out of his trance. “Was it the Myrthylar?”


  Karein had no clue why Hareem would even think that, but it reminded him of a very important fact. He had not acknowledged Sari’s connection to him. Sari and the rest of the fae were still officially his enemies. Until that changed, anything could happen.


  Shaking himself, Karein melted into his human form as well. He’d narrowly avoided having several organs pierced by the splinters of wood, and if not for his draechen nature, he might not have survived the fall. As it was, he could stand without too much trouble, even if his back felt stiff and his arms still ached.


  “Why do you ask?” he asked Hareem. “The fae wouldn’t dare attack us in our territory.”


  “They already have,” Hareem replied. “We’ve just received a report that the forces of the Myrthylar, together with what seem to be feline shifters, infiltrated Florenz. We registered severe losses, and Akara was taken prisoner.”


  A few minutes ago, the information would have caused angry shock within Karein. Now, all he could think about was that this would make his potential relationship with Sari even more impossible. Already, there were hundreds of obstacles in their path. The fae’s assault on Florenz just added to the pile. But how could the Myrthylar defeat Akara? Even if they had powerful shields, Akara led one of the most powerful parts of the Ornozian army.


  “How did it happen?” he asked his brother.


  “It seems they had guns with customized rounds that could penetrate dragon scales.”


  Karein growled lowly in his throat. If that was the case, the fae represented a danger for Ornoz and that threat needed to be eliminated before it could grow even more. It was a horrible time, because Karein’s hands were tied. He couldn’t take decisive action due to the fact that Sareltae Myrthylar was his mate.


  Could it be another trick? It certainly seemed like a strange coincidence that Sari would reach out to him at this exact moment. Karein’s heart told him that such a strong bond couldn’t be faked, not even for a few seconds. But Karein had to look into it, regardless. He had to be sure.


  He eyed his brother, wondering where Hareem’s loyalties truly lay. If Phoenix and Rachen had been correct about Karein’s mating, the same thing undoubtedly applied in Hareem’s case. Could Hareem’s reports regarding the lack of true werewolf sightings be false?


  “Hareem, I want you to be perfectly honest with me,” he said. “Have you lied to me about whether or not you found traces of werewolf packs?”


  As a rule, Hareem was completely unreadable, even for Karein. This time, though, something flashed in his ice-blue eyes, like a strange awareness. Karein would have never seen it if he hadn’t been looking for it. That brief reaction did convince him that he’d been correct in his assessment.


  “Your Imperial Majesty,” Hareem said, “I would never betray you.”


  “But you did lie,” Karein said. “You lied because you didn’t want the werewolves to get caught.”


  Hareem straightened his back and faced Karein without flinching. “I did, and I have no regrets. I will submit myself to your judgment with the knowledge that I acted the way I thought was right.”


  “What you thought was right,” Karein repeated with a thoughtful hum. “And tell me, Hareem, what was your reasoning behind this decision?”


  “I didn’t want them to suffer or die,” Hareem answered simply. “That’s all there is to it.”


  Karein believed him, because he was experiencing a similar urge now. He had never actually been forced to face the fae in battle, but he had to admit that, in hindsight, he hadn’t focused as much on finding the Myrthylar as he should have. All the other magical species—with the exception of the sprites—had been crushed in Ornoz’s fist, but not the fae. The Ivenians had endured, in hiding, still running, but they had survived. And Karein had allowed it, choosing to concentrate on his other foes instead of the threat they represented. He was paying the price for it now, but, like Hareem, he had no regrets.


  In that moment, Karein made a split-second decision. “Hareem, I had a vision,” he confessed. “I suspect there might be some truth to Phoenix and Rachen’s claims, because I felt Sareltae Myrthylar like I would a mate.”


  Hareem’s eyes widened in surprise, dread, and hope. “But that can’t be… They told me… They told me that I had a child with a male werewolf. That can only be a lie.”


  “I’m starting to wonder about that,” Karein mused. “Don’t mention it to anyone, no matter what happens. I want to speak to those two again, and then, I’ll make a decision in Akara’s case.” He patted his brother’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. I know you care deeply for her. I won’t allow anything to happen to our sister.”


  “Thank you, Your Imperial Majesty,” Hareem answered. After a few moments of hesitation, he inquired, “But…what about me?”


  “What about you?” At Hareem’s shocked expression, Karein remembered what they had been discussing. “Oh, you mean your little betrayal. I’ll give you the chance to prove your loyalty toward me. So far, you’ve never failed Ornoz, and I do believe that you couldn’t have possibly acted in an unbiased way under the circumstances our guests described. Therefore, we will continue investigating the matter, in secret. You are forbidden to making any note of it, to anyone, including Akara.”


  “Yes, Your Majesty,” Hareem said, saluting. “I will not forget.”


  “Good. Now let’s go back. Our mates and our sister are waiting.”


  Both Karein and Hareem shifted into their dragon forms and took off. As they flew toward Draechenburg, Karein tried to remember if he’d ever did something like this before with his mate. Naturally, Sari wouldn’t have been able to fly, but Karein could have carried him. He couldn’t recall. It was as if that brief epiphany had faded away completely, taking with it Karein’s every certainty, and leaving him with nothing but questions and doubts.


  But he couldn’t focus on his yearning for the life he had seen, because he had people who relied on him in this one. It wasn’t only about Ornoz. Caelyn needed him, too. Where did Caelyn fit in the story Phoenix and Rachen had told them? He had to ask, but first, he needed to assure himself of one thing.


  Rachen and Phoenix hadn’t told him about any child. Why had they hidden the existence of the baby Karein and Sari had conceived? If their claims were true and fit in with the vision, they had to know about it. Therefore, Karein would pick their brains for every possible detail and try to match it with what he’d seen.


  “It could still be an elaborate deception,” the voice inside him reminded him, speaking for the first time since the crash.


  Karein had no intentions to disregard that possibility just yet, but now, his perspective and priorities had changed. No matter how much he’d tried to hide it, Karein had always wondered about the strange man he’d seen in his dreams. And if he had the chance to finding that man now, he wouldn’t waste it.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Now what to do we do?” Phoenix sighed heavily as he plopped down on the bed. “We can’t get them to believe us, so we’re trapped here.”


  Rachen hated to admit it, but the situation did seem dire. Given the extent of his brother’s anger, Rachen couldn’t expect Karein to even agree to see them anytime soon. At this point, it would take a miracle to make Karein trust their words. Sadly, Rachen’s own personal miracle worker, Phoenix, didn’t have those powers anymore.


  It was a difficult situation, one which Rachen felt ill-equipped to handle. But still, Rachen couldn’t truly focus on concern. He was too relieved.


  Now that they were alone, Rachen could at last embrace the joy he experienced at seeing his mate well once more. He sat next to Phoenix and just hugged his lover tightly. At first, Phoenix seemed surprised, but after that, he relaxed in Rachen’s embrace.


  Rachen didn’t try to take things further. The last time he had done so, things hadn’t gone over all that well. He did bury his fingers in Phoenix’s soft dark hair, greedily inhaling its distinctive perfume. But he refrained from touching Phoenix sexually. He wasn’t ashamed of his desire for Phoenix, but first and foremost, he had to think about his mate’s safety and comfort. Even if Phoenix was right in that the last traces of his power had healed him, Rachen couldn’t afford to take any chances. At this point, he didn’t even know exactly how fragile his lover was, but given that their intercourse had often been very violent, Rachen knew he had to hold back.


  “I don’t want you to do that,” Phoenix whispered, having obviously intercepted his thoughts. “I want you to be yourself with me. Always.”


  “And so I shall,” Rachen promised. “But we need to give you a little time. You were seriously injured, baby. I thought you were going to die. I won’t risk you again.”


  Thankfully, Phoenix didn’t try to protest. Instead, he just buried his face in Rachen’s shirt. He was exhausted, both physically and emotionally. They were likely better off alone without Karein and Hareem involving them in any conversation. Phoenix needed to rest after his ordeal.


  Rachen maneuvered them on the bed, guiding Phoenix to lie down. As his mate did exactly that, Rachen fit his body around Phoenix’s. Just like before, Phoenix cuddled close to his chest. His breath evened out, and slowly, he fell asleep. Rachen remained awake, still holding Phoenix tightly, half fearing that if he even shut his eyes, his mate would be gone.


  Oddly, focusing on the disaster in this world had helped distract him from what had nearly happened, but now, he was more aware than ever of the high chances he had of losing Phoenix. He wondered exactly how the absence of his abilities would affect his mate in the long run. Would there be any other consequences, besides the obvious ones? Rachen could still remember what had happened to Eanera when her magic had disappeared, and he dreaded the idea of seeing the process repeat itself in Phoenix. So far, Phoenix didn’t seem to be aging, but it was too soon to be sure it wouldn’t happen. And if it did, Rachen would be helpless to stop it.


  There was only one way to fix things, and that implied changing this world back to the previous one. But even if Phoenix had his powers, he would never agree, because it would mean Rachen’s death.


  Rachen held onto his lover tighter, anger coursing through him. It was so unfair. He’d only ever wanted a tiny spark of happiness. He hadn’t craved power or world domination. He’d just ached for the freedom to be himself, to have an identity that wasn’t defined by Karein. And then, he’d wished to marry the man he was desperately in love with. Was that so much to ask?


  Phoenix stirred in his arms, releasing a soft whimper. “Rachen,” he whispered. “Don’t go. Don’t leave me.”


  Rachen’s heart clenched. How could he even approach Phoenix and tell him to restore their previous world? Rachen wasn’t afraid of dying, but the suffering he would cause his mate was simply unbearable.


  He shoved those thoughts aside, deciding that there was no point considering it just yet. Phoenix didn’t even have his powers. As long as that was the case, he couldn’t fix history. They just had to take things gradually and figure out where they went from here. Remaining in the Draechenburg dungeons was simply unacceptable.


  As if triggered by this thought, the door burst open. Phoenix startled awake just as Karein and Hareem stalked into the room. The scene was eerily familiar to the earlier one, so much so that Rachen could help but position himself protectively in front of Phoenix.


  Karein didn’t seem to care about Rachen’s attitude. “You kept something from me,” he said, “or rather, a lot of things. I want you to tell me the full truth. Don’t leave aside any detail of this reality you supposedly belong to.”


  Rachen frowned. “I thought you didn’t believe us.”


  “Just speak,” Karein said, “and be thankful that I’ve given you another chance.”


  “Tell him, Rachen,” Phoenix whispered through their bond. “It’s not like we have any way to go back now.”


  He was right, but Rachen had no clue exactly what Karein expected to hear. To describe a whole world wasn’t something that could be done in a handful of phrases. He resolved on clarifying the issues that undoubtedly mattered most to Karein. “You were the General of the Chrysalidian Wyverns. At that time, our parents led Ornoz and they arranged your marriage with Sari in the hopes of getting him to reveal secrets that would give Ornoz a reason to attack Ivenia. It didn’t work out that way, because Sari was your mate. In the end, Sari fell pregnant with your child. He was accused of cheating on you—due to your problem with conceiving—but was saved by one of your underlings, Sagenamadeen Zager.”


  Even as he spoke, it occurred to him that he still hadn’t figured out what had happened to Sage Zager. He paused briefly, wondering if he should go on with his story or just ask. As it turned out, Karein seemed to guess his thoughts. “Sage disappeared in action a few years ago, during a battle with the naga,” he explained. “He always was very loyal to Ornoz. We believe him to have died in the hands of the chimeras.”


  Dead. Sage was dead, too? Crap. Rachen swallowed around the sudden knot in his throat, taking hold of his mate’s now cold hand. Taking a deep breath, he continued from where he’d left off. “After that, you got so angry because of our parents’ attack on Sari that you dethroned them. As the older brother, Hareem took the throne.” Turning toward the other draechen, he added, “You were in a precarious position because of your mate bond with a werewolf. Eventually, you found the solution and changed the political system, like I believe I said earlier. Taryn gave birth to a baby boy and you named him Galynek.”


  Rachen wasn’t sure what reactions the two men would have to all that. The reason why he’d kept the existence of Karein’s baby from him was because he’d known Karein was likely to react in the same way Hareem had. However, much to his surprise, Karein didn’t so much as blink. Instead, he tilted his head inquiringly and asked, “What about Caelyn? I gather the two of us weren’t married?”


  “You were supposed to,” Rachen answered, “but it fell through when Caelyn met his mate, Graham. Graham is also a werewolf. There were some issues because of that, but in the end, they got it right, too.”


  “I see,” Karein said, sounding thoughtful. “It does seem like there are a lot of details that you neglected mentioning. I expect a written report of everything. But in the meantime, I’ll go to the matter that now interests me most. If all this was so perfect and all the problems were solved, why did you change history in the first place? Why did you destroy what we all had?”


  Phoenix’s body went rigid. Rachen hugged his mate close once more, uncaring as to what his brothers thought or wanted. This was so fucked up. He wished it had been only an odd, twisted nightmare, but he knew better than to believe that.


  He couldn’t ask Phoenix to explain, so he was the one to answer. “Because I died,” he said. “I died to destroy our worst enemy, the Ancient Horror.”


  If he had to guess, Phoenix hadn’t changed history as far as the Ancient Horror’s original existence was concerned. Then again, treatment toward black dragons seemed very different from what Rachen was used to, so he could be wrong in that regard, too.


  That suspicion was confirmed moments later when Hareem repeated, “The Ancient Horror?”


  “The first black dragon,” Rachen explained impatiently. He should have realized their assessment of the Ancient Horror was different. In the end, history was largely about the interpretation of people, and if Ornoz’s attitude toward black dragons in general had changed, so would the way they acknowledged the Ancient Horror.


  “Ah,” Karein said. “We don’t call Emperor Sandorek that way. It seems…impolite.”


  Sandorek. So that was the Ancient Horror’s name. It seemed strange that it had been lost in real history, but had endured in this one. Perhaps this was another sign of how fucked up the entire world had become.


  “Impolite?” Phoenix exploded. “He tried to drain my magic. He murdered countless shifters. He killed Rachen! And you think it’s impolite to call him a horror?”


  “By those same standards, the phoenix would be a horror, too, isn’t that right?” Hareem asked icily. “Or do you hold yourself exempt from the crimes you committed?”


  Phoenix’s breath caught, and Rachen growled at his brother, ready to jump to his mate’s defense. But then, Phoenix’s hand landed on his shoulder, squeezing it gently.


  “No,” he said calmly. “I accept the responsibility for my actions. I hate seeing everything that has been lost, but I think that I’d do it all over again if it was necessary. Rachen is more important to me than you—than the world itself.”


  “I can understand that,” Karein said. “I will no longer point fingers, but neither will I accept my loss. Princess Akarawem, our sister, was just kidnapped by the Myrthylar.”


  The non sequitur surprised Rachen, and he couldn’t hide his shock. “Kidnapped? What? How?”


  “Perhaps kidnapped isn’t the best word. She was taken prisoner during a skirmish. Either way, this gives us an unlikely opening to fix what you broke. You will help me regain my mate.”


  “I want to,” Phoenix answered, “but I’m not sure what I can do. I’ve lost my magic.”


  Rachen could feel his mate’s frustration with his inability to do anything about the situation. Phoenix had been deeply hurt by the knowledge of what had happened to Princes Kaelezrin and Talrasar, as well as the other members of their family. And now that Karein had turned to them for help, Phoenix still couldn’t assist him.


  “Is there no way to get your power back?” Hareem inquired.


  Phoenix released a heavy sigh and leaned closer against Rachen. As he held Phoenix, Rachen wondered now if that possibility existed. Phoenix might not admit it, but the absence of the energies he’d been bonded with hurt him.


  As Rachen thought this, a shiver went through Phoenix. “Perhaps…perhaps there is.”


  Chapter Seven


  


  When Sari opened his eyes, the first thing he registered was the sound of angry voices.


  “How could you do this, Eanera? Surely you must have realized what a bad idea it was. You know how dangerous that process can be.”


  “Yes, I do know, but I still think and hope I made the right choice. Sari deserved to be made aware of it.”


  “He can’t handle it. He’s far too young to even understand it.”


  The conversation was held in quiet murmurs, but Sari could still distinguish the identity of the two speakers. His mother and King Amarion. What were they talking about? What had happened?


  Sari experimentally tried to move around, only to hiss when a strange pain struck him, emanating from his hand and his chest. Memories struck him, intoxicating, shocking, and powerful. He remembered it all now, the phoenix feather, the strange visions, and then, connecting with Karein.


  It had been so very strange and unexpected. For a few moments, their minds and souls had touched. It had struck Sari as intensely familiar, while still alien to him. And when the link had faded, he’d felt like he’d had a limb torn out.


  He hadn’t been able to endure the pain and had lost his consciousness. But now that he’d recovered, he had a lot of questions to ask.


  He started to get up, fully planning to intervene in his mother’s conversation with the king. They weren’t in the room with him, so they likely couldn’t tell that he’d awoken. Well, he’d just have to let them know and demand some explanations. He realized it was probably rude, but like his mother had said, he deserved to know.


  Before he could proceed with his plan, the king’s stern voice froze him in his tracks.


  “I forbid you from involving Sari in this any further, Eanera. This insanity has to stop. You know as well as I do that the phoenix is a dangerous, volatile being. You know what happened to the sprites when they tried to use that thing. The power of its feather is just as hard to control.”


  Something in that tone kept Sari from leaving the room. As a rule, he didn’t like eavesdropping, but now, he felt like he needed to hear what his mother and his king truly thought about the situation.


  “I understand that, Your Majesty,” Eanera was now saying, “and I have no intentions to show it to Sari again. However, I still trust that my son can handle what he saw. It was a shock, of course, but I believe in Sari’s ability to adapt and in his strength.”


  “I do, too,” the king replied. “Otherwise, I never would have allowed him to become a warrior. However, I know very well what those visions showed him, and I realize that should he actually be inclined to believe them, it could become a problem.”


  “Because Sari is the draechen emperor’s mate,” Eanera said. “I know. It’s why I withheld it from him in the first place. But what if it’s all true? What if by trying to protect Sari, I’m taking something precious from him?”


  “I don’t think you understand what I meant, Eanera,” the king answered. “He knows now. We’ll see how he handles it. But under no circumstances will he be allowed to pursue it. The phoenix feather might belong to you, but I am still king, and I will not have Sari ruin his life by pursuing illusions. You shall go to see to the matter of Princess Akarawem. Sari will stay here with me.”


  Sari had been away from his parents before, but the way Amarion phrased the command made him uneasy. “Your Majesty,” Eanera said, “Sari needs me. I couldn’t possibly leave him.”


  “He needs reassurance now, and he can’t have that with you. I love you dearly, Eanera, but this time you made a mistake, and now, I have to fix it. I will never allow Sari to belong to a draechen. Never.”


  Frustrated anger invaded Sari. Ignoring the enduring stiffness in his limbs, he finally left the bed and stalked out of the room. His mother and his king both stared at him as he entered the adjoining chamber.


  “With all due respect, Your Majesty, I think that I should have the right to make my own decisions with regard to my mating. I know what I saw, and I think it’s important to investigate.”


  “Investigate?” the king repeated. “And how do you propose we do that?”


  “I don’t know just yet,” Sari admitted. “I realize this is a delicate situation. Even so, I feel that we can find a solution of compromise. I think that my mate is not the crazed, absurd monster which we believed him to be.”


  “And how exactly would you know that?”


  Amarion’s voice was not unkind, more like compassionate. Sari resented it, because he knew that with the compassion came distrust and derision. As such, he didn’t tell the king about what he’d seen. Instead, he explained, “I know it sounds a little crazy, but when I touched that feather, I truly felt things could be different. Isn’t the possibility of peace worth taking a chance?”


  “Peace with Ornoz?” The king shook his head sadly and turned toward Sari’s mother. “See, Eanera? What did I tell you? I knew it would affect him like this.”


  “Coming into contact with the feather was an eye-opening experience.” Sari defended himself, knowing he was speaking out of turn, but unable to keep himself from it. “I truly do think that the events I saw were genuine.”


  “And how do you explain them?” the king asked. “Did they happen in the future? In the past? It doesn’t work that way, Sari. Some of the things your mother has shared with me are simply impossible.”


  “So now what?” Sari asked. “How did you expect me to react to this?”


  The question was addressed to his mother, since she’d been the one to thrust him into this confusing situation in the first place. Eanera hesitated, though, and the king replied in her stead, “You’ll stay here and recover. Soon, you’ll get a clearer picture of everything.”


  “I see,” Sari said. “You’re still convinced of that. Very well. I cannot refuse your command. But I also won’t change my mind in this.”


  “Prince Sareltae Myrthylar, you are being disrespectful toward your king,” Amarion said, now sounding very formal. “You will do as you are told. You have no other options.”


  Sari gritted his teeth, knowing all too well that Amarion was right. “Your Majesty,” Eanera said softly, “Sari is tired. Allow me to stay with him for a while longer. I beg of you.”


  “Very well,” Amarion said with a sigh. “I suppose that, at this point, separating you would be counterproductive. I’m leaving Sari in your care, Eanera, but I will be watching you closely.”


  Without giving Sari the chance to say anything else, the king left the room. Instantly, Sari turned toward Eanera. “Mother, what is this?” he asked. “If you wanted to keep me trapped here, why did you give me the chance to see the truth in the first place?”


  “Come,” Eanera said. “Sit with me. You’re still weak, and I don’t want you to relapse.”


  That wasn’t in any way an answer, but Sari complied. He didn’t feel tired, but he couldn’t deny he was still in pain. And so, he allowed his mother to lead him back into the room. As he lay on the bed, his mother sat by his side and petted his hair.


  “Sari, when I touch the feather, I see all sorts of things, some painful, some beautiful,” she said. “I was given visions of your father married to a woman named Onyerre Fennetter and you having three siblings from that union.”


  “Who is Onyerre Fennetter?” Sari asked, completely puzzled. “And why would Father mate someone else? He loves you.”


  “Why indeed?” Eanera sighed. “Very few things make sense, Sari. The Fennetter family was wiped out in the battle of Eternelle. Onyerre Fennetter doesn’t exist, so by rights, that vision is an illusion that has no chance of ever coming true.”


  Sari’s heart fell. His mother had no reason to lie to him. “Does that mean that what I saw was fake, too?” he asked.


  “I don’t know,” Eanera admitted. “The truth is, Sari, that in some respects, my heart tells me that there is truth in those visions. But I can’t quite grasp it. It’s like I’ve forgotten something, and for the life of me, I can’t remember. I can’t even remember how I even got the feather. It was just always there, but I don’t recall where it came from.”


  There was something in his mother’s voice that told Sari she wasn’t being entirely truthful. “But you have a clue, don’t you?” he asked.


  “I got a vision…” Eanera shook her head, as if to dispel her own thoughts. “But that’s just it. It wasn’t real, any of it. How could I have an item given to me in one of those visions if I don’t remember those events happening? I didn’t want to thrust you into this, but I had hoped that you could give me some insight. I was selfish, Sari. You have no idea how sorry I am.”


  “Don’t be.” Sari took a deep breath, deciding to trust her. “I think… It was different for me. I saw my mate, Shtamakarein Tersain… But I also felt him, heard him in my head. It was real. I’m sure of it. Not a vision.”


  Eanera took hold of Sari’s hand and squeezed it hard. “What do you mean, Sari?” she asked, sounding concerned.


  “I’m not crazy, Mother,” Sari assured her. “I’m telling the truth. For a few moments, it felt like my mind touched that of someone else—Karein’s. And it was real, in the now, not in a vision that may or may not have happened.”


  For a few moments, Eanera didn’t speak, just scanning his face earnestly. What she saw there must have convinced here, because she released a soft gasp. “Oh, Sari… What does this mean?”


  “I don’t know just yet,” Sari admitted. “I just feel that I need to be by this man’s side, like he’s waiting for me and I’m failing him by not being there.”


  He almost thought his mother would tell him he was being ridiculous, but she didn’t. Instead, she smiled and said, “Get some sleep. Your burn still hasn’t healed, which I must admit has me gobsmacked. So, until you’re feeling better, don’t worry about anything. King Amarion seems fierce now, but he’ll come around. Just weather it out and be patient.”


  Sari wanted to point out that he’d been patient for too long, and at this point, he was entitled to make his own choices. However, he held his tongue. He had a feeling it would be pointless to argue with her anyway.


  Just as he closed his eyes, though, a strange voice sounded in his head. “Help me,” it said. “I need your help.”


  Sari instantly shot off the bed. He glanced around the room, trying to figure out who’d spoken. “Sari?” his mother asked. “What is it?”


  Sari had no idea what impression he’d make if he admitted he was hearing voices now. His mother would likely never believe him. But something was calling out to him, some sort of force that wouldn’t let him go. It didn’t feel like his mate either, but Sari couldn’t imagine who else would have such access to his mind.


  So, he didn’t answer at all. Instead, he rushed out of the bedroom, praying his mother was right about the king being more bark than bite. Alas, there were always guards watching the quarters of the royal family, even Sari’s. Sari just had to think of a method to escape them.


  “Help me,” the voice said again.


  Sari ached to do just that. There was just so much pain and loss in that tone that he couldn’t have stopped himself if he’d wanted to. He reached for the doorknob, mentally coming up with excuses he could tell the guards. Perhaps he should enlist his mother in his escape. She might be able to give him a hand if he managed to persuade her he wasn’t losing his mind.


  Even as he mused over this, Sari caught sight of something unexpected. Right there, on the table of his quarters, sat the box with the phoenix feather. As if hypnotized, Sari walked toward the table and picked it up. He had no idea how it could have gotten here, since his mother and the king had said they had no intentions on exposing Sari to it again. However, Sari couldn’t afford to waste time musing over that question.


  The appearance of the box was a sign. Someone needed his help. Not only that, but Amarion’s insistence on keeping Sari from his mate was folly. Amarion might be Sari’s king, but right then and there, Sari knew what his path was, and no one but him could decide it.


  He didn’t open the box again. He just picked it up and clutched it to his chest, holding it over the spot where the feather had burnt him earlier. As he did so, Eanera stepped into the room. “Where did you get that, Sari?” she asked.


  “It just came to me,” Sari replied. “I think the time for waiting is over, Mother. We have to act.”


  Fortunately, Eanera didn’t ask any questions. Still clutching the box, Sari stepped out of his quarters, with his mother trailing behind him. The guards showed no sign of having seen them. They remained in the exact same position they’d been, glancing past Sari like he wasn’t even there.


  Holding his breath, Sari walked faster. The only reason why he’d managed to do that was because of the strange box, and he couldn’t be sure how long the peculiar enchantment would hold. He still had no idea what powers it had, so he had to move quickly if he wanted to find the source of the voice.


  Truth be told, Sari had no idea where he was going. He just followed his instincts, practically running through the mazelike compound. “Where are we going, Sari?” his mother whispered at one point.


  Another “I don’t know” wouldn’t have gone over too well, so Sari ignored the question. Thankfully, he found his way through the compound pretty quickly, and his mother didn’t get the chance to press the issue. Soon, Sari found himself in front of a door very much like the one he’d passed to reach the room where he’d first seen the feather. There was another one of those keypads that obviously demanded a particular pass code. Of course, there were also dozens of guards, but they didn’t see Sari and Eanera. Not that it would matter if they couldn’t get past the door.


  Sari might have known that the strange voice was directing him this way, but from this point on, he was stumped. Since he didn’t have any other options, he brought the box close to the keypad. A few buttons flashed green, and then, the door opened.


  “Well, this is certainly handy,” he mused as he walked forward.


  He didn’t know what he’d expected, but it certainly wasn’t the sight of a large tank filled with greenish liquid. Well, technically speaking, that wasn’t what surprised him. Rather, it was the fact that a tall, slender man floated in the substance. Sari gaped, unable to believe his eyes. The man looked exactly like him.


  By his side, his mother gasped. “Sweet Jenarra… Sari, I think that’s Prince Talrasar.”


  Talrasar? King Amarion’s first son? Sari had thought the man had been killed centuries ago, during the war. Apparently, he’d been mistaken. The machines hooked to the tank clearly showed Talrasar’s stable life signs. And yet, Sari was convinced this was the person who’d contacted him.


  As if in a daze, he walked to the tank and pressed his hand to the thick glass. He wanted to free Talrasar, but he couldn’t be rash. For all he knew, Talrasar was seriously injured. He couldn’t come up with any other reason why the older fae would be in such a place.


  As he touched the tank, however, Talrasar’s eyes shot open. The voice sounded in his mind again, stronger than before. “Help me. Get me out of this place.”


  Sari was torn. He wanted to get Talrasar out of the tank, but he didn’t have enough information on why he was there in the first place. Would it truly be safe for Sari to act according to Talrasar’s wishes?


  “Please, Sari,” the voice insisted. “I have been waiting forever for someone to hear me. You feel it, too, don’t you? The wrongness. My mate has been taken from me, and I have to get him back. You’re the only one who can help me.”


  A flash of a tall, dark-haired man coursed through Sari’s mind. He looked a lot like Sari’s mate, but Sari realized that wasn’t the case. This was a former draechen general who’d fought by Talrasar side, Karein’s ancestor, Kaelezrin Tersain.


  When he was faced with that, Sari couldn’t refuse what in his heart he felt was true. He backed away from the tank, reeling from what he’d experienced and with the powerful realization that he needed to destroy the tank and the machine. This man in front of him also craved what Sari did and mourned the separation from his mate. Perhaps they could help each other.


  Jenarra’s power spoke to Sari, telling him that the captive was physically all right. He could do this. He could free Talrasar without risking the other fae’s health. Decision made, Sari found the computer that seemed to be running the machines. Currently, another fae was monitoring it, but like the guards, he didn’t notice Sari’s presence.


  He walked to the computer and for a few moments, watched what the fae guard was doing. Fortunately, the man in question was looking over some reports of Talrasar’s condition. Sari wasn’t an expert in computers, but he understood medicine not only through magic, but through science, too.


  From the report, he gathered that Talrasar’s physical condition was exemplary, just like Sari’s magic had told him. His muscles were being artificially stimulated so that they wouldn’t atrophy. With his original assessment confirmed, Sari could free Talrasar.


  When the guard turned away from the computer, Sari started on with his plan. His fingers flew on the keys as he began to shut down the system. The guard cursed, but it was too late.


  The tank started to empty of the greenish liquid. Inside it, Talrasar stirred. The wires that had been holding him up retreated, and he collapsed on the tank platform. As the glass lifted, though, he got up with striking ease.


  At this point, alarms were blaring all around them. Sari’s mother grabbed his arm and started to pull him away. “Come on, dear child,” she said. “We can’t afford to get caught here.”


  Before they could make their escape, though, Talrasar got in their way. “Thank you for freeing me,” he said. “Now, give me the box.”


  He was completely naked, but he didn’t seem to care. If anything, his focus appeared to be completely on the box. Suddenly, Sari got the feeling that he was missing something very important. He hadn’t expected tremendous gratitude, but Talrasar’s tone was downright hostile.


  Frowning, he held the item tighter to his chest. It had allowed him to rescue Talrasar, but Sari wasn’t willing to place its power into the hands of a stranger. True enough, he’d felt a sense of kinship with the other fae because of their similar goals. However, Sari now realized that it might not have been enough to make a truly informed decision.


  “I don’t think I will,” he told Talrasar. “I helped you and I want to continue doing so, but not like this.”


  “You don’t have a choice, Sareltae Myrthylar.” Talrasar glared at him. “You acted as my replacement for years. My father left me here, forgotten, and showered affection on you. And now, you want a mate, when I have been denied exactly that.”


  Sari couldn’t believe his ears. How had things turned to this? He’d only wanted to help, but apparently, he’d fucked up big time. Talrasar practically looked ready to attack Sari, and that was a huge problem in his book.


  Before that could happen, several guards entered the room, led by King Amarion himself. “Son, stop this,” he told Talrasar. “You know we only want what’s best for you.”


  “What’s best for me?” Talrasar repeated, scoffing. “How long have I been trapped in this place, Father? One hundred years? Two hundred? You kept me separated from my mate, turned me into a vegetable. And you think that’s the best thing for me?”


  “You need help,” Amarion answered. “I’m trying to find a cure for you.”


  “What I need is to get to my mate, and no one will stop me.”


  A wave of power exploded from Talrasar’s direction. Talrasar’s shields struck Sari, but he managed to hold his ground and his grip on the box. His mother threw an enchantment of her own around the two of them and grabbed Sari’s hand.


  Thankfully, the rest of the fae—oddly, with the exception of Talrasar—still couldn’t see the two of them. Therefore, Sari and Eanera used the distraction provided by Amarion and slipped out of the room. Sari felt guilty for leaving the king to handle the mess he’d caused. He’d have liked to stay to help straighten things out. It just seemed so cowardly to flee like this.


  When they were at a safe distance, he handed the box to his mother. “Go,” he told her. “Find Father. Start a communication line with the emperor. I can’t leave.”


  “Sari, you have to. That man will track you down, just for some sort of imagined slight against him.”


  “Well, then, I’ll just have to make him see the error of his ways.” Taking a deep breath, Sari kissed his mother’s cheek. He then turned on his heel and headed back the way he’d come. His palm burned as he approached his destination, and he hoped he wasn’t making yet another serious mistake.


  As it turned out, by the time he’d returned to the room, the entire area had exploded into a fully fledged war zone. Talrasar looked even angrier than before, standing alone against his father’s forces. He had no weapons except his magic, and yet, he held his own, taking out the fae who dared to oppose him one by one. Granted, they could have been instructed to pull their punches because of who Talrasar was, but Sari didn’t think so.


  Even the king was fighting, obviously convinced that Talrasar was beyond aid. Sari couldn’t bear it. All of his life, he’d been in the middle of conflict zones, but he’d always hated it, and now even more so. There had to be another way, another solution, a method to reach out to Talrasar. He couldn’t believe that what he had felt, those emotions that had brought him here had been all a lie.


  Praying he was right, Sari threw himself right in the middle of the battle. “Stop this,” he cried out. “Please stop.”


  Talrasar’s gaze snapped toward him. He pushed away from the fae he was currently fighting and directed his attention toward Sari. This time, he didn’t even try to start up a conversation. Instead, his magic angrily snapped toward Sari, more powerful than Sari had expected.


  Sari wrapped himself tightly into his shields and insisted, “The two of us are together in this. We understand each other. I can feel your pain, and I don’t want to keep you from your mate.”


  A struggle seemed to be going on within Talrasar. He stepped back, clenching his fists, anger, confusion, and need swirling in his eyes. Sari gestured for everyone to back off. The illusion keeping Sari cloaked seemed to have fallen, because the guards glanced at their king uneasily.


  As if on cue, Amarion pressed his hand to Sari’s shoulder. “Don’t. You have no idea what you’re doing. He isn’t the man you think he is.”


  Anger swelled through Sari, hot and bright. Even if Amarion was his king, Sari shook himself free and snapped back, “He’s your son. What could he have done that would warrant such treatment?”


  “You can’t possibly understand,” Amarion said, “and I have no time for this. Sari, you’ll stay out of it. Talrasar, you will comply with my commands.”


  “I think not, Father,” Talrasar replied. “I’ve had enough, and I know the truth you’re trying to hide. You won’t keep me from Kael any longer. He needs my help.”


  “When will you learn that the draechen is bad for you? He’s the reason why you’re in this situation in the first place.”


  Sari was completely shocked and confused. Was it only Amarion’s prejudice regarding his son mating a dragon that had urged him to treat Talrasar that way? It couldn’t be. Could it?


  As he looked between the two men, Sari allowed his power to flow over both of them. Jenarra’s magic was meant to heal, and had sensed Talrasar’s physical condition earlier. However, he hadn’t assessed Talrasar’s mental state, which, in hindsight, had been a huge mistake.


  Talrasar snarled at him when he felt what Sari was doing. “Don’t you dare,” he said. “I don’t want to be healed or soothed. I just need you to get out of my way.”


  Somehow, Sari knew this wasn’t Talrasar’s typical behavior. The separation from his mate must have affected him deeply. At this point, there was only one thing that could cure what ailed Talrasar, and Sari would go through with it, no matter what his king said.


  “Yes, you do need soothing,” he countered, “but from someone else. Come. My father will likely be sending a message to Draechenburg. We’ll request a meeting with the dragons on your behalf.”


  “Sari, you can’t make that kind of decision,” Amarion answered. “I am king here, and you’re forgetting your place.”


  “Perhaps he is,” Eanera said from behind the king, “or perhaps he’s doing what we all should have done a long time ago. Please, Your Majesty. Surely you must realize that you can’t stop this any longer.”


  “I disagree,” Amarion answered. “Guards, get them all.”


  More fae flooded the room, ready to trap Sari, his mother, and Talrasar. They never got the chance. The box with the phoenix feather glowed briefly. Just like that, Sari found himself outside the compound, free, with Eanera and Talrasar by his side.


  “That thing… It’s far more powerful than I even expected,” Talrasar said. “It can help me reach my mate. I just know it.”


  “One thing at a time,” Sari said softly. “For now, let’s hope the draechen cooperate and allow us a visit.”


  Sari prayed to Jenarra that what he’d felt and seen was true. He’d gambled his entire future on it and burned the bridges to his old life. Oddly, he didn’t think that he would regret standing up to the king if it turned out that he’d been mistaken. He’d likely be too crushed to worry about anything else.


  His mother took his arm and guided him to a car hidden under the cover of vegetation. As they entered the vehicle, Sari noticed the burn on his hand was gone. He wanted to take that as a good sign, but still couldn’t help but wonder exactly where the path he’d chosen today would lead them.


  


  * * * *


  


  “So we’ve decided then. We’ll send a message to Draechenburg demanding a complete ceasefire against shifters and magical creatures in exchange for Princess Akarawem’s life.”


  Everyone around the table nodded, except Selbrian Norrenddare. Sage watched the fae with a measure of apprehension. The man had been tense and distracted ever since he’d returned from Florenz. Similarly, the two shifters present—Philip Strange and Raleigh Connors—kept fidgeting and shooting Selbrian looks of discomfort. Sage couldn’t help but wonder if there was something the Ivenians, and maybe even the felines, had kept from them.


  “Like what?” his mate asked him through their bond. “What could they be hiding?”


  “Any number of things,” Sage replied. “In the end, the fae could easily be as treacherous as the sprites. Besides, our gathering isn’t exactly the most unified one.”


  It was true. Theirs was an unlikely alliance, between all sorts of shifters and magical creatures who were struggling against draechen rule. The original idea had come from the fae themselves. They’d given Raleigh Connors and his adoptive cousin, Caroline, the resources to finish the research his parents had once started and to avenge their families. The naga had soon joined in, bringing Sage in with them. Sage hoped that, eventually, others would come. The problem was that most species were too wary of what happened to people who resisted Ornoz, so it would take a lot of convincing to bring more people to the table.


  For the moment, Princess Akarawem’s capture was a huge win on their side. Sage didn’t really want to think about the fact that he’d once sworn loyalty to her. Instead, he focused on the good side, on the fact that it could bring an end to the far too long conflict between the species.


  He did want to address the matter of Selbrian’s distrust, but Philip Strange almost seemed to guess that and asked, “Lord Selbrian, can you send a message pearl to Draechenburg? Unlike other means of communication, it’s untraceable.”


  At Philip’s inquiry, Selbrian started from his trance. “Yes, of course. I will do so as soon as we finish the meeting.”


  “If you’ll allow me one word of advice, Lord Selbrian,” Sage piped up. “Be careful how you phrase your request. Emperor Shtamakarein is known for having a temper. He might not want to negotiate, in spite of us having his sister.”


  Philip arched a brow. “You think he’d sacrifice her just for the sake of his own pride?”


  Sage shook his head. “That’s not it. He might fake cooperating, but he’ll likely intensify the search for your headquarters.”


  He knew his emperor well, and he realized that, while it wasn’t obvious, Shtamakarein Tersain cared about his family. In the past, Sage had seen him lavish affection onto his consort, although Sage didn’t want to expose that side of the draechen emperor. He might have told his mate about it, but at this point, Camden was the only man he could trust. These people, while they were supposed to be his allies, had no faith in him, and no inclination to even listen to what he had to say.


  “We’re prepared for that,” the panther-shifter pointed out, as if specifically to confirm Sage’s thoughts. “Otherwise, we never would have gone through with this in the first place.”


  “I’m aware of it,” Sage offered. “I just wanted to make a note of the emperor’s character, just in case.”


  “That’s why Sage is here, after all,” Camden said with a frown, “to give us insight on the Ornozian imperial family.”


  The feline shifters didn’t answer. Likely they knew better than to pursue the matter, and apparently, so did Selbrian. “Thank you,” he answered. “Every piece of information is useful, especially when it concerns Ornoz.”


  In spite of his more than appropriate reply, Selbrian still appeared to be distracted. Therefore, Sage decided to finally take matters into his own hands. “Your Lordship, can I have a word with you in private? It’s a personal issue.”


  Selbrian blinked in obvious surprise. “Of course.” Turning toward the naga royal family, he said, “If you’ll excuse us…”


  “Of course, Lord Selbrian,” Queen Anais Isaiat said. “There’s no reason to prolong the meeting any further. Everyone here knows what they have to do.”


  Sage squeezed Camden’s hand once, then reluctantly left his mate’s side. Together with Selbrian, he exited the meeting room and entered an adjoining chamber. “If you could please ensure our privacy, Lord Selbrian,” he said once they were behind closed doors. “I don’t want anyone to overhear.”


  He felt the shield engulf the entire room, making sure the sensitive senses of the other shifters wouldn’t catch what Sage was about to say. “All right. Now tell me what’s going on. Why did Princess Eanera and Prince Sareltae leave? And why do you look so worried?”


  “That is an Ivenian matter,” Selbrian answered, scowling at Sage. “You would do well to stay out of it.”


  “I would do so, except we’re relying on Ivenia to be the focus of our forces. The king doesn’t get involved with the main attacks, so the management of the troops has always been your task and that of your mate. Will you have me believe that a disturbance in fae dynamics wouldn’t affect us, too?”


  “For the moment, this is a family affair,” Selbrian replied, apparently not moved in the slightest. “Hopefully, it won’t go any further. But if it does… Well, you might as well know that the emperor’s reaction to our demands may not be what you, or any of us, expect.”


  “The emperor?” An unpleasant shiver coursed down Sage’s spine. “How is he involved in your family affairs?”


  Sage couldn’t imagine what kind of connection Emperor Shtamakarein might have with the royal Ivenian family. He respected his former leader, but he was also aware of the fact that Shtamakarein considered the Myrthylar among his worst enemies. While Princess Akarawem’s capture would likely hold that hostility at bay, not even that would be able to save them if they crossed a certain line.


  “I don’t like this, Sage,” Camden told him through their connection. “He’s hiding something serious. You have to get him to tell you.”


  But it was easier said than done. Sage couldn’t exactly force fae royalty into doing what he wanted to, and for all of Sage’s claims, Selbrian was completely entitled to maintain state secrets if he so desired. In the end, Sage was a draechen, one who’d barely managed to earn the naga’s trust. Even the support of the Isaiat was tenuous and mostly based on Sage saving Camden’s life during the draechen attack on the naga. Taking all that into account, Sage couldn’t expect Selbrian to reveal much of anything, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t try.


  Just like Sage had expected, Selbrian shook his head. “I thank you for your concern, but right now, I can’t tell you more. Now if you’ll excuse me, I believe I have a message to send.”


  However, before Selbrian could take his leave, the blood drained out of his face. “No…” he whispered. “Oh, no. Sari, you can’t.”


  He swooned on his feet and would have fallen, but Sage was there, catching him. “Lord Selbrian?”


  Selbrian gave no sign of having heard him. “Sari…” he murmured to himself. “No, we can’t allow it.”


  “Should I call a medic?” Camden asked.


  Sage was about to say yes, but then, Selbrian suddenly recovered. “Well, it seems you’ll get the answer to your question, Mr. Zager,” he said. “If you must know, my son believes he is the emperor’s mate, and he wishes to see Shtamakarein Tersain as soon as possible. He believes that the possibility of peace exists between our nations.”


  For a few moments, Sage thought this was all some bizarre dream. However, Selbrian looked completely serious, and Sage heard himself asking, “Lord Selbrian, do you have any idea what you’re saying? If your son truly is Emperor Shtamakarein Tersain’s mate…there will be a price for the peace you describe. The emperor will never let your son go.”


  “I’m aware of that,” Selbrian replied. Suddenly looking very old, Selbrian headed toward the door. “I’ll notify everyone else of these new developments.”


  With that, Selbrian headed out of the room, and Sage was left alone, still musing over what he’d just learned. He was surprised that Selbrian had even told him that much, but he surmised that Sareltae Myrthylar must be really intent on this, and that Sage would have found out sooner or later.


  A few moments later, Camden joined him in the room and walked to his side. “What do you think?” the young naga ask. “Can something like this truly work? Can it bring peace?”


  “I have no idea,” Sage answered, “but if there’s anything that can turn the tide of such a war, it’s the power of a mate bond.”


  Camden smiled at him. “You’re such a romantic,” he said, cupping Sage’s cheek.


  “I can’t help it,” Sage answered. “When I’m around you, I get all sappy and ridiculous.”


  Camden brushed a kiss over Sage’s lips. “One day, we’ll both be able to be as sappy as we want, all the time. I promise you that.”


  “And I’ll hold you to that promise,” Sage answered.


  As they deepened the kiss, Sage forgot all about his worries and just lost himself in his Camden’s sweet taste. A volcano of fiery passion surged through Sage, which was kind of ironic, given that he was an ice dragon. But then, when it came to Camden, none of Sage’s previous rules applied. Ever since that day, when he’d come face-to-face with the beautiful, brave naga, nothing had ever been the same. He’d met Camden’s slitted gaze, and the ice around his heart had cracked, unleashing a torrent of wild need. Sage had abandoned everything, his old life, his family, his duty, his people, and he truly had no regrets.


  Camden melted in his embrace, wrapping his arms around Sage and releasing soft gasps of pleasure. Sage took Camden up on his invitation and devoured his mate’s mouth. Camden’s forked tongue met his, and pleasure shot down Sage’s spine upon experiencing the distinctive feel of Camden’s kiss.


  Sadly, Camden was still dressed, which dissatisfied Sage a great deal. Well, that was a problem that could be easily fixed. In one simple motion, Sage tore off Camden’s shirt, his claws slashing at the material and reducing it to scraps. He discarded the remnants of the garment on the floor and went on to caress every inch of silky skin he’d uncovered, never once giving up on the kiss.


  He was instantly drawn to his mate’s nipples, which had already peaked, as if demanding Sage’s attention. As he swirled his tongue inside Camden’s wet cavern, he tweaked and rubbed those naughty bits of flesh, swallowing Camden’s whimpers as the young naga expressed his excitement for Sage’s ministrations.


  He only tore his mouth away from Camden’s for that exact same reason, because Camden’s muffled moans were quickly driving him wild with need. His dragon roared inside him, demanding that he claim the young naga in every way.


  “Yes,” Camden gasped out, tilting his head back in a beautiful gesture of submission. “Yes, please. Sage…”


  Sage released a low growl at the sinful sight of his mate offering himself to him. He shoved Camden against a nearby couch and climbed on top of his mate, already reaching for Camden’s pants.


  Distantly, he acknowledged that this was hardly the time, or the place, to engage in sexual interaction with his mate, but throughout his life, Sage had learned something very important. He had to seize the moment, to enjoy every second he had with Camden, because no one ever knew what would come next. It could very easily be peace, or it could be another even more destructive war. With the differences between them, there were countless things that fought to separate them on a regular basis. If he’d managed to steal a few moments away from the rest of the group, by the Overlords, he would use them to make love to Camden.


  He had every intention to tear Camden’s trousers like he had with the naga’s shirt, but some part of him recalled that they weren’t exactly in their private quarters and didn’t have Camden’s full wardrobe at their disposal. At the last moment, he pulled back and summoned all the training and discipline that had been engrained in every fiber of his being from a very young age.


  For once, being an ice dragon came in handy. He managed to rein in his passion, or rather, to buy himself some time. He used it to remove Camden’s shoes and throw them onto the floor. After that, he went on to unbutton Camden’s pants. His mouth watered as his fingers brushed over Camden’s dick, and he truly had no idea how he managed to continue with his plan.


  He did note that frost was starting bloom down the couch, avoiding Camden, but advancing more and more, a proof of Sage’s mounting arousal. Camden liked to compare Sage to a blizzard, and maybe he was exactly that. Fortunately, his magic couldn’t hurt the young naga, so Sage allowed it to flow out of him, knowing that Camden actually liked it when Sage let go.


  In response, Camden reached for him, too, trying to disrobe Sage with frantic hands, and mostly failing. A few buttons flew as Sage’s shirt finally ripped. That sound almost seemed a switch, since what little control Sage had managed to muster snapped.


  He pulled off Camden’s pants and tossed them away, too, uncaring where they landed or if he’d ripped them. At this point, his full focus was on Camden. His mate had chosen to go commando, perhaps anticipating that they’d end up fucking eventually. The end result was that Sage literally froze in awed lust at the sight of his naked mate, lying there, his face flushed, his dick leaking copious amounts of pre-cum. He was practically begging to be ravaged, and Sage proceeded to do exactly that.


  It was hard to choose between what he wanted to touch and taste most. In the end, he picked the tight little buds that had drawn his attention earlier. As he lowered his mouth to Camden’s left nipple, he snaked his hand between their bodies, gripping Camden’s hard prick into his fist.


  Camden arched against him, his arms tightening around Sage as he tried to thrust into Sage’s hold. “Oh, Varuna… Sage…”


  Sage smirked around the bit of flesh in his mouth, all the while rubbing his thumb over the leaking tip of his mate’s dick. But Camden needed more, and so did Sage. He released his mate’s nipple with a wet pop and licked down Camden’s chest and abdomen, until he finally reached his prize.


  Camden’s hand buried itself in Sage’s hair, guiding him, and Sage accepted his mate’s silent command. He took Camden’s prick into his mouth, groaning as the flavor of the naga’s pre-cum hit his taste buds.


  The vibrations made Camden shiver with pleasure, and that very same ecstasy echoed into Sage. He took it as encouragement, and he bobbed his head up and down Camden’s cock a few more times. After that, he changed the pace, wriggling his tongue around the slit instead, or tracing Camden’s dick with the slick muscle.


  He continued his sensual torture of his lover, making Camden writhe under him. Of course, by doing so, he was tormenting himself, too. Through their connection, he experienced every sensation Camden did, both his rapture at the wet heat enveloping his prick, and his desperate need for more. It was sweet agony, a drug that Sage had become addicted to after a single taste and that he never wanted to give up. His body, his heart, and his soul begged for him to get on with it, but Sage refused to rush. He could live with the strain of the sexual frustration, as long as he managed to prolong these beautiful moments.


  Or, at least, so he thought, until Camden finally cried out and pleaded, “Sage… Fuck me. I can’t bear it… Fuck me now!”


  Sage couldn’t resist the desperation in his mate’s tone. He had wanted to make his mate come just by sucking him off, but he didn’t have time for that anymore.


  Without giving his mate a single warning, he released Camden’s dick and flipped his mate on all fours. Camden went with it, wiggling his ass invitingly, nearly making Sage’s mind melt with lust.


  He spread Camden’s ass cheeks and licked across his lover’s crease, tasting his mate in his most intimate spot. Camden’s reaction didn’t delay in appearing.


  “Sage,” Camden whined, clawing at the couch. The leather tore under Camden’s fingertips, and the proof of his passion just fueled Sage’s own desire.


  He thrust his tongue into his mate’s ass, wiggling it around and stretching Camden’s channel. It was unfortunate that neither of them had remembered to bring lubricant, but then again, the oil wasn’t very easy to carry around. It tended to spill everywhere, and really, Sage liked doing this so much more.


  He’d have liked to prepare Camden more thoroughly, but his patience had completely dissipated. Overlords, he hadn’t even taken his pants off yet, and he already felt like he was going to come any moment now.


  As quickly as he could, Sage toed off his shoes and slid out of his clothes. He dumped them next to Camden’s and focused on his mate once more. In the few seconds Sage had been forced to move away from Camden, the young naga had decided to take matters into his own hands—literally. He was jacking himself off furiously, and Sage hissed as the pleasure rushed over him, too.


  When Sage pressed his naked body to his mate’s, though, Camden stopped touching himself. He held onto the couch, much like he had earlier, his entire body trembling with sexual tension. Sage spat in his palm and slicked up his cock as well as he could. He positioned his dick at Camden’s opening and pushed.


  Both of them groaned when the head of his prick pierced the ring of guardian muscle at Camden’s entrance. Frost bloomed all around them and within Sage’s vision. Even if Sage had endeavored to prepare his mate, Camden was still so very tight, his ass gripping Sage in an ironlike vise.


  It took everything Sage had not to start pounding in and out of Camden like an animal. He penetrated his mate slowly, monitoring their mate bond for any sign of pain from Camden. It wasn’t really necessary, because Camden’s flesh yielded easily to the invasion. Their bodies were well accustomed to each other by now, so much so that Sage truly should have known better than to be worried.


  Still, when he fully embedded himself into Camden’s ass, he remained motionless, allowing Camden to get used to it. In spite of the nearly maddening lust, he never wanted to reach a point where he accidentally hurt his mate in his zeal. He started a slow, almost lazy rhythm, moving inside his mate in shallow thrusts meant to prepare and tease, rather than give them what they both wanted.


  In the end, it was Camden who drew the line and changed the course of their lovemaking. He tightened his ass around Sage’s prick, hissing, “Now, Sage. Don’t make me wait.”


  Sage’s name on the naga’s lips came out like a melody created with the particularities of Camden’s speech. No matter how much he tried, Sage could no longer resist the spell Camden had created. He fully pulled out of Camden and thrust back inside, far more violently than he himself had expected.


  Camden didn’t seem to mind. He pushed back against Sage, impaling himself on Sage’s dick. They fell together into a rhythm that was pure perfection, their bodies moving together in complete synch. Sage lost track of the world outside their perfect union.


  He wanted to seize that sensation and bottle it up inside, protect this bond from the outside world. He wanted to bury himself so deep inside Camden that nothing could ever separate them. Aching with desire, he plunged harder and harder inside his mate, managing to hit Camden’s prostate with every motion.


  By now, Camden had been reduced to incoherent moans, his mind filled with a litany of pleas for more, combined with Sage’s name. Sage wasn’t much better off. For all the discipline he’d cultivated throughout his life as a soldier, right now, he was completely lost in Camden, and he didn’t want to find his way back.


  Sadly, this also meant that all too soon, Sage found his climax approaching. He tried to hold on for a while longer, but then, Camden tilted his head, offering his throat to Sage. Three words drifted into Sage’s mind, strikingly clear in spite of the haze of pleasure. “Claim me, Sage.”


  Sage couldn’t reply, at least not through words. He was too far gone to vocalize his thoughts and emotions. Instead, he thrust one more time inside Camden and buried his fangs into Camden’s flesh. As Camden’s blood filled his mouth, beautiful rapture exploded over him, his climax flowing over him like a tidal wave. It grew to impossible proportions when Camden came, too, and his pleasure reverberated within Sage. For a few seconds—or maybe for an age—there seemed to be absolutely no barrier between the two of them. They were one. Their thoughts, memories, and emotions combined in a cohesive whole, in a unique cocktail that had Sage drunk with sheer bliss.


  It was so perfect that even when Sage released his hold on Camden’s neck, the pleasure didn’t vanish. The sweet ambrosia of Camden’s blood burned through Sage’s veins, strengthening him, renewing his decision and his resolve. Even as he slid out of his mate’s body, the contentment lingered. He pressed a kiss to Camden’s shoulder, never wanting to let go of this moment or of this man.


  Sadly, reality intruded on their brief respite of peace. The door to the room opened, and Camden’s sire, King Zaire Isaiat, stalked inside. “If you’re done here, your presence is required for the meeting,” Zaire said.


  Camden released a soft sound of distress, and Sage shielded his mate from the older naga’s sight. It wasn’t that the chimera king had never seen Camden naked. Obviously, he must have at one point. They were shifters, after all. However, Sage’s possessiveness could reach the extent that even Camden’s parents seemed a threat to him.


  When they were in front of other people, both he and the Isaiat tried to curb their natural impulses, but as a rule, they only got along because of Camden. Sage couldn’t blame the Isaiat for their reluctance to accept him. They had lost so much in the war with Sage’s people. They could barely look at him, and even if they tried to cooperate for the purpose of achieving peace, Sage had no illusions about them suddenly becoming loving in-laws.


  He tried to calm down, but after he made love with Camden, his dragon was always very close to the surface. That same contentment that had settled on him morphed into aggression, the need to protect his mate becoming stronger than anything else.


  He gritted his teeth, fighting back the surge of frustration and burying it behind the wall of ice his element provided. Camden’s hold on him tightened, a pang of distress echoing through their bond. It always happened this way. When there was a conflict between Sage and the Isaiat, Camden was caught in the middle. So Sage did his best to put up a polite veneer and said, “We understand. We’ll be right there.”


  Oddly enough, Zaire didn’t immediately leave. Instead, he asked, “You know what this is all about, right? Peace between Ornoz and the rest of the paranormal world?”


  He didn’t seem particularly bothered by Sage’s and Camden’s nudity, but perhaps that made sense, given the seriousness of the issue they were discussing. “Yes, Lord Selbrian told us,” Sage answered. After a few moments, he dared to inquire, “Will you support it?”


  Raw pain burned in Zaire’s eyes, making guilt swell through Sage. “I want revenge,” Zaire answered, “but…I think Krysta and Arlen would want us to accept. If this works, our people might be spared of the suffering we had to go through.”


  Shaking his head, he smiled sadly. “We’ll be waiting for you in the meeting room. Get dressed and hurry. We have no time to waste.”


  The words might have sounded harsh, but they held a sadness that made Sage’s anger drain away. As Zaire left the room, Sage’s shoulders slumped. He hugged Camden close and released a heavy sigh. Zaire wasn’t the only one who’d had dark memories stirred by these events. Camden was trembling, the beauty of the orgasm chased away.


  For his part, Sage realized all too well how close he’d come to not having this. Because of that very same reason, and because he acknowledged that the danger still hadn’t disappeared, he would fight to reach out to the man who had once been his emperor.


  “We can do this, Camden,” he said. “Just have faith. I won’t let your siblings’ deaths be in vain. I promise you that. I’ll make sure Patala is safe.”


  Camden hugged him back quietly, and for a while longer, they remained like that, holding each other. For some reason, Sage was reluctant to leave this room, because he suddenly knew that things might get worse before they could get better.


  Chapter Eight


  


  Talrasar didn’t remember the last time he’d been out of the prison his father had prepared for him. Therefore, everything was strange and new to him, including the peculiar vehicle his descendant got on. Nevertheless, Talrasar did his best not to show his apprehension, and really, with his mate’s anger buzzing at back of his mind, it wasn’t even very hard.


  He could barely think and focus on anything except Kael’s pain. Talrasar hadn’t really been conscious throughout his imprisonment, but Kael had. For centuries, he’d been all alone, without Talrasar to anchor him, surrounded by people who should have appreciated him, but had betrayed him instead.


  But there was a solution to this. As Sari’s mother started the strange vehicle and they began to move, Talrasar stole a look toward the box with the phoenix feather.


  Talrasar had only touched it once. After he and Kael had lost the battle of Eternelle, he’d had a very difficult time and had actually been in a coma. By the time he had recovered, his mate had been lost to him. Naturally, Talrasar had reacted badly. And then, his father had shown up with that peculiar box, and when Talrasar had brushed his fingers over it, he had understood everything.


  He and Kael had been robbed of their true destiny, of their dream. They were supposed to be together, to have a family just like they’d always wanted. But some sort of power had kept it from happening, had wrecked their future.


  It could have been argued that the phoenix feather had only given Talrasar glimpses of what he wanted to see. However, Talrasar hadn’t only acknowledged the good of the visions, but what sacrifice he and Kael had been forced to make to acquire it. And he knew it was what had been supposed to happen, because he and Kael had meant to do exactly that.


  Some sort of power had taken away their choice and twisted it, but Talrasar had no intentions to allow things to remain this way. The key to his problem lay within that box. He just had to figure out how to use it. And in this, Sari, his descendant, could help him. That power had responded to Sari, too. For better or for worse, Sari was just as involved in this as Talrasar, and in spite of the anger flowing through Talrasar, he had to acknowledge that.


  As such, Talrasar clenched his hands into fists and did his best to calm down. For the first time, he realized he was wearing clothes. He didn’t remember having them on in the room. Throwing a glance toward the box once more, he wondered exactly what the extent of its power was, and what truly fueled it now that it had been separated from its source.


  He didn’t get to figure out the answer to that dilemma, because far sooner than he’d expected, he reached their destination. Hidden within a large hill, yet another compound loomed ahead of them. Talrasar’s hackles rose, his instincts warning him of imminent danger. As it turned out, he was completely right. The moment Sari’s vehicle stopped, it was surrounded by several armed men and women.


  It was only when Sari’s mother, Eanera, dismounted from it that the warriors backed down. They did eye Talrasar with apprehension and confusion, but mercifully, they didn’t question Eanera when she pushed past them. It was fortunate, because Talrasar didn’t think he’d have handled it too well.


  Also, the female fae seemed aware that Talrasar was on the edge. As they entered the building, she said, “I’d like you to be ready for possible hostility. My mate has spoken with our allies, but they’re not entirely thrilled about the prospect of approaching Draechenburg with…friendlier intentions. They likely won’t appreciate your sudden appearance either.”


  “I don’t particularly care,” Talrasar replied blankly, “and if anyone has a problem with me, I won’t delay in pointing out to them that I am not in a very generous mood.”


  “Quite understandable,” Sari replied. “I’m sure that won’t be necessary.”


  Talrasar wasn’t convinced by Sari’s words, and Sari himself didn’t seem to believe it. As it turned out, they were completely correct. When Eanera finally guided them into a meeting room of sorts, Talrasar found himself the target of the attention of several people, both shifters and magical creatures. He didn’t know any of them, not really, but the phoenix feather had shown him a handful of images that made most, if not all, familiar to him.


  Sari took the initiative of introducing him. “Everyone, this is Talrasar Myrthylar, my…uncle. He’s here to help us with the draechen issue. Talrasar, I’d like you to meet Kings Zaire and Nikhil Isaiat and Queen Anais Isaiat, of Patala, Camden Isaiat and his mate, Sagenamadeen Zager, and Mr. Philip Strange and Mr. Raleigh Connors, in charge of the feline shifters here. And of course, this is my father, Selbrian Norrenddare.”


  Each of those mentioned nodded in acknowledgement of Sari’s words. But with the formalities out of the way, they didn’t delay in throwing questions at Sari. “We’re told that you believe Emperor Shtamakarein is your mate,” the naga queen said. “Is this true?”


  “It is,” Sari confirmed without missing a beat. “I have faith that, given the circumstances, we can reach a compromise.”


  “I don’t think it’s so easy,” King Nikhil answered with a frown. “The Ornozian leader doesn’t strike me as someone who’d change his entire view on the world because of meeting his mate.”


  “I’m not so sure,” Sagenamadeen said. “I know the emperor well. He is a fierce, harsh man, but like any other shifter, he wants to have a mate.”


  “Besides, weren’t we about to attempt the same thing by using Princess Akarawem as a hostage?” Camden Isaiat asked.


  Talrasar was confused. He blinked, trying to remember what he’d once seen through the power of the feather. However, it was all so different and so strange. And all the while, his mate’s anguish lingered at the back of his mind.


  He tried to send waves of comfort to Kael, but at this point, it wasn’t enough. He practically heard Kael’s roar as the draechen demanded his presence.


  Talrasar couldn’t have denied him if he’d wanted to. “Look, we’re going around in circles for no reason,” he said. “I have no intentions to wait around twiddling my thumbs while you decide whether or not the emperor may or may not go for this. I don’t care about the emperor either way. Just point me in the right direction, and I’ll gladly be off. My mate needs me.”


  His words seemed to awaken renewed decision inside Sari. “Prince Talrasar is completely correct. Discussing this is a waste of time. This is something that I will do, no matter what anyone here says.”


  The naga queen opened her mouth, as if intending to protest, but then she closed it once more, obviously thinking better of it. Similarly, the shifters remained silent. Perhaps they realized that the strength of Sari’s conviction came from something none of them could argue against. After all, most if not all of the people here had experienced mate bonds. Talrasar wasn’t sure about the felines, but he could ascertain that everyone else had their own soul mates with them.


  Even so, Sari’s father, Selbrian, still attempted to change his son’s mind. “But Sari, he’s married. What do you even want to do once you’re there?”


  “I don’t know, Father,” Sari admitted, “but I will see when the time comes. For the moment, that’s where my path is leading me. Whether the decision is sanctioned by you or not, I’m going to Draechenburg.”


  “Wait a minute,” Eanera said. “I can accept your need to see your mate, but there’s no reason to be rash. Even if you’re right about the emperor, other draechen might not be so accommodating. You can just burst into Draechenburg and expect you’ll be received with open arms.”


  As much as Talrasar hated to admit it, she had a point. He wouldn’t be able to help Kael if he stupidly got himself killed. “So what do you suggest?”


  Selbrian sighed heavily. “I will send a message, just like we originally established,” he offered. “We will set a meeting point, a location we can control.”


  “It probably wouldn’t hurt to dangle the threat of Akarawem’s safety over their heads,” Camden added, “just in case.”


  Sari didn’t look very happy about that. “I’m not very comfortable with being so overtly hostile toward my mate.”


  “We can understand that, but the fact that the emperor might be your other half doesn’t change our history with him,” Raleigh Connors pointed out. “We’re willing to accept this, but we have to be smart about it.”


  Philip Strange nodded. “In the end, it concerns your own safety. Why take chances when we have this ace up our sleeve?”


  At that, Sari finally relented. “Fine. But for the record, I don’t think it will be necessary.”


  “I certainly hope you’re right,” Selbrian answered. “I hope and pray your mate won’t fail you.”


  “He won’t,” Sari answered with a wide smile.


  Talrasar didn’t tell him that the time Sari would have with his mate might end up being very short. No matter what Shtamakarein Tersain meant to Sari, for Talrasar, he was an enemy. As soon as Talrasar freed his own mate, he had every intention of enacting revenge on everyone who’d wronged them, and all the people who’d destroyed their dream—starting with the emperor himself.


  


  * * * *


  


  “So let me get this straight. You’ve found your true mate, and you hope to contact him soon.”


  Caelyn stared at Karein, unable to believe his ears. When his parents had thrust him into this marriage, he’d been devastated and lost. He had eventually agreed to it because of the knowledge that it was necessary to strengthen the truce between Ornoz and Elusia. He hadn’t expected to actually begin to care for Karein.


  Everyone he’d spoken with before his mating had agreed that, most likely, Karein would be cruel to him. Caelyn had gotten ready for the worst. Only, it hadn’t happened. Instead, Karein had protected him, held him during his bouts of sickness. They weren’t lovers, but Caelyn liked to believe they were friends.


  And because he really did hold affection toward Karein, he smiled. “Congratulations. You deserve someone like that.”


  “Thank you,” Karein replied, his dark eyes glittering with unprecedented enthusiasm. “I’m aware that it won’t be easy. The fae will undoubtedly try to use Sari against me. Especially now that they also have Akara, I’m at a disadvantage. But I believe that this will all work out.”


  “If there’s anyone who can make sure that happens, it’s you,” Caelyn answered. A million different emotions coursed through him as he spoke. On one side, he was truly happy for Karein. He’d been entirely truthful about that. He also experienced a powerful relief, because, even if he hadn’t slept with Karein, a part of him had felt like he was betraying something that had once been very important to him, that faceless someone who came to him in his dreams. At the same time, he wondered what would become of him now that Karein would have someone new in his life. Officially, Caelyn remained Karein’s mate. He would, of course, step down and agree to a potential dissolution of their mating—but where did that leave him?


  He should have been terrified at the idea, but instead, he just felt impossibly lonely. A voice sounded in his ear, calling out to him. “Angel,” it whispered. “Caelyn…”


  Just like that, Caelyn knew what he had to do. “This Phoenix… Did he tell you anything about me?” he asked. “I have a mate, too, don’t I?”


  Karein’s smile faded, and Caelyn suddenly had a bad feeling about what the draechen was going to say. “Yes,” Karein replied. “His name is Graham Powers, and he’s a werewolf.”


  Caelyn’s breath caught. In his heart, he wasn’t really surprised. He’d always gotten almost irrationally frightened whenever he heard about expeditions being sent out to investigate possible werewolf sightings. But that didn’t mean he was ready for the knowledge that the man whom he often saw in his dream was very likely dead.


  Obviously, Karein must have realized Caelyn’s pain, because he hastened to add, “Hareem’s mate is also a werewolf, and he doesn’t believe they are gone. We’re going to try to find them. Just…hang in there, okay? I understand how you feel, but it’s going to be all right.”


  It was easy for Karein to be optimistic when he would likely be able to meet with his mate soon. Caelyn wanted to scream and rage at him, to tell him that there was no way things could be okay. But then, Karein added, “I won’t abandon you. You were by my side all throughout this, and even if you aren’t my mate, I still think that we are close. You don’t know if I deserve finding my other half, but you certainly do, and I will fight for that.”


  Caelyn was so moved his eyes filled with tears. He knew that everyone thought Karein was a soulless monster. But Karein had always been kind to Caelyn. They’d had their fights, yes, but more often than not, they’d been united by their shared knowledge that they’d lost important people in their lives.


  “Thank you,” Caelyn said softly. “I just…I have to admit that it’s not easy. I have no idea what will happen. The things you’re telling me, about a different reality, are so unbelievable, but… I feel like they are true.”


  “I agree.” Karein’s expression became glum. “I knew the phoenix was dangerous, but I never realized the exact extent of the power it had. We were lucky that the sprites didn’t know either.”


  Caelyn would have never used the word “lucky” to describe the situation the draechen had been with regard to Elusia, at least, not before. Now, though, he could understand what Karein meant. The phoenix could have destroyed their entire world. Then again, it already had, if this new arrival’s words were to be believed. He wondered if Phoenix could truly restore reality, or if they would be stuck with this one. Either way, the information Phoenix had brought might be able to at least contribute to them finding their mates. Now, if only the fae sent their requests already, Caelyn and Karein could actually do something about this instead of just wondering and hoping.


  It was just as Caelyn thought this that a knock came at the door. “Yes?” Karein called out.


  Upon Karein’s command, Hareem walked into the room. “We’ve received word from the fae,” he reported.


  Karein visibly perked up, which was a little strange to see in someone who was usually so serious. It truly put things into perspective and made Caelyn even more certain that this was a good thing for Karein. The draechen emperor needed more than the affection Caelyn could provide. Perhaps Sari Myrthylar could give him that.


  “Well?” the emperor asked. “What is it?”


  “We’re not sure just yet,” Hareem replied. He retrieved a white pearl from his pocket. “They dropped this off with one of the prisoners taken from Florenz. We are told that through it, you will be able to communicate with the Myrthylar.”


  Caelyn was familiar with message pearls. He didn’t have the magic required to create one, but he’d seen them used before. The pearl would allow Karein to speak to the fae in real time, while being virtually untraceable.


  Karein took the item from Hareem and pressed his thumb over it. Caelyn moved back so that his presence wouldn’t be noticed by the person whom Karein would contact. As he did so, the pearl began to glow. An image manifested in front of them, that of a serious-looking fae male. “Greetings, Emperor Shtamakarein!” the stranger said. “I see you’ve received our message.”


  “I have,” Karein confirmed. “With whom do I have the honor to speak?”


  “My name is Selbrian Norrenddare. I’m acting as the voice for the united forces that managed to defeat your troops in Florenz and take your sister prisoner.”


  “I see,” Karein answered. “And what are your requests? I assume you mean to barter for her freedom?”


  Caelyn could tell Karein was itching to ask about Sari, but doing so would likely put him at a disadvantage, one they couldn’t afford in this situation. “For the moment, we demand a meeting,” Selbrian replied, “for your own interests, and ours. We wish for the attacks against all current Draechenburg targets to stop, and we hope that we can reach an agreement together.”


  “Perhaps we can,” Karein offered, his icy tone belying the promise. “And of course you are welcome in Draechenburg.”


  “Don’t make me laugh, Emperor.” Selbrian scoffed. “Do you deem me soft in the head? I would not set foot in your citadel, nor allow any of my loved ones there if my life was at stake.”


  Karein’s breath caught. Caelyn could understand Selbrian’s point. Judging by the fae’s knowing expression, he seemed to be aware of Karein’s connection to Sari. When he referred to his loved ones, he included Karein’s mate in that category. Because Caelyn knew all too well who Selbrian Norrenddare was—the mate of Princess Eanera Myrthylar and father to her only son, Sari. Selbrian had been one of the most preeminent leaders of the resistance against Ornoz. Now, he was a clear obstacle between Karein and Sari. Caelyn couldn’t imagine Selbrian handing his son over to Karein on a silver platter. In fact, Selbrian had managed to throw a threat out there without openly mentioning Sari at all.


  Naturally, Karein didn’t react well. He clenched his hands into fists and inquired, “Well, what do you suggest then?”


  “I want you to come alone to the ruins of Eternelle,” Selbrian answered. “I’m sure you’re aware of the location. Once we are there, we will discuss all the matters that concern us.”


  Karein looked a second away from agreeing, which was likely a very dangerous thing. Fortunately, Hareem intervened before Karein could jump into this with both feet. “Your Imperial Majesty,” he said, “I must truly caution against this. It could be a trap.”


  The emperor narrowed his eyes at his brother. “I know that, Hareem. Mind your tongue and remember your place. I didn’t ask for your opinion.”


  His anger was getting the best of him again. In moments such as these, Karein was dangerous. Even so, Caelyn found himself reaching for Karein. For good or ill, right now, they only had each other. Karein was Caelyn’s only hope that he’d find his true heart’s desire, but also a friend and a man who had earned Caelyn’s respect. Their relationship might have been very complicated, but that much remained true.


  “I would have to agree,” he said, gently touching Karein’s shoulder. “I couldn’t advise you not to go, but their demands of you not taking anyone with you are outrageous.”


  Karein didn’t snap at him like he had at Hareem, which was a good thing. However, in the process, Caelyn came within the line of sight of the still watching fae. Selbrian arched a brow upon seeing him. “You must be Caelyn Sutharlainn lea Tersain. Greetings.”


  Displeasure, disgust, and frustration tainted Selbrian’s voice, but Caelyn hadn’t expected friendliness from the fae. After all, his people had betrayed Ivenia while trying to save their own skins. The sprites had remained a neutral faction all throughout the draechen’s systematic destruction of the remnants of the Ivenian political system. To this day, Caelyn couldn’t understand how the Great Krites could have just stood by and watched. Perhaps they had truly thought that their neutrality would earn them mercy from Ornoz. Naturally, it hadn’t worked, and the only thing they’d gotten for their betrayal was isolation and scorn from the part of most of the paranormal species. If not for the phoenix, Elusia would have been completely eliminated by now.


  But if there was something that Caelyn had learned since he’d married Karein, it must have been the importance of standing one’s ground, while still maintaining a diplomatic facade. “I am,” he said with a smile. “It’s an honor to meet you, Lord Selbrian. We’ve heard a great deal about you and your family.” He let his warm expression fade and narrowed his eyes at the fae. “However, while I applaud your initiative for peace, I must urge you to agree on a compromise. You cannot possibly expect His Imperial Majesty to meet with you alone.”


  Selbrian glared at him. “He will if he wants to see his mate.”


  Fuck. Selbrian had actually done it. He hadn’t even bothered to blackmail Karein with his sister’s safety and, instead, had struck Karein where it hurt the most. Caelyn had hoped that Sari Myrthylar would have the same yearning as Karein did and would manage to control his kin, but apparently, he’d been mistaken.


  Karein hissed and pulled away from Caelyn, almost as if he was in physical pain. “Fine,” he said between gritted teeth. “I will do as you ask.”


  Selbrian’s smirk was so wide Caelyn would have slapped it off had they been in the same location. Much to Caelyn’s shock, though, it wasn’t necessary. Another fae stepped in, blocking Caelyn’s sight of Selbrian. The new arrival glanced straight at Karein and said, “No, you won’t. I don’t want to risk your safety.”


  Karein just stared at the figure, his body as tense as a bowstring. His mouth opened and closed, and the vulnerability and hope Caelyn recognized in his stance nearly broke his heart. It didn’t take a genius to identify this person as Sari Myrthylar, Karein’s supposed mate. Caelyn bristled, because it was so obvious that this fae could easily take advantage of Karein should he so choose. Well, Caelyn wasn’t about to allow that to happen. He would stand down from his position as official mate if Karein so desired. It was doable, through an official order from Karein. However, Caelyn still had some pull over Karein. Even if his influence paled when compared to a true mate bond, he would still do his best to support his friend.


  “You must be Sari,” he said in Karein’s stead. “I’m happy to see you have Karein’s best interests at heart.”


  Normally, when they were in public, Caelyn didn’t use the short form of Karein’s name or any sort of personal address regarding to his husband. In front of other people, Karein was always His Imperial Majesty, the Ornozian emperor. Now, he went against that rule on purpose. It was a challenge to Sari’s claim, and a silent message. Caelyn had something Sari wanted. The fae didn’t hold all the cards.


  He saw the moment when that message registered for Sari. The young fae’s nostrils flared, his eyes flashing with an anger that didn’t seem to fit with his overall appearance. Inside Caelyn, a silent discomfort stirred. He wondered what Sari had meant for him in the other reality Phoenix had mentioned. Had they been friends? Rivals? Lovers?


  No, Caelyn couldn’t imagine ever having a sensual relationship with the man in front of him. And yet, for some reason, he couldn’t help but feel that they had been close. It was yet another thing that had been lost. The Sari in front of him might not be his rival—Caelyn didn’t actually want to be the object of Karein’s sexual desire—but he was a stranger and his enemy until proven otherwise.


  Behind Sari, Selbrian tried to pull his son away and interrupt the conversation. “Sari, let me handle this.”


  Sari shook himself free of his father’s hold. “This is my mating, and my private life. It’s not all about politics. I deserve to be involved, to have a word.”


  Finally, Karein snapped out of his trance. “Of course you do,” he said. “Like Caelyn suggested, we will agree on a compromise. I will come to Eternelle, but will bring a number of guards with me, my most trusted ones who will not interfere with the process. In the end, you still have the advantage of my sister’s imprisonment on your side, so there is no real risk to you.”


  “That would imply us trusting your affection toward her,” Selbrian shot back.


  “Well, you must trust it. Otherwise, you’d have never kidnapped her in the first place.” Karein faced the two fae, and Caelyn was happy to see that his husband had regained his composure. “Let’s not play games here, Lord Selbrian. You’re aware of my connection with Sari. You know I want him for myself. You aren’t very happy with the idea of giving him to me, but you will, as long as I agree to certain conditions. How am I doing so far?”


  Selbrian didn’t speak, just glowered at Karein in silence. Karein must have interpreted that quiet as an answer in itself, because he continued, “You want to hold me in check with the threat on Akara. But don’t underestimate me, Lord Selbrian. I know many things you don’t. Among other things, I know how you’d be able to get back the children you lost.”


  All the blood drained out of Selbrian’s face. “How… What… You’re lying. You fucking monster. You’re lying.”


  Karein hadn’t shared all the details of what Phoenix had told him with Caelyn, so Caelyn guessed this was one of those things they hadn’t yet discussed. Judging by what little Karein had said now, Caelyn could only guess that Sari hadn’t been a single child in the original reality. Of course, this entire turn of the conversation had been a huge gamble on Karein’s part. If Selbrian hadn’t been aware at least of the possibility of him having previously had more children, it would have all blown up in their faces.


  Thankfully, that wasn’t the case, as Selbrian’s loss of control clearly illustrated. Even Sari had paled and was staring at Karein with pleading eyes. “I want things to return to the way they were as much as you do,” he admitted. “I believe that, as long as you cooperate, our world can be reborn from its ashes.”


  “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” Selbrian shook his head, sounding dazed. “It’s not true, none of it.”


  “And yet, we are all aware that something is not right,” Karein countered. “But I will not discuss this any further through unreliable means. We will meet in Eternelle, and we will share the information we have. You will bring Sari and Akara to me. In exchange, I will agree to a cease-fire that will last until hostilities are renewed on your part. I believe that’s more than fair.”


  At that, Selbrian started to recover. “You don’t disappoint, Emperor,” he said with a bitter chuckle. “Ornoz has always tried to turn unfavorable situations and twist them around for their own benefit. It won’t work this time. We’ll drop the games, but know this. If you think you can deceive us, you are sorely mistaken.”


  “Karein has no reason or intention to do that,” Sari piped up. “This is what we all want and need. Peace.”


  The young fae still didn’t look happy about Caelyn’s presence at Karein’s side, but he seemed to have left that issue aside so that he could focus on mediating the exchange between his father and Karein.


  “I couldn’t have said it better myself, baby,” Karein answered with a small smile.


  The endearment should have upset Caelyn, since it put him in a strange, uncomfortable position. It didn’t, at least, not because of the most obvious reason. Rather, he experienced a sharp pang of envy at the knowledge that he’d once had someone who’d held him, kissed him, and whispered sweet nothings in his ear.


  Just like that, he knew what he had to do. He remained silent as Karein and Sari said good-bye, his decision becoming stronger with every second that passed.


  “Farewell for now,” Sari said, the words seeming to drag from his lips.


  “I can’t wait to…see you again,” Karein answered. He’d obviously meant to say something else, but was uncomfortable to do so with an audience. “We’ll be together soon. Wait for me,” he finished.


  Sari nodded. “I will.”


  With that final promise from Sari’s part, the glow of the pearl faded away. Caelyn addressed Karein, seizing the moment to do what he should have done a long time ago. “You’re pursuing your love for your mate, and I wish I could help you,” he said. “In fact, I want to come with you to this meeting with the fae. But after that, I must plead you to let me go. I know that my mate is waiting for me out there, and I need to find him.”


  He held his breath, hoping that Karein would allow it. In the end, even if Caelyn and Karein got along, Karein was still the one who gave the orders which Caelyn unavoidably had to obey. He couldn’t actually make demands. No one could, not of the Ornozian emperor, and the only reason why the fae attempted to do so was because they had leeway in the form of Karein’s mate.


  At times, when he was in one of his worse moods—when his hair and eyes flashed blood red—Karein was actually prone to refusing whatever Caelyn asked. Now, however, he glanced at Caelyn with almost gentle eyes. “You know, I understand it now, why I felt so drawn to you, why I wanted to marry you instead of any other sprite. I think…I think you’re a lot like Sari, and you reminded me of him.”


  “You mean I was a replacement,” Caelyn answered. He didn’t want to address this, or the obvious fact that even physically, he and the fae had a lot in common. “That doesn’t matter anymore.”


  “It does. You made my life bearable. You made it possible for me to stay a person. If not for you, I’d have never endured this existence up until this point. Even insane as I am, I live on. Your presence bought me that time. And for that, I thank you.”


  Caelyn was surprised at the display of gratitude. Even if he’d known Karein wasn’t nearly as harsh as he seemed, that the very core of his being was kind, he hadn’t expected this open declaration. And Karein wasn’t done just yet. “You’re not a replacement. You’re a dear friend, and I couldn’t deny you your request. After the meeting, you and Hareem will go find your mates. You deserve to be happy. I know you are afraid for their lives, but I trust that Hareem will find them.”


  “I will,” the older draechen answered, hard determination in his voice. “They’ve been lost to us for too long.”


  In Hareem’s words, Caelyn heard the same yearning he himself felt. Coming from Hareem, who’d always been so cold and aloof, it was yet another shock, but it also reassured Caelyn.


  “Thank you,” he answered, his voice trembling in spite of his efforts to control the overwhelming emotions coursing through him. “I…I know I’m asking for a lot, and I have no right to demand the use of Ornoz’s resources. But…I…”


  Karein’s warm arms enveloped him in a strong hug. “You’ll find him,” he said fiercely. “I believe that. And if he doesn’t exist in this world, we will change it back. We can do it.”


  All of a sudden, Caelyn knew that what Karein had promised, both to Sari and Caelyn, was possible. They would be together with their respective mates soon. And so, Caelyn hugged Karein back. Yes, he would find his mate. No matter what.


  Chapter Nine


  


  The next day


  


  The ancient war with the werewolves and the vampires had devastated the world. The original failure of the forces of the draechen-fae alliance to hold back the forces of the attackers had led to countless deaths, a lot of them on the Ivenian side. The ruins of Eternelle were testament to that fact.


  Karein walked over the field that had once held a thriving settlement. Up ahead, he could see the decrepit remnants of the fae citadel, now overrun by time and vegetation. He supposed he shouldn’t have been surprised that the fae had picked this location for their meeting. It was a symbol of their previous inability to collaborate, and of all the people who’d died because of it. Was that the mindset the fae would bring to the negotiations? If so, it would take a lot of effort from Karein’s part to achieve his goals.


  He stole a look at Phoenix and Rachen, watching them take in the sight of the formerly beautiful Ivenian capital. Both men had a haunted look on their faces, and Karein wondered what other difference existed between their worlds with regard to Eternelle. According to the reports Phoenix and Rachen had obediently provided, he’d gathered that the war had been similar, up until the Eternelle battle at least, which meant that the fae capital had been destroyed in the original reality, too. Of course there must have been details which Phoenix and Rachen hadn’t had the time to mention, and the fate of Eternelle could be among them. Karein would have to remember to ask. In the meantime, he could only be in awe about how easily he’d adjusted to the idea that another world existed outside the one he ruled, one where he had a family, a child, a lover, and a stable empire.


  Truth be told, he still wasn’t sure what he’d do about that. The part of him that had been drawn to Phoenix—which, according to the explanation, could likely be Rachen’s absorbed soul—had been quiet since Karein had discovered Sari. Karein still felt the pull toward Phoenix, but it was more like an itch that refused to go away rather than an unbearable ache. Even so, Phoenix’s obvious pain and guilt was something that bothered him more than he’d have liked to admit. If it was true that the reason behind this whole disaster had been Rachen’s death, where did that leave them? Phoenix claimed that there could be a way to get his powers back, but the real question was what would happen after that. Karein couldn’t imagine Phoenix eagerly agreeing to restore the old world if it meant his mate dying again.


  “You never mentioned what had happened to Eternelle in your world,” he said in an effort to break the silence.


  “Oh,” Rachen said. “We must have overlooked it. Eternelle was rebuilt and made into a temple.”


  “Somehow, that sounds fitting, and far more hopeful than what we have now,” Caelyn murmured.


  It was true that the sight here looked pretty dismal. More than simple ruins, Eternelle was a tomb, one no one really visited. Perhaps that was what made it such a good meeting place. Regardless, Karein hoped that the fae weren’t planning anything. He’d brought Caelyn with him upon his consort’s insistence, and also Phoenix, who was physically vulnerable. He trusted that between himself, Hareem, and Rachen, he could handle potential attacks, but he wasn’t sure how the other two men would fare.


  All these thoughts faded away into pure excitement when he felt a familiar presence nearby. His palms started to sweat, and his heart raced. This was it, the moment he’d been waiting for.


  From the shadow of the ruins, a group of fae emerged. Distantly, Karein recognized Selbrian leading them, but after that, the only thing he could focus on was the man following Selbrian.


  Sari was even more beautiful in reality than he’d been when Karein had seen him through the pearl. Karein had no idea how that was possible, but it was true. He shook himself, struggling to regain some of his composure. He was still the emperor of Ornoz, and Caelyn’s husband. Even if his whole life had been messed up by Phoenix, the fact remained that he needed to respect both his position and Sari’s. He couldn’t pounce Sari like an animal, even if that was what he wanted to do.


  He focused on that litany, on the knowledge that if he lost control now, he risked his future at Sari’s side. But then, the two groups—Karein’s and Sari’s—reached each other, and Sari smiled at Karein, his eyes glittering with relief and need.


  “Hello,” he said simply.


  It was one word, such a simple word that shouldn’t have carried much meeting. It was just a greeting, perhaps too informal for a diplomatic setting, but still, nothing particularly special. And yet, when Sari spoke, those two syllables were like a physical caress on Karein’s skin. In his mind, a million images flashed, things he couldn’t quite grasp, instances when Sari had spoken to him.


  “Karein,” Sari added in the present.


  Just like that, Karein snapped. Before anyone could do anything about it, Karein lunged forward and grabbed Sari’s arm. Selbrian cursed and threw up a shield, but Sari pushed himself past it and landed into Karein’s arms.


  Sari had made a choice, and that choice soothed Karein’s dragon. Now that he had his mate in his arms, he wanted to fully explore their reunion, to kiss Sari all over and together remember everything they had forgotten. But Sari’s presence anchored him and reminded him that he was more than a man who needed his mate. There were countless other people who were relying on him, men and women who had perhaps lost their own mates and families.


  He also noticed that the fae were giving Rachen and Phoenix strange looks. Undoubtedly, they couldn’t imagine where a copy of Karein would have appeared, and why Alwyn Cyraltin would be there.


  Therefore, Karein decided to get the introductions out of the way. “I’m pleased to see everyone is here,” he said. “I’d like you all to meet my twin brother, Rachen, and his mate, Phoenix. I believe you must be already familiar with my older sibling, Hareem, and my consort, Caelyn.”


  Sari tensed in his arms, and Karein felt a pang of distress at the knowledge that he’d hurt the beautiful fae. Sadly, he couldn’t help it. This was their reality, and they had to face it.


  His mate broke away from Karein and arranged his hair in a gesture that struck Karein as painfully familiar. Sari always did that when he was anxious or upset. To be true, Karein wasn’t exactly sure how he knew that, but he did. By rights, he’d never met Sari before—and yet, it didn’t feel like they were strangers.


  In spite of Sari’s obvious discomfort, though, he wasn’t the one to address the issue. “Exactly where does my son fit in your life if you already have a consort?” a woman next to Selbrian inquired. “And I wasn’t aware you had any other brothers, not to mention one with a mate named like that.”


  She looked a lot like Sari—or rather, Sari looked like her—so Karein surmised this must be Eanera Myrthylar, Sari’s mother. Also, there was something in her voice that didn’t quite ring true. She knew who Rachen and Phoenix were, at least, to a certain extent. In fact, she was eyeing Phoenix with obvious apprehension, far more than she would have shown toward the man Phoenix appeared to be.


  “Maybe we should stop hiding things,” Sari said. “Karein, my mother found an item that showed us some images that seem to suggest that, at a different time, we might have experienced different interactions. The things I’ve felt appear to confirm it, but we can’t understand how something like that could be possible.”


  “Judging by what you said, Emperor Shtamakarein,” Selbrian added, “you might be able to explain.”


  “Perhaps,” Karein replied. “It’s really quite an outrageous tale. A few days ago, these two men, Rachen and Phoenix, appeared in Draechenburg. They claim they come from a different reality, one in which my people never took over the world, and paranormal society is mostly at peace.” He threw a glance toward Sari. “One where you and I are married and have a child on the way.”


  Sari’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed, the pain and loss now emanating from him threatening to crush Karein. “And how do we fix it? How do we restore that reality?”


  Karein didn’t know how to tell Sari that they hadn’t figured that out just yet, and that, for all they knew, they’d never be able to achieve that. Their only hope to do so was the same power that had once destroyed it, but Phoenix didn’t have those abilities anymore. He also had no clue how to diplomatically explain that Phoenix had been the one to make the entire thing happen, because of his mate’s death. It was probably too much to ask that no one would inquire into that.


  As it turned out, he was completely correct in that regard. “I’d also like to know how it happened in the first place,” a voice suddenly said to their right. Karein turned, only to see another fae emerge from the ruins. He looked very much like Sari, at least on first glance. There was a quiet anger all around him that Sari simply didn’t have. “It seems to me that it’s awfully convenient for a messenger from this second reality to show up on Ornoz’s doorstep.”


  Sari winced, while Phoenix released a soft gasp. “Prince Talrasar,” Phoenix said. “We thought you were dead.”


  “You thought wrong,” the new arrival replied. “Now, I’m waiting for an answer. Why is it that our choices, our futures, and our lives were changed?”


  For a few moments, no one spoke. Finally, Phoenix leaned closer to Rachen and took a deep breath. “I did it. I changed it all. I kept you and Prince Kaelezrin from sacrificing your mate bond for the good of the world. From that point on, it all snowballed, turning the present into what you know.”


  Talrasar’s handsome features twisted with fury and hate. “You… You destroyed my life, and Kael’s. What right did you have to change it all?”


  Before Karein even knew what was going on, Talrasar shot forward, obviously aiming to attack Phoenix. However, he never got the chance. A fire bolt struck him straight in the chest, coming from Rachen. The intensity of the spell would have sent almost everyone to his or her knees, but at the last moment, Talrasar managed to throw a shield around himself and avoid most of the damage.


  Meanwhile, Selbrian and the fae with him retrieved guns and pointed them straight at Rachen. Before violence could erupt any further, Sari stepped in, effectively shielding Rachen and Phoenix with his own body. “Stop, please. This isn’t the way to fix things.”


  “Be reasonable, Sari,” Eanera asked. “Come here. You heard what he said. You can’t possibly be on their side in this.”


  “This whole situation has gone way beyond taking sides,” Sari shot back. “We don’t even know how someone can change history, and why he would choose to do so. And if he has this power, he might be able to restore the previous reality. Right?”


  Phoenix shook his head. “I can’t. To put it simply, I am not only Phoenix, but the phoenix, the same one the sprites used against the draechen in this world. Right now, there are two of me here, and that power which I once used to modify reality itself is no longer mine.”


  Selbrian glowered at Phoenix angrily. “The phoenix. Of course. It all makes sense now. Get out of the way, Sari. If we destroy that creature, it will all be over. We’ll have our lives back.”


  Karein had had enough. “You are acting like a fool, Lord Selbrian. What good would killing him do? If anything, he is the key to unlocking the door between our realities. Our task here is to return his powers to him.”


  And then, convince him to actually change the world to what it had been before, but Karein didn’t mention that. There were some things that the fae simply didn’t need to know.


  Talrasar released a bitter laugh. “You can’t be serious. This is why you met with us, to gain our assistance into giving you a weapon?”


  Eanera glared at Karein. “I should have known better than to believe you truly had feelings for Sari. You just want more power and a way to defeat the sprites.”


  “His Imperial Majesty wouldn’t be so dishonest,” Caelyn piped up, much to Karein’s surprise. “He wouldn’t have come here if he hadn’t wanted a truce between your nations.”


  “And what would you know of honesty, sprite?” Selbrian sneered. “Your people betrayed mine. It is in the nature of sprites to lie and deceive. As for you…well, I don’t have to say that you’re not in any position to argue for loyalty.”


  Karein glared at them. “I would advise you to mind your tongue, Lord Selbrian. I realize you are predisposed to hating and doubting me. However, if you disrespect Caelyn, we might as well stop talking now.”


  In truth, Karein could understand how the fae felt, but he could not accept such treatment toward his official consort. It was a tricky situation. No matter what Eanera said, Sari was the one who mattered most to him. If push came to shove, he could rebuild his relationship with Sari—if his mate didn’t allow his parents’ vitriol to get between them. He wanted Sari to believe in him, and to understand that the affection he felt for Caelyn was different from the genuine mate bond between the two of them.


  “Baby, do you trust me?” he asked Sari.


  Sari shot him a startled look. He met Karein’s gaze and took his hand. Karein faced Sari, allowing the young fae to see everything that was in his heart and soul. He was the Emperor of Ornoz, but also a man plagued by insanity and guilt, by the need to have something he’d been denied. He was as angry as all of them, but at the same time, a part of him—the one that wasn’t truly Karein—loved Phoenix. He didn’t have a lot to offer to Sari, but his torn heart belonged to the fae, if Sari wanted it.


  After what seemed like forever, Sari nodded. “I do,” he replied.


  “Then believe me when I say that I don’t mean you or your people any harm. I haven’t forgotten that you have my sister captive. I have kept my word in providing you with information and offering peace. What am I to do if that is not enough? What more is asked of me?”


  “We want you to surrender Phoenix in our custody,” Eanera replied in Sari’s stead.


  “Additionally,” Talrasar offered, “I want to see my mate. I know you’re keeping Kael captive. That’s going to stop. Now.”


  “You have no claim to Phoenix, Princess Eanera,” Karein answered, “and no reason to feel more slighted than others. You’re not the only ones who lost loved ones because of these unfortunate events. I know you don’t trust me, but I’m afraid you’re just going to have to live with that.” Turning toward Talrasar, he met the older fae’s piercing gaze. They were so much like Sari’s, and yet, so very different. “As for Prince Kaelezrin, you can see him if you come to Draechenburg. However, in his current condition, he is a danger to himself and others. I will definitely not set him free as long as that remains the case, and I must also warn you that your insistence to meet with him could put you in jeopardy as well.”


  “And if I get him to snap out of it?” Talrasar inquired. “Will you allow it then, even it means there will be another black dragon around to challenge your authority?”


  Karein just smiled. A few days ago, just the suggestion would have pissed him off. However, now, his priorities had changed. “I will act in whatever way is best for the people I care about,” he replied. “But I highly doubt that, should your mate recover, he will feel the pressing need to become emperor. Believe me, it’s not always a good position to be in.”


  Talrasar didn’t answer, but judging by his still-angry expression, he wasn’t convinced. Surprisingly, it was Phoenix who spoke next. “If I may,” he said, “you said you had an item that helped you figure out something was wrong.”


  “A feather,” Sari replied. “One of your feathers.”


  Phoenix’s eyes widened. “How could this be? How did it endure?”


  He obviously realized what Sari was referring to, which was strange to say the least. It seemed like another of those details that had gotten overlooked. Apparently, Phoenix and Rachen hadn’t been quite as thorough in their reports as Karein would have liked.


  “You know where it came from?” Sari asked.


  Phoenix nodded. “I gifted it to High Priestess Eanera Myrthylar in our reality, as a sign of goodwill. It’s a longer story, which I’m sure your mother is well aware of. But I can’t imagine how it reached your hands, if history has indeed changed.”


  “It’s not so hard,” Eanera said, much to Karein’s surprise. “If we take what you say to be true, your power clearly allowed you and your mate to endure—outside time, as it were. The feather was at one point, a part of you, so it must have suffered the same fate.”


  “But then, shouldn’t its power have faded, too, when Phoenix’s abilities disappeared?” Sari inquired.


  “Not necessarily,” Phoenix replied. “It could have survived independently of me. You must understand, my powers didn’t vanish altogether. They just got transferred into another vessel.” He eyed Eanera with something akin to admiration. “You’ve given this a lot of thought.”


  “I have,” Eanera admitted, “and I know what you did to me. I’m more aware than anyone here as to just how dangerous you are. But… perhaps Emperor Shtamakarein is correct. As much as I am loathe to admit it, trusting you could be our only chance to take back what we’ve lost.”


  Eanera’s unexpected support gave Karein the opening he needed to cut into the fae’s advantage. “Then I request you return my sister to me. We can’t begin negotiations with that still between us.”


  Selbrian and Eanera shared a look. “Please, Mother, Father,” Sari begged. “We have to try. Didn’t we talk about this already?”


  “It’s not just our decision to make,” Selbrian replied. “You are well aware of that, Sari.”


  “Who else do I have to convince then?” Karein was getting tired of these games. He remained more than aware of Caelyn’s enduring presence by his side, and the sprite’s discomfort bothered him. He needed to talk to Sari and Caelyn in private, and to clear the air between them. He couldn’t do that as long as Sari’s parents stubbornly clung to this unbearable situation.


  “We have various allies that provide their input,” Sari explained. Karein noted his mate’s vagueness, and it hurt him a little, but he also respected Sari’s need for secrecy and decided not to pry.


  “So why didn’t they come, too?” Karein asked. “It’s not like this is a private meeting.”


  No one answered, and Karein surmised that these mysterious allies were somewhere close, likely readying their forces to attack Karein if need be. Taking that into account, Karein decided it was time to go. “Very well then. I’m going to extend an invitation for you, and them, to come to Draechenburg. We will be returning there. After all, I did promise Prince Talrasar that he can see his mate. Sari will be, of course, coming with me.”


  The latter words were said as a statement, but they were also a question addressed to Sari himself. Karein wouldn’t force his mate to join him if Sari didn’t want to. However, after waiting for what seemed like an entire lifetime, just the thought of separating again was like a dagger to his chest.


  Eanera opened her mouth, obviously intending to protest. Sari spoke out before she could do so. “Yes,” he said. “I will.”


  Sari’s mother gritted her teeth and glared at Karein. He had the urge to smirk back, but he kept himself from doing so, because he knew that her behavior was due to her affection toward her son. He couldn’t begrudge her that, not when his own heart beat for Sari alone.


  “I want to come, too,” Eanera blurted out. “I won’t abandon my son into your clutches.”


  “I won’t stop you,” Karein answered. “Like I said, you’re welcome to join us. After all, you are family.”


  A vein twitched in Selbrian’s forehead, and Karein turned toward Sari’s father. “I must stress the need to see Akara. I feel like we’ve reached an agreement here, and I wouldn’t like the progress we made to be undone by others.”


  “I can understand that, although I’m not sure that agreement even exists,” Selbrian answered bitingly. “I suppose that, if Sari trusts you, I have no choice but to give you the benefit of the doubt, as well. But listen closely, Emperor Shtamakarein. Do not cross us. You won’t like the result.”


  “I have no intention to do so,” Karein answered.


  Selbrian said nothing else. He just stared at Eanera, who was looking at him, too. They were undoubtedly communicating through their own mental bond. Seeing it made Karein ache with the knowledge that he’d also had that with Sari, and had lost it. But no matter what happened, whether they failed in their task to restore reality or succeeded, Karein would get that back. The alternative was simply unthinkable.


  A few moments later, Eanera broke free of the group of fae. She walked to Sari’s side and took her son’s arm, physically pulling him away from Karein. Karein allowed it, but only because he had every intention to fix the problem once this blasted meeting was over.


  “Farewell, Lord Selbrian,” he said. “I trust we’ll see each other again soon.”


  Selbrian nodded. “Soon. Before you go, there is something else you must know. The fae king doesn’t agree with our…initiative. Therefore, should you run into Ivenian forces, know that they might not all be friendly.”


  After dropping that bomb, Selbrian turned on his heel and walked away, his back ramrod straight. Karein could have easily demanded an explanation from Sari or Eanera, but he decided it wasn’t a priority. The Ivenian king had likely hated him before. Nothing had changed. And if there were other issues that needed to be addressed regarding that, Sari would mention them.


  “Let’s go,” he said, wanting to get out of Eternelle as soon as possible. “A plane is waiting for us already.”


  Actually, there were two planes, one that would take most of their group back to Draechenburg, and the other that was reserved for Caelyn and Hareem. But before the two could depart to find their own mates, Karein had to make things clear between Sari and Caelyn.


  There were several draechen guards stationed around the jets, which made Eanera tense up visibly. “Exactly what angle are you playing here, Emperor?” she asked.


  “I was completely straightforward about my intentions,” Karein answered. “I just chose to keep my private matters private. Rachen, Phoenix, will you do me the favor of accompanying Princess Eanera and Prince Talrasar to the jet?”


  “Of course,” Rachen answered.


  “With your permission, Your Imperial Majesty, I’ll go with them,” Hareem offered.


  Karein nodded. It was a good idea, since it didn’t seem wise to allow the two fae to be alone with Rachen and Phoenix. “Go,” he replied simply.


  Eanera looked reluctant to part with her son, but that was to be expected. Fortunately, she didn’t try to keep Karein from entering the second jet with his mate and his consort.


  As soon as they were in private, Karein said, “Sari, I’d like you to know that I care for Caelyn a great deal. He kept me reasonably sane when I didn’t even know about you, when I kept wondering who came to me in my dreams. Caelyn isn’t my mate, but he is my friend.”


  “I can understand that,” Sari replied softly, eyeing Caelyn with obvious distrust. “It just… It doesn’t feel like he sees you that way.”


  Caelyn crossed his arms over his chest. “Tell me something, Prince Sareltae,” he said. “What are you willing to sacrifice for Karein? Will you trust him above all else? Will you believe in him in spite of the history between Ornoz and Ivenia? Can you be the mate he needs?”


  “Can you?” Sari snapped back.


  “I don’t have to be,” Caelyn shot back. “I’m merely an official consort. My support is important, but comparing a true mate to a consort is, plainly put, stupid. And don’t think I haven’t noticed you evading the question.”


  Karein had noticed, too, but he didn’t want to put his mate in a tight spot. “Caelyn, that’s enough. I can’t ask Sari to trust me overnight. I have to prove myself to him.”


  Sari’s eyes widened. “That wasn’t what I meant. Of course I trust you, Karein. It’s so strange, but…I feel like I’ve known you forever, like we’ve been separated, but we’re just now reuniting. And really, it’s kind of like that with Caelyn, too, only…only, he has you, and I don’t.”


  At that, Caelyn chuckled. “Don’t worry, Sari. I’m not a threat to you. I never was. The only thing I want is for Karein to be happy, and…I think you can give him that.”


  For a few moments, the two men stared at each other. Karein wondered what they were thinking and realized with a pang that, at least in Sari’s regard, he should have known it.


  Finally, Sari said, “We were very close once. Perhaps we can have that again.”


  Caelyn nodded. “Perhaps. I’m leaving to find my own mate, Sari. I’ll have to entrust Karein’s welfare to you.”


  Karein arched a brow. “It’s not like I can’t take care of myself.”


  “You yourself admitted that you relied on Caelyn for emotional support,” Sari pointed out. “No man is an island. Now, you have me.”


  The words weren’t meant to be sexual, but somehow, Karein’s mind translated them into a sensual suggestion. He could easily imagine all the ways he would be able to have Sari, to own him and claim him once more.


  He met Sari’s gaze, and he was probably very transparent in his desires, because Sari’s face flamed. Some sort of hidden knowledge told Karein that the beautiful blush went all the way over Sari’s body. He was well aware of how responsive Sari could be to his touch, even if, in this reality, they hadn’t even kissed.


  Karein supposed that it was high time he fixed that. This was, technically speaking, the plane meant for Caelyn, but the sprite realized what Karein had in mind. He kissed Karein’s cheek and said, “Congratulations. And thank you. I wish we had more time to talk, but I think you have more important things to do.”


  With that, Caelyn abandoned the plane, leaving Sari and Karein alone. Sari seemed surprised at this development. “Wait… What?”


  “He’s giving us some privacy,” Karein replied, pushing Sari against the wall of the plane. He cupped Sari’s cheek gently and slid his fingers over Sari’s soft skin. If his hand trembled when he touched Sari, the young fae didn’t mention it. And when Karein inhaled deeply, the scent of incense and arousal surrounded him, making him drunk with lust.


  Karein couldn’t stop himself any longer. He crushed his mouth to Sari’s, finally tasting his true mate after what seemed to be forever. Sari gasped, and in the process, he granted Karein entrance. Karein thrust his tongue into Sari’s mouth, sampling Sari’s delicious flavor, unable to get enough.


  His cock was already rock hard, and he rubbed himself against Sari, finding his mate’s dick just as stiff. Grunting at the evidence of Sari’s desire, Karein bit down on Sari’s lower lip, all the while allowing his hands to travel over Sari’s body.


  He only broke the lip-lock when the need to breathe forced him to. Sadly, the brief respite gave Sari some time to think, and he started to shake his head. “Karein… We can’t. You’re… You’re still married.”


  It was true. Karein had taken Caelyn as his official consort, and throughout their marriage, he’d never once strayed. Even if they’d never had sex, Karein had respected Caelyn and the vows he had made. But how binding could those vows be considered when he knew in his heart that Sari had been his true husband?


  “Yes, I am,” he replied. “To you.”


  Sari didn’t answer, his body trembling in Karein’s arms. There was nothing Karein would have wanted to do more than to tear off the fae’s clothes and bury himself inside Sari’s willing flesh. But he had to acknowledge his mate’s wishes and allow Sari time to get used to the idea of being with Karein. It was far too soon anyway. By rights, he shouldn’t even have kissed Sari while still being married to Caelyn. Even if Caelyn didn’t mind, even if they both understood a mate bond meant far more than societal mores, he could never turn Sari into a side dish.


  With a nod, Karein backed off. “All right. I understand and I can wait. We’ll take our time. Once Caelyn is back, I’ll make arrangements to dissolve my union with him, and then, we can finally be together without guilt.”


  “Thank you, Karein,” Sari answered softly. “I want you… I want you so much. But not like this.”


  Karein looked away from his mate, his dragon roaring in frustration at the unfairness. But it wasn’t Sari’s fault, and he refused to take it out on the beautiful fae. He’d just have to channel his anger into something useful.


  The dark voice in his mind returned to taunt him. “Why do you even care about it all? You know he is yours, and you know Phoenix is mine. The world is at your fingertips. Why change it? You just have to get rid of that idiotic clone and claim your mates.”


  Karein growled, pushing that part of him back. Sari’s gentle hand landed on his shoulder. “Are you okay?” he asked softly.


  When Karein faced Sari again, he realized a very simple thing. Their separation wasn’t even about Karein’s marriage with Caelyn, at least not completely. An abyss stood between Karein and Sari, one dug by generations of conflict, of war and destruction the draechen had caused. Karein himself had contributed to it, had encouraged it. Until meeting Sari, he had deemed it natural and right. He had been somewhat uncomfortable with keeping his ancestor prisoner, but it had been easy to dismiss it as none of his concern, as a policy of previous leaders that he just needed to preserve.


  In Sari’s eyes, he saw that it was all wrong, and until Karein redeemed himself, he didn’t truly deserve to be with Sari. Karein might have gotten angry with Sari’s parents for questioning his intentions, but they’d been completely correct in their distrust.


  When he didn’t immediately reply, Sari released a soft sound of distress. The gem in the center of his forehead began to glow, and suddenly, both Sari and Karein were engulfed in bright light. Healing energy flowed over Karein, and the darkness within him subsided, fleeing Sari’s power. Even knowing that he shouldn’t do it, Karein found himself pulling Sari into a tight embrace.


  He carefully kept his hands above Sari’s waist, respecting the boundaries Sari—and Karein himself—deemed necessary. In fact, he didn’t do much of anything but simply hold his beautiful mate. He buried his face in Sari’s hair, the same scent of incense soothing his senses.


  Sari hugged him back, silently holding Karein. They didn’t speak, but it wasn’t needed. The quiet intimacy of the moment mended the injuries in Karein’s torn heart, providing a promise that one day, he would finally be able to claim his true love.


  The sound of a cleared throat interrupted the moment. Reluctantly, Karein broke the embrace and turned, only to see Talrasar standing in the doorway. “While this is all very touching,” he said, “I believe you made me a promise. I want to see my mate.”


  Karein’s annoyance returned, but he managed to tame it when he wrapped his arm around Sari’s waist. “Of course,” he answered. “Let us go.”


  They left Caelyn’s plane and found the sprite waiting outside, gazing into the distance as if deep in thought. Karein squeezed his consort’s shoulder one last time. When Caelyn turned toward him, Karein said, “Good luck. I’m sure you’ll find what you’re looking for.”


  “Let’s hope so,” Caelyn replied. Stealing a look toward Sari, he added, “You’re a good man. Perhaps when we next see each other, we’ll both be where we belong.”


  “May Jenarra heed your words,” Sari answered.


  Caelyn got onto the plane Karein and Sari had just left, and soon, Hareem appeared as well. On impulse, Karein released his hold on Sari and hugged his brother. He didn’t remember ever embracing Hareem, but for some reason, it seemed very important that he do so now.


  “Take care of yourself, and of Caelyn,” he answered.


  “I will,” Hareem promised. “You be vigilant, too. These developments will only make the situation more volatile. Help Akara, and if I don’t make it back until her return, tell her I…”


  He trailed off, obviously uncomfortable with expressing his feelings toward his twin. Akara had always been a chink in Hareem’s icy armor, although he’d rarely, if ever, shown it. The fact that he did so now pointed out exactly how affected Hareem was at the entire situation.


  “I will,” he promised. “Don’t worry about it.”


  He released his brother, and Hareem finally fell back on his courtly manners. “I appreciate your concern for me, Your Imperial Majesty. I vow that I will not let Ornoz down.”


  “I’m sure you won’t, General,” Karein replied. “You’re dismissed.”


  Saluting, Hareem gestured for the troops he’d brought with him to get on the plane, too. As they complied, Karein, Sari, and Talrasar entered their own aircraft. This jet was smaller, more discreet, but with less fuel capacity. The second one—Caelyn’s—could carry passengers on a longer distance, which was necessary, given that Caelyn and Hareem needed to travel over the ocean, all the way into the New World. Both planes were built with the latest in draechen technology, the most advanced on the planet.


  Karein plopped down on one of the seats, and his mate took the one next to him. Eanera and Talrasar seated themselves in front of Sari and Karein, while Phoenix and Rachen remained a little further away. Perhaps they realized that Karein was still a little angry. Either way, he had no intentions of losing his temper, and with Sari by his side, he knew he could keep a cool head from now on.


  But as the plane finally took off, Karein’s mind returned to Caelyn and Hareem. He wondered what the two of them would find in the New World, and if it would truly be what they all hoped for.


  Chapter Ten


  


  Talrasar had never actually been to Draechenburg. Before the war, he’d never gotten the chance, and after that… well, he hadn’t exactly been around to do any visiting.


  He had expected a majestic citadel, with people tripping over themselves to comply with the emperor’s commands. He had expected to see distrust and disregard for the fae guests. He got exactly that.


  The guards that had greeted them in the jet didn’t show it so much, but when the plane landed in Draechenburg, Talrasar found himself facing the exact same emotion he had anticipated. When they left the plane, everyone in sight gaped at Sari, Talrasar, and Eanera.


  Talrasar suppressed the urge to sneer and snap at them. It wouldn’t help him get to his mate, and really, the last thing he wanted was to draw even more suspicion onto himself after his earlier rash attack of the creature who called himself Phoenix.


  Thankfully, the emperor kept his word in that he didn’t allow any disrespect toward his fae guests. One glare from him had everyone fumbling to offer Talrasar various services, from a complete wardrobe to a furnished room. Apparently, they had been prepared beforehand, even if the emperor hadn’t actually notified his servants as to what guests would be coming.


  Talrasar didn’t care about any of that. No sooner had he stepped onto the cliffside of the draechen citadel than he turned toward Shtamakarein and said, “Your Imperial Majesty, I must thank you for your hospitality. I’m very flattered. However, I must insist that we go through with what we originally planned.”


  “So we shall,” the emperor replied. “Soon.”


  Talrasar really wanted to drop the façade of politeness and point out that he didn’t have the patience to wait around. However, he was in the draechen’s territory now, and doing that would be just stupid. And so, he gritted his teeth and held his tongue when he actually ached to lash out at the bastard who’d kept his mate imprisoned for so long.


  Right now, that same man seemed completely infatuated with Talrasar’s descendant, so much so that he appeared to have discarded his official consort. That was something Talrasar could use for his planned revenge. Then again, as much as he hated to admit it, he liked Sari, and he didn’t actually want to do anything that hurt the younger fae.


  Naturally, it all depended on Kael and whether or not Talrasar would manage to get him back. Talrasar had faith in their enduring bond, but if things didn’t work out as Talrasar hoped, all bets were off.


  Shtamakarein led them all into the palace guest wings and to their rooms. There was so much to discuss, especially with regard to the elephant in the room—Phoenix’s claim that he’d changed reality itself and that he might be able to return it to its original state if he had his powers back. However, the corridors weren’t the best place to address these matters, so they all succumbed to awkward silence.


  When they finally stopped in front of the prepared quarters, Shtamakarein said, “I will lead Prince Talrasar to his mate and then I will return. There is still a great deal we need to address, both regarding our policies, and yours. I don’t want any other surprises when your allies arrive.”


  “Very well,” Eanera answered, “we will be waiting. Do not fail us, Emperor.”


  The draechen just arched a brow at her. He kissed Sari’s cheek, then turned toward Talrasar. “Come. Your mate has been waiting long enough.”


  They left the other two fae in their respective rooms and walked in silence out of the guest wing. Talrasar felt strangely like he was being watched, but he couldn’t confirm it one way or another. At last, they started to descend into the lower level of the palace, finally reaching the dungeons.


  They bypassed a line of guards who saluted the emperor and eyed Talrasar with obvious suspicion. However, no one followed them into the depths of the mountain, and finally, they were all alone.


  The air was cold and damp, smelling like despair and fear. Talrasar felt his mate here, and the more he advanced, the angrier he felt. And then, Shtamakarein suddenly said, “Now that it’s just the two of us, I want to make something clear. I’m well aware that you loathe me. I’m not an idiot, and I realize that me allowing you to see your mate won’t change my slight against him. However, I will not accept any mischief. Right now, we have too many problems to worry about our supposed allies stabbing us in the back.”


  Talrasar narrowed his eyes at the emperor. “Fair enough. But after all this is over…”


  “Hopefully, we won’t have to face that,” Shtamakarein answered.


  Talrasar wanted to ask if the emperor truly believed their old reality could be restored, but he lost interest in any inquiry or conversation when a loud roar sounded ahead of him. With a gasp, Talrasar pushed past the emperor and started running forward.


  “Wait,” Shtamakarein shouted behind him. “It’s not safe.”


  Naturally, Talrasar ignored him. He was so close to finally reaching his mate. After centuries of being unfairly separated, he could at last touch Kael once more.


  Talrasar’s father had never agreed to their mating. He had been against it for various reasons, starting with the fact that Kael was male. After their defeat at Eternelle, the man had taken advantage of Talrasar’s injuries to part them. But that was all over, and Talrasar could finally mend what had been broken.


  As he followed the roar, he felt Kael’s power enveloping him. If he’d anyone else, it would have stolen his energy, but instead, it flowed over his skin like a physical caress. Talrasar could have sobbed at the beautiful familiarity of it. He ran faster, feeling like he couldn’t breathe, like his heart was going to burst out of his chest any moment now.


  Much to his dismay, a large metal door stopped his progress. Talrasar summoned his magic, trying to open it, but it resisted all of his efforts. It seemed to be designed with the specific purpose of trapping someone inside and never letting him or her see the light of day again—which was pretty much what had happened to Kael.


  Thankfully, he wasn’t forced to find a solution, because Emperor Shtamakarein provided it. He appeared behind Talrasar, frowning fiercely. “You do realize that you’re taking a serious chance here?”


  “No, I’m not,” Talrasar shot back. “He wouldn’t hurt me, just like…well, just like you wouldn’t hurt Sari.”


  The emperor blinked, as if that comparison hadn’t occurred to him. “All right. You win.” He activated a mechanism on the door, one Talrasar hadn’t originally seen. At last, the final obstacle between Kael and Talrasar disappeared, and Talrasar burst into the dungeon.


  Kael’s cell had been dug straight into the mountain, where nothing could reach him to fuel his power. He would have died a long time ago, but he’d been kept alive through the occasional meal. But even if he was aware of all that, when Talrasar caught a glimpse of Kael, he was still rocked to the core.


  Kael had once been the pride of the Ornozian army, feared by all, able to take an entire army on with just Talrasar by his side. They had fought countless battles together, and Kael’s strength was something Talrasar had never forgotten. And yet, now, the majestic black dragon looked like a shadow of his former self. He was in shifted form, but the color of his scales was dulled, like the onyx of his scales had been systematically rubbed off. His huge wings looked brittle, like they were going to break any moment now. In fact, his form flickered every now and then, and Talrasar surmised that it was only Kael’s anger that kept him in this shape in the first place.


  Torn between heartbreak and relief, Talrasar ran toward his mate. However, instead of welcoming him, Kael released a low growl, avoiding Talrasar and retreating deeper into the cell.


  Talrasar would have been hurt, except he understood Kael’s reasoning. He stepped forward, smiling slightly even if amusement was the last thing he felt right now. “It’s all right, Kael,” he said. “Take what you need. I know what you want, and I’m not afraid.”


  Instead of complying, the black dragon slowly continued to back away, his dark eyes wildly scanning the small room as if looking for a way out. It was hard for Talrasar to watch, harder still because he knew that his presence contributed to Kael’s torture instead of helping.


  Kael’s voice drifted into his mind, incoherent but still distinguishable. “Tali…You need to go.”


  “I can’t,” Talrasar said, also using their mind link. “You need me.”


  Talrasar had failed Kael. If only he’d fought harder and hadn’t allowed his father to imprison him, Kael would have never ended up here, lost and half-insane. It was Talrasar’s absence that had driven him to this point. Talrasar was willing to pay any price to get his mate back, including his own life.


  Of course, that wasn’t what Kael wanted, but there were other ways in which Talrasar could help that wouldn’t imply a separation. “Remember, beloved. We’ve done this before. We’ve exchanged energy countless times.”


  “It’s different,” Kael answered, each syllable raspy even if he was using his mental voice. Still, Talrasar could tell that his presence was helping the draechen, as his lucidity seemed to be returning more and more. It had a calming effect on Talrasar, too, and he was filled with the absolute certainty that he could do this, that they could be together again, that their dream hadn’t been lost forever.


  “I am a healer, Kael,” he said. “Don’t deny us. You know I’m right.”


  Kael kept stepping back, but eventually, he ran out of space. The cell wasn’t exactly huge, so Talrasar managed to crowd him against the wall. He reached out to Kael and touched his mate for the first time in centuries.


  When his hand came into contact with cool black scales, an electrical current seemed to go through him, no, through them both. The large form of the dragon shuddered, but so did Talrasar. At the very center of his being, Talrasar felt his mate’s weakness, his yearning, but also his protectiveness.


  His abilities responded, and Jenarra’s light engulfed them both, bathing them in healing power. Talrasar pooled his magic into Kael, wanting to wipe away every ache in his mate, all the loneliness, the sorrow and the agony he’d experienced while he’d been trapped here.


  At first, Kael resisted, but Talrasar used their bond as a conduit and transformed his love for Kael into pure energy. The fact that he’d been kept in an induced coma by his father had also muted their connection, making Kael unable to contact him and deepening the dragon’s despair. However, that very same bond responded beautifully now, and Kael relented, opening his heart to Talrasar.


  In that moment, Talrasar became a stream of magic that fed the barren pasture of Kael’s body. He didn’t care about anything else except Kael. Even his own welfare became irrelevant outside the knowledge that his discomfort would also hurt Kael. Because of that awareness, he kept himself from giving everything he had, realizing all too well that Kael would never accept it. It was hard to create the perfect balance, but their bond guided him every step of the way.


  His reward came sooner than Talrasar himself had expected. The dragon’s scales began to glow with renewed health, and he released a deafening roar that must’ve been heard all the way into the guest wing. After that, the beastly form melted away, leaving behind the man Talrasar loved so much, Prince Kaelezrin Tersain, his Kael.


  “You shouldn’t have done that, Tali,” Kael said, his dark eyes fixed on Talrasar’s face. “The emperor was right in that I’m a risk.”


  “I don’t care about the emperor,” Talrasar replied. “Well, that’s not exactly true. I want to hunt him down for what he did to you. But do you really think he matters now?”


  Kael’s full lips twisted into a smirk. “No, he doesn’t.”


  That was the only warning Talrasar got before his mate crushed their mouths together. Talrasar melted in the draechen’s embrace, parting his lips and granting his lover entrance.


  It felt like coming home after a long exile. No, it was so much more than that. Kissing Kael reminded Talrasar of finally managing to draw breath after nearly drowning, of finding an oasis in a never-ending desert, of being granted an unexpected gift from Jenarra herself. It was beautiful, desperate, and so painfully familiar that Talrasar never wanted it to end. Kael thrust his tongue into his mouth, groaning, biting down on Talrasar’s lower lip, demanding his submission. His clawed hands clutched Talrasar’s hips convulsively, tearing at the material of his shirt.


  Talrasar didn’t know how long the kiss lasted. It could have been a few moments, or it could have been an age. Still, it ended far too soon, and because of Talrasar himself. Sadly, he must have given Kael more energy than he’d originally realized. His knees suddenly gave way, and Talrasar would have fallen had Kael not been holding him so tightly.


  Instantly, Kael broke the kiss, his passion melting into concern. “I’m sorry,” Kael said, his voice trembling and his hands frantic as they traveled all over Talrasar’s body. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t think. Overlords, I should have known better.”


  Talrasar didn’t want to hear excuses. He needed to feel Kael’s arms around him, Kael’s lips on his own. His magic, his life, his past, none of it mattered—only Kael. “You do know,” he replied. “You know what’s most important to me. You always have.” He grabbed Kael’s hands, stilling their tremor. “I’m back, Kael, and I’m not going anywhere.”


  During the war, they had always feared what the next battle would bring. Talrasar had hated the knowledge that his mate had to fight, and it had been the same for Kael. The war had never ended, not really, but Talrasar didn’t want any part of it. If he was going to fight, it would be for Kael’s love, for this man who had been through so much and for their enduring bond.


  “Touch me, Kael,” he whispered. “Show me. Make love to me.”


  Kael’s eyes were a dark flame as the draechen brought their bodies closer. “Oh, love… What you do to me… I shouldn’t…”


  Talrasar licked his lips, and Kael stopped speaking, staring at him as if transfixed. It was unfair to tease Kael like that, but Talrasar ached for his mate, and he didn’t want mistaken scruples to keep them apart.


  When Kael still didn’t move, Talrasar took matters into his own hands. He pushed Kael back down and straddled his mate, shivering as he felt the draechen’s cock hard against his crease. Talrasar’s own clothes were now the only barrier between them, at least other than Kael’s reluctance to put any strain on him. Talrasar had pretty good idea how to fix both problems. He nibbled on Kael’s ear, all the while rubbing his ass over Kael’s hard cock. “Don’t stop this, Kael,” he murmured through their bond. “You know we both need it.”


  “You’re weak after the energy exchange,” Kael argued.


  “I’m fine,” Talrasar replied. “Your powers can’t hurt me, and I am, after all, a healer. I’m recovering as we speak. Just open your heart to me, Kael, and see into mine. I wouldn’t lie to you.”


  It was all true. While Kael had a point about him feeling the aftereffects of the healing session, Talrasar’s connection with Kael guaranteed that his recuperation could happen far easier than it would under normal circumstances. He felt his mate testing that, trying to see if Talrasar wasn’t pushing himself for Kael’s benefit. What he found must have convinced him, because relief flooded their bond.


  “You’re all right,” Kael said, almost sounding dazed. “I… Overlords, I need you so much.”


  Talrasar took his cue and pressed his mouth to Kael’s once more. No sooner had their lips come into contact than the lingering remnants of the draechen’s control snapped. Talrasar felt it, almost like he’d heard a switch go off in Kael’s mind, and his own. And then, Kael took over the kiss, his passion exploding over Talrasar in a wave of uncontrollable, sensual energy.


  There was nothing quite like touching Kael in this world, nothing like being in Kael’s embrace and experiencing the depths of his desire. Talrasar felt like he’d been thrust into a wild storm, the lightning awakening his every nerve ending in little explosions of pleasure. Kael practically devoured him, thrusting his tongue into Talrasar’s wet cavern, taking no prisoners. Talrasar wasn’t one to be left behind, and he tasted Kael in turn, his mate’s flavor and scent driving him crazy with lust. He hadn’t even gotten undressed yet, and already, his cock was so hard it hurt. Every part of him responded to Kael’s presence and caresses, from his body, to his soul and his magic.


  He tried to move against Kael’s abdomen, seeking a friction that he knew would never suffice, but he craved nonetheless. As it turned out, now that he had convinced Kael that they could make love, the draechen had no intentions to allow Talrasar self-pleasure. With an almost angry growl, he broke their kiss and pushed Talrasar back. Disoriented because of the haze of pleasure taking over his mind, Talrasar would have undoubtedly fallen against the floor, but Kael didn’t allow it. Instead, he flipped Talrasar midair with the same ease and strength Talrasar remembered from their past encounters.


  He landed on all fours, his heart already racing with anticipation. He’d have liked to face Kael when they came together, but he wasn’t about to complain. He knew that, as always, Kael was thinking about his comfort. They hadn’t been together for centuries, so at this point, Talrasar was practically a virgin. Given Kael’s more than generous girth and the fact that Talrasar hadn’t thought to bring oil, there was bound to be some pain.


  Personally, Talrasar even looked forward to that part of the lovemaking, to the burn and the stretch, to the incredible feeling of being stuffed full of his mate’s dick. However, he could acknowledge and respect his mate’s desires, especially since, in the end, it would help them both.


  For all his need to protect Talrasar, Kael was actually far brusquer than Talrasar had expected. He tore Talrasar’s clothes off with a few well-placed slashes of his claws. The sharp tips did come in contact with Talrasar’s skin, but they didn’t draw blood, instead adding another layer of promise. That aggression made Talrasar moan and arch his back in tormented need. He needed to feel Kael’s unleashed nature, to have the draechen claim him in every way. Only then would he be able to convince himself that this wasn’t some elaborate fantasy, but the truth.


  Kael’s fingers appeared within Talrasar’s line of sight. Obediently, Talrasar opened his mouth and took those digits in, sucking them deep into his mouth like he’d have very much wanted to do with Kael’s prick. He fellated the fingers with gusto, making his mate grunt in frustrated need. His reward came when the digits retreated from his mouth and nudged at Talrasar’s nether opening instead. Talrasar actually whimpered as Kael thrust two of them into his ass. And when Kael found Talrasar’s prostate, his channel clenched around the invasion, the feeling both strange and painfully familiar, but overall, insanely amazing.


  His mate hissed, his excitement and desperate desire attacking their connection. The dragon had realized that, while Talrasar’s soul still remembered their couplings, his body was not ready yet. Saliva certainly wouldn’t be enough to smooth the way.


  For a few seconds, the draechen pulled away, his fingers vanishing from Talrasar’s channel and his heat disappearing from Talrasar’s proximity. A pang of fear coursed through Talrasar, the terror that his dream was ending again. He needn’t have worried, because Kael returned seconds later, guiding Talrasar to lie on his back. Affection swelled inside Talrasar when he realized his mate had created a small nest for them, from Talrasar’s own clothes. It wasn’t much, but it did keep Talrasar from having to come into contact with the frigid floor. More importantly, it showed just how much Talrasar meant for Kael. Talrasar wouldn’t have thought it possible, but as he met Kael’s gaze, he fell in love with the draechen all over again, this adoration piling up on top of the one he’d already felt. With every second that passed, the feelings uniting them became stronger and stronger, deeper than even the hatred that had kept them apart.


  And then, Kael crawled down over Talrasar’s body and took his dick into his mouth. As wet heat engulfed Talrasar’s prick, pleasure exploded over him, so intense Talrasar nearly came on the spot. His body was starved for Kael’s touch, and he craved more, far more. He found himself pushing his dick all the way into Kael’s throat, knowing that it would cause Kael some discomfort, but unable to hold back just the same.


  At first, Kael accepted Talrasar’s pursuit of his pleasure, but at one point, his hands landed on Talrasar’s hips, stilling his frantic motions. Technically speaking, Talrasar could have easily freed himself, but everything inside him responded to Kael’s domination. He was putty in Kael’s hands, and he melted into the nest of clothing, his mind whirling and his skin burning as Kael’s talented mouth drove him to unparalleled heights of pleasure. The draechen licked, sucked, rubbed, and massaged, overwhelming Talrasar with a myriad of sensations that he had trouble processing. He alternated hard suction with teasing flicks of tongue. When it became obvious that Talrasar was going to be obedient, one of his hands reached down to Talrasar’s sac and his perineum.


  It was too much, and while Talrasar would have loved to climax when Kael got inside him, he couldn’t hold back any longer. “Please, Kael,” he screamed.


  As always, Kael gave him what he needed. He took Talrasar’s dick into his throat once more and swallowed around the head. Meanwhile, he thrust his fingers again into Talrasar’s channel, hitting his prostate with ease. “Come for me, love,” he ordered through their bond.


  Talrasar had already been on the edge. The combination of sensation and the automatic response his body had to Kael finally propelled him into the abyss of ecstasy. Shouting Kael’s name, he found his peak, sending his seed down his mate’s throat. By some miracle, he didn’t black out and his vision focused just in time to see Kael move back and receive Talrasar’s spunk all over his lips, cheeks, and even in his hair.


  If he hadn’t already been in the throes of orgasm, Talrasar could have come just from the sight. As it was, renewed need burst through him even as he rode the wave of his pleasure. When Kael’s fingers abandoned his body, Talrasar knew exactly what he needed to do. Writhing under Kael, he lifted his legs in the air, bending himself in two and providing Kael with better access to his nether opening. Kael didn’t delay in taking his invitation. He gathered Talrasar’s spunk in his hand and slicked up his dick with it. Steadying Talrasar’s legs on his shoulders, he positioned his cock at his anus and slid home.


  Relaxed from the climax, Talrasar’s body yielded easily to the invasion. Yes, it burned, just like Talrasar had expected, but it was the fire of their passion manifested through the physical union and Talrasar wouldn’t have had it any other way. Keeping his gaze fixed on Kael’s face, he breathed through it, reveling in the moment when they were at last coming together in the most intimate way two men could possibly be.


  Kael moved slowly, giving Talrasar time to adjust, but at last, he was fully embedded inside Talrasar. The draechen’s dick stretched Talrasar perfectly, so much so that Talrasar couldn’t tell where Kael ended and he began. But then, it had always been this way between them. They just fit together, and they had, from the moment they’d first set eyes on each other, all those centuries ago.


  His mate remained still for an instant, but he must have realized that Talrasar was more than ready to receive him. He pulled out and shoved his dick inside once more, impaling Talrasar in one single hard thrust. Talrasar screamed when, in the process, the draechen hit his prostate, making stars explode in his vision. His cock had remained hard in spite of the orgasm, but now, his lust flared even brighter, engulfing his very being. As Kael started to move in and out of him, Talrasar became a receptacle of the passion they created together, a vessel that tried but failed to contain the sexual energy building up more and more.


  The sound of flesh hitting flesh filled the entire room. The chill of the mountain was cast away by the beauty and perfection of their union. Lost in a dance as old as time itself, Talrasar could only cling to his mate, hope this moment lasted forever, open himself to the carnal pleasure, and most of all, love Kael. All of those combined sensations and emotions crystallized into one single idea, into that very same dream they had once pursued and which they had never managed to achieve, their dream of love. Talrasar saw it again, the flash he’d once had when he’d brushed his fingers over the phoenix feather. In his mind’s eye, the image of the two of them emerged, accompanied by that of a child—a son with Kael’s dark hair and Talrasar’s silver eyes.


  Overwhelmed, experiencing a pleasure that was so intense it hurt, Talrasar tilted his head, offering himself to Kael, begging for his mate to take what was his. A heartbeat later, Kael struck, his fangs piercing Talrasar’s skin. Just like that, Talrasar exploded into yet another orgasm, even more powerful than the first one. Kael thrust inside him one more time and came as well, and his rapture flooded Talrasar, threatening to stop his heart, to make his brain short-circuit. Talrasar thought that it was only his connection to Kael that kept him from losing his mind, from succumbing to the far too powerful emotions. When their minds and souls connected, there was ecstasy, love, desire, and relief, but also sorrow and the knowledge of how much time they had lost. It hurt, but it was a good pain, cleansing them, exorcising their demons.


  When the high of the pleasure began to fade and Talrasar returned to the real world, the first thing he saw was Kael’s smile. “I love you,” the draechen said simply.


  It was a beautiful sight and those were beautiful words, made even more precious by the realization that it was all true. Even when he’d been unconscious in that blasted tank, Talrasar had dreamt of this, of the other times Kael had confessed his feelings toward him. He wanted to say “I love you, too,” but somehow, that didn’t feel enough after everything that had happened, couldn’t encompass all the emotions Talrasar wanted to explain.


  So, Talrasar pulled Kael in for a brief, sweet kiss, and allowed their bond to speak in his stead. They might have started to fuck again, except Talrasar suddenly remembered where they were and that there were countless things still to be handled.


  Kael tensed and moved away from Talrasar. His dick slid out of Talrasar, making him wince. He wished he could have stopped time in that moment when they’d been making love, but he didn’t have that kind of power, not like that creature who called himself Phoenix.


  Anger returned at the memory, but much to Talrasar’s distress, it was also combined with something akin to empathy. Hadn’t he just been thinking that, if he’d had Phoenix’s abilities, he might have altered the timeline? It certainly wasn’t the same thing, but a part of Talrasar could understand Phoenix’s actions. He couldn’t be sure, since the emperor hadn’t actually given them any details, but he suspected Phoenix’s mate must have been at the core of the entire debacle. Besides, if Talrasar understood things correctly, Phoenix had been trying to save both Kael and Talrasar from sacrificing their bond.


  Kael helped him up, his expression dark and foreboding. Talrasar felt Shtamakarein still outside and wondered how exactly they’d get out of this. He wanted revenge so badly, but the emperor was no idiot, and he wouldn’t allow himself to be taken out just like that, especially not now.


  His mate threw a gaze his way, and suddenly, Talrasar was filled with a certainty that couldn’t be denied. He gathered what was left of his clothing and wrapped it around his waist, shielding his nudity as best he could. Hand in hand with his mate, he walked out of the cell that had been Kael’s prison for so long.


  The emperor was waiting at a respectful distance away, staring at a random spot on the wall. Talrasar wanted to hate him, but when he looked at Shtamakarein, he saw a man who was all alone, who couldn’t have what Talrasar and Kael did. He might have found his mate, but his previous marriage made it impossible for him to claim Sari. Not to mention that he wasn’t very popular with Sari’s family or his people. Perhaps that was to be Shtamakarein’s punishment, to have his mate so close, and yet so far away.


  Talrasar had no intention to forgive him, but right now, an attack on the emperor would just tear him and Kael apart again. Their connection was more important than revenge. One day, the time would come for Shtamakarein to pay. Perhaps it would be at Talrasar’s hands, or at someone else’s, but it would happen. Until then, Talrasar had to focus on his mate, not on his foe. Now that he had Kael, Talrasar could give up on his hate and simply love.


  “We’re ready to go,” he said to Shtamakarein.


  The emperor turned toward them and arched a brow. “Why do I get the feeling that you don’t plan to head to the guest wing?”


  “Because we don’t, Emperor,” Kael replied, spitting the latter word like an insult. “I don’t need or want Ornoz. You disgust me.”


  “Technically speaking, I did nothing,” the emperor amended. “Your stay here isn’t because of me.”


  “And you think that makes it better?” Talrasar fumed. “You think it makes what happened to Kael all right?”


  “I didn’t say that,” Shtamakarein replied. “You just have to be aware of my position.”


  “Oh, I’m aware,” Kael answered. “In fact, I should be tearing you apart for what you did—or didn’t do—but I won’t, because I have my priorities in order. So, Tali and I will be leaving to build a home for ourselves.”


  Shtamakarein opened his mouth, perhaps meaning to mention the issue with the phoenix. Talrasar stopped him before he could do so. “Don’t. If what Phoenix says is true, I’m sure that you can find the solution without us. Right now, I want to care strictly for Kael, and nothing else.”


  “Fair enough,” the emperor answered, gesturing them toward the exit. “I won’t keep you here. Do you need supplies?”


  “We’ll be fine.” Kael waved a hand dismissively. “The only thing we want is to be left alone. I can provide for my mate. Just stay away from us.”


  Shtamakarein watched them with something that looked oddly like regret. “We will,” he replied simply.


  They started to walk back toward the surface. No one spoke, tension thick in the air. When they passed the guards, they were received with gasps and long looks, which Shtamakarein promptly stopped with a mere glance. He led Kael and Talrasar straight toward the cliffside, correctly assuming that Talrasar had no intention to say good-bye to his descendants.


  As they reached their destination, the emperor waved for one of the soldiers and asked him to bring a few items of clothing, as well as food.


  Kael glowered at the emperor, practically radiating anger. “Do you plan to disrespect our wishes from the very beginning?”


  In response, Shtamakarein huffed. “If it were me, I would want my mate to have some garments to shield him from the cold. You might be capable of hunting, but I highly doubt it’ll be right away. Hate me if you will, but at least be smart about it.”


  During the exchange, a few servants appeared, carrying the requested supplies. Shtamakarein gestured for them to place everything in front of Talrasar and Kael. “You’re free to refuse. It’s not like I can force you.”


  After a few seconds, Kael finally took a cloak from the servants and wrapped it around Talrasar’s shoulders. “Don’t think this means we’re suddenly friends. Pray we don’t see each other again, Emperor,” he told Shtamakarein. “You’ll regret it if you do.”


  Shtamakarein didn’t answer and just stood there and watched them with an inscrutable expression. Kael growled, his form melting into that of a dragon. Talrasar half expected his mate to attack the emperor, but Kael didn’t. Instead, he grabbed the bags of supplies in his claws. Talrasar leapt onto his lover’s back, wrapping himself into the cloak as tightly as he could while still holding onto Kael’s scales.


  Once Talrasar was ready, Kael took off. They didn’t look back as they flew away from Draechenburg. As far as Talrasar was concerned, Ornoz was a closed chapter in their lives. Perhaps one day, they would return to enact their vengeance, not only on the draechen, but also on the fae who’d kept Talrasar trapped in the tank. There were a lot of people who needed to pay for what they’d done. For now, they had a future waiting for them. But with regard to the emperor, it might not even be necessary. Talrasar had a feeling that, by prodding into the issue with the phoenix, Shtamakarein would end up drawing Jenarra’s punishment onto himself, and everyone around him.


  


  * * * *


  


  Karein watched his ancestor disappear into the distance, distantly wondering why he felt so strange and melancholic. He had expected Kaelezrin would hate him, and had been prepared for it. Their departure was for the best, because there was too much tension between them and Karein, and he didn’t have the time to pacify them and focus on his own affairs. Even so, he regretted that things had ended that way. He felt a begrudging respect toward his ancestor. It was probably a leftover emotion from the other reality. He really didn’t know Kaelezrin all that well, but the other dragon’s departure still affected him more than he’d have liked. Then again, the fact that he’d been able to set aside his obvious need for revenge for his mate’s benefit was admirable in itself.


  “Admirable?” the dark voice said in his mind. “Admit it. You’re jealous. It could have easily been you and Sari flying away, leaving the world behind. But you’re tied to Draechenburg, and to a sprite who doesn’t even love you.”


  Karein gritted his teeth, doing his best to ignore that side of him. It might not have been his own consciousness that was whispering these things, but his brother’s soul—if Rachen was to be believed at least. Whatever the case, that dark voice always managed to drag out the filthiest things inside Karein and taunt him with them. Now in particular, Karein was pretty vulnerable to low blows. He had overheard Kaelezrin and Talrasar’s lovemaking. No matter how much he’d have liked to avoid it, his senses didn’t allow him to escape. And Talrasar sounded so much like Sari while in the throes of rapture… Overlords, Karein didn’t know how he hadn’t burst into that cell and done something stupid.


  The end result was that he still remained very much on the edge. It would be so easy to go into the palace, find Sari, and fuck him until neither of them could walk. The fae might resist at first, but he wanted Karein, too. He wouldn’t actually refuse. But no, he couldn’t do that. He had to respect Sari and their connection. They’d agreed on this, and Karein had already deemed himself an inadequate mate for Sari.


  “And yet…Kaelezrin is good enough for Talrasar,” his brother’s voice said. “What’s the difference between you? It’s all in the circumstances. Do you really think Kaelezrin would have acted in a different way had he been in your place? It’s easy to judge from the outside.”


  Karein really didn’t want to dwell on those thoughts, because they sounded too much like excuses that would allow him to claim Sari. He had no answer for the questions in his heart, and the only thing guiding him was the hope that, if he found a way to undo all this, this reality would become irrelevant. His chances were slim, but it would fix everything that had been broken, including his mating to Sari.


  As if summoned by his thoughts, the beautiful fae suddenly appeared next to him. “That went well,” he said.


  Karein didn’t know how he hadn’t sensed Sari approach, but it was another sign of the bond that should have existed, but didn’t. “I suppose,” he replied. “I couldn’t have expected anything better.”


  Sari glanced his ways, his silver eyes glittering like the blue gem in the center of his forehead. He had his hair down like Karein liked it, and the wind playfully toyed with the long, white-blond locks. “Did you? Did you have any expectations from them?”


  Karein didn’t want to answer that question, because then, he would have to explain that he felt completely…abandoned. For the first time, he could acknowledge the loneliness clutching at his insides. His parents were gone, dead in the war with the sprites. They hadn’t been all that loving, but they had respected his power and supported him. Hareem had left, too, chasing the dream of his mate, and so had Caelyn. Akara was still missing, and even if she did return, she wouldn’t be much help. She was more likely to cause trouble, because of the hate she had toward other species. Phoenix and Rachen… They didn’t belong here. That Rachen wasn’t really his brother, because he wasn’t the Karein they knew. Sadly, Karein had killed his own twin, who now existed only to torment him. According to Rachen, he had been close to Prince Kaelezrin, but the equivalent in his reality wanted to see him dead.


  Sari was the only one who anchored him now, but the fact that they couldn’t come together like true mates made things even more difficult. Karein couldn’t say any of this, though. Sari would feel guilty and compelled to offer Karein something he wasn’t ready to give. And so, he evaded the question and said, “It doesn’t matter anymore. Come on. Let’s go inside. You’re probably cold.”


  The fae stopped him before he could turn away. Sari pressed himself against Karein, his arms tightening around Karein’s waist. “Come to my room tonight,” he whispered.


  Karein thought that he’d heard wrong. He really couldn’t process what Sari was saying, but there was no way to misunderstand when Sari added, “I want…I want to be with you.”


  Just the sweet sound of those words chased away the self-pitying thoughts that had briefly gripped Karein. What in the world had he been thinking? He should be thankful that he’d found Sari in the first place. More importantly, he should stop focusing on himself and concentrate on Sari. “You don’t have to do this, Sari. We can wait.”


  The fae shook his head. “This is stupid. There’s no reason to do so. We have to seize the moment, like they did. Right?”


  Karein wanted to refuse. He wanted to be a better man and not take advantage of his mate’s innocence and generosity. But he just wasn’t that selfless. He nodded and brushed his lips over Sari’s. “Tonight.”


  He refused to feel guilty for what he was about to do. Sari was his future, and Karein would claim him, because they were meant to be together.


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Caelyn writhed on the sheets, ecstasy rushing through him in unstoppable torrents. The hands caressing his skin were gentle, but strong, mercilessly drawing out his pleasure, mastering him like a virtuoso would a musical instrument. The mouth kissing his neck brought renewed sensual torture, finding an erogenous zone right in the hollow of his throat. But no matter how much sensation they provided, it never seemed enough, not for Caelyn, and not for the man above him. Those full lips traveled from his neck to his nipples, and wet heat engulfed the sensitive buds, making Caelyn arch his back and cry out in abandon. Meanwhile, a tight fist gripped Caelyn’s cock.


  Caelyn’s body was already on overload, and he wanted to come so badly he felt like he would explode any moment now. But at the same time, his body ached for more than the teasing caresses. As good as it felt to be touched like that, it didn’t satisfy Caelyn’s rising libido. “Graham… Please!” he begged.


  The werewolf released Caelyn’s nipple from his mouth, grinning. “Patience, angel. We have all the time in the world.”


  His eyes were like honey as he scanned Caelyn from head to toe. He licked his lips when he looked at Caelyn’s hard dick, and Caelyn expected Graham to take his prick into his mouth. Graham loved doing that, and really, Caelyn couldn’t complain. But instead, Graham went back up and pressed his lips over the swell of Caelyn’s abdomen.


  In spite of his arousal, Caelyn’s eyes filled with tears. There was something worshipful about the way Graham treated him. The werewolf hadn’t expected having children because of Caelyn’s gender, but when they had found out about Caelyn’s pregnancy, Graham had been thrilled. It could have been because of his werewolf nature that naturally craved the closeness of a pack and of a family, but Caelyn found it had more to do with the fact that it was their baby, one they had created through their love.


  He tangled his fingers through Graham’s hair, needing to touch the werewolf, even if in just a simple way. Even if his body demanded sex, just this closeness was precious for Caelyn. They weren’t speaking, but it felt like they were communicating without words.


  When Graham finally lifted his head, Caelyn smiled at his mate. “Make love to me.”


  It was a deliberate phrasing, because it wouldn’t be just fucking between them. It was making love, at the deepest and most profound level, and they both knew it. Graham reached for the drawer and retrieved a tube of lubricant from inside. He uncapped it and poured a generous amount of liquid over his fingers. He reached for Caelyn’s anus, slowly rubbing his thumb over Caelyn’s nether opening. Caelyn whimpered and spread his legs as far as he could, needing more, needing the feel of Graham inside him.


  Graham shushed him again. “Don’t worry, angel. I’ll give you what you want.”


  As he spoke, he slid one single finger inside Caelyn. Caelyn’s body greedily swallowed it up, already accustomed to the penetration. And still, Graham didn’t rush. Since Caelyn’s pregnancy had grown advanced, he refused to do anything that would put even the slightest strain on Caelyn. Caelyn could understand that and even appreciate it, but sometimes, it really became frustrating. When Graham added another digit and started to scissor them gently, Caelyn revised his assessment of their sexual contact. Some fucking would have been pretty good right about then.


  Graham must have overheard the errant thought, because he burst into chuckles. “Is that right, angel? It seems I’m not very good at satisfying you. Am I?”


  Caelyn opened his mouth to deliver a retort, possibly a scathing one, but then Graham’s fingers nudged his prostate and started to massage it mercilessly. Caelyn dissolved into pure need. He pushed back against Graham’s fingers, completely under his lover’s spell. Truly, Graham might have been a werewolf, but sometimes, he was the one who seemed to have magical powers. Just one touch and one smile had Caelyn completely lost in a daze of pleasure.


  “I’m flattered,” Graham murmured in his ear, “but you’re the enchanting one. My angel. My savior.”


  The werewolf pulled his fingers out of Caelyn’s ass and used more lubricant to slick up his cock. Caelyn’s heart raced in anticipation, his body burning with his lust and Graham’s. Instead of climbing on top of Caelyn, Graham lay back and pulled Caelyn over him. Caelyn ended up straddling Graham, his mate’s dick nudging against his opening. Caelyn didn’t wait for a single second. Supporting himself on his mate’s abdomen, he pushed down, moaning when he felt the head of Graham’s prick pop past the ring of guardian muscle. He might have actually impaled himself on Graham’s cock in one single motion, but the werewolf’s hands gripped his hips, steadying him and guiding the rhythm. It was painfully slow, and while it frustrated Caelyn at first, he soon found it was better this way. He felt every inch of Graham’s dick as it pierced him, and every second became an age as he took his mate deeper into his body.


  At last, Graham was fully embedded into Caelyn’s body. Bright need pulsed through Caelyn, the urge to move impossibly powerful. The werewolf gripped Caelyn’s hips even tighter, keeping him from acting on his impulses.


  Caelyn couldn’t help but whimper. “Please, Graham.”


  Mercifully, Graham didn’t deny him again. He started to guide Caelyn up and down his cock, his eyes remaining fixed on Caelyn’s face. “Don’t rush it,” he said once more as he allowed Caelyn to take over.


  Caelyn complied with his mate’s command. Following Graham’s lead, he rode his mate, first slowly, taking his time to enjoy every second of their coitus. The sweet penetration and the fire of the passion building between them quickly took the decision out of his hands, however, and he found himself moving faster and faster. In spite of his obvious protectiveness, Graham responded to Caelyn’s desires, and he thrust up into him, his dick brushing Caelyn’s prostate every single time.


  It went on and on, the two of them coming together through this act that meant both carnal pleasure and emotional closeness. Through their bond, Caelyn experienced all of the sensations that coursed through his mate, heard his thoughts and his desires. He opened himself to it, showing Graham his own heart, offering the werewolf everything he was and would ever be.


  His cock bobbed in front of him, leaking copious amounts of pre-cum and demanding to be let in on the action, but Caelyn made no attempt to touch himself. In fact, when Graham reached for his dick, Caelyn slapped his mate’s hand away. If Graham touched him now, Caelyn would come, and he didn’t want this to be over just yet.


  In this regard, not even Graham could fulfill his wishes. The pleasure rose to unbearable proportions, and Caelyn had no way to maintain his resolve. Arching his back, he exposed his throat, wordlessly begging for Graham to claim him.


  With a growl, Graham pulled Caelyn down and buried his fangs in Caelyn’s flesh. Just like that, orgasm exploded over Caelyn. For a few beautiful moments, their minds and souls were completely united, just like their bodies. Graham’s orgasm echoed within Caelyn, making his own bloom further, like a flower growing under the rays of the sun—no, like a fire fueled by pure molten desire. And throughout it all, the light of the life within Caelyn accompanied them, a promise of the future they had built together.


  “I love you so much, Graham,” Caelyn sent through their bond.


  Graham reached out to him as well. “Angel, I…”


  He never got the chance to finish the phrase. His words trailed off, and then, unexpectedly, the beautiful rapture came to a screeching halt. Caelyn opened his eyes, and he gasped in shock upon realizing Graham was not there. He frantically scanned the room, seeking for any sign of his mate. There wasn’t any. In fact, Caelyn was still dressed, lying on a small cot that had really had nothing to do with the bed he’d shared with Graham. And even Graham’s warmth and his scent were gone, dissipating into loneliness and abandonment.


  Caelyn reached for his abdomen, and he found it flat. Intellectually, he had known it would be so, but the pain and the loss that assaulted him were still unbearable. He screamed, tears flowing down his cheeks as he processed the exact extent of what he had lost. In his heart, he had always known he’d had a son. He’d felt it, all those times when he’d suddenly gotten ill for no apparent reason. On occasion, Karein had been there to hold his hair and comfort him as he threw up, but even then, it had seemed to him that Karein wasn’t the one who should have done this. He understood now that there had been things Karein had kept from him, and his pregnancy was likely one of them. Karein must have known about it, but he hadn’t mentioned it, probably not wanting to hurt Caelyn more in case it turned out that he wouldn’t find his mate.


  His sobs and cries must have been overheard by the other passengers of the plane, because the door burst open and Hareematek Tersain entered the room. “Are you all right?” he asked, his ice-blue eyes scanning the cabin as if he was expecting to find some sort of foe there.


  Caelyn stared at the draechen, trembling, unable to answer. He knew he shouldn’t become a burden for Hareem, since the dragon had his own problems and his own mate to find. Even so, when Hareem approached, Caelyn found himself lunging at Hareem and pulling the other man down on the bed. He embraced Hareem tightly, desperate to soothe the agony inside him. Hareem wasn’t what Caelyn needed, but even the unfamiliar, awkward hug served to anchor him, to give him strength and remind him of his task.


  When they broke away, Caelyn released a soft, self-deprecating laugh. “I’m sorry about that. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. I…I just had a dream.”


  Hareem gave him a knowing look. “About your mate.”


  Caelyn nodded. If there was anyone who could understand, it was Hareem. “My mate and my child. I…I just feel like there’s no hope, like a part of me died and I can’t get it back.”


  For a few moments, Hareem didn’t speak. Caelyn was beginning to think he’d said too much, but then Hareem finally replied, “I can understand that. But you need to have hope. We’re going to find our mates, and when we do, we’ll get our children back, too.”


  “Do you really think they’re still alive?” Caelyn asked.


  “We would know if they weren’t,” Hareem replied. “Take heart. We’re very close to them now. And don’t forget that Karein is still fighting to undo what happened.”


  Caelyn remembered what Karein had kept from him, and realized that Hareem hadn’t been surprised upon learning of Caelyn’s baby. “You were aware of the truth about my son, weren’t you? Why didn’t you say anything?”


  “You know why,” Hareem replied. “It just hurt you needlessly. You’re already determined to get your mate back, and being aware of the existence of your baby didn’t change anything.”


  “I still had the right to know,” Caelyn argued, “to understand why…why I feel so empty.”


  Hareem sighed deeply. “The emperor just meant to protect you. He might not have done it in the way you preferred, but it’s not an easy situation—neither for him, nor for us.”


  There was no point to fight about this further, since it wasn’t strictly Hareem’s fault that Caelyn hadn’t been told about this. “Just don’t keep other secrets,” he replied. “Please.”


  In that moment, Caelyn realized that he was still holding onto Hareem, and that, even if the lovemaking with Graham had turned out to be only a dream, the orgasm had been very real. Therefore, Caelyn was sitting there with his clothes stained of cum, in close contact with a man whom he’d mostly considered a stranger.


  His face flaming, he pulled back as quickly as he could and enveloped himself in the blanket on the bed. He was so very embarrassed, most of all because he realized all too well that Hareem could scent the remains of his pleasure.


  Taking his cue, Hareem left the bed and started to walk away. “You should get ready,” he said from the doorway. “The plane is going to land soon.”


  Even if he was uncomfortable with their entire exchange, Caelyn couldn’t let him leave just like that. “Wait,” he said. “I realize we aren’t very close and we don’t know each other all that well. But…thank you for this, for listening to me, and for helping me to look for my mate. You can’t imagine how grateful I’m feeling right now.”


  Much to his shock, Hareem smiled slightly. It was an expression that Caelyn couldn’t remember seeing on the ice dragon’s face. “I think we have to stick together now,” the draechen answered. “There are very few people who will understand our mate bonds with werewolves. Even the wolves themselves might hate us. So we need to keep a united front if we’re going to succeed.”


  He was right. Caelyn didn’t want to think about it too much, but the fact remained that he was still married to Karein. Any werewolf they ran into would probably hate both him and Hareem. But Graham would be above that. He would believe Caelyn’s story and the connection between them. Caelyn needed to trust in that if he wanted to remain sane.


  “I appreciate it just the same,” he told Hareem. “And I believe that our mates will love us, just like they did once.”


  With one last nod, Hareem opened the door and stepped out of the room, giving Caelyn privacy. Once the draechen was gone, Caelyn slipped out of the bed and removed his dirty clothes. Thankfully, he had a small washroom and spare garments, so he could clean up with relative ease. He was uncomfortable with Karein lavishing him gifts, but the fact that he’d been assigned this room during this flight turned out to be very useful.


  He was ready in record time, and he left the cabin, joining Hareem in the main area of the plane. The ice dragon was currently talking to one of the guards who’d come with them. Caelyn didn’t actually know how much the draechen soldiers had been told, but he gathered Hareem must have anticipated possible problems from their part and picked his men accordingly.


  When Caelyn approached them, Hareem glanced toward him. “Please take a seat, Imperial Consort Caelyn,” he said formally. “We will be landing soon.”


  Caelyn complied and plopped down on a nearby chair. As he buckled his seatbelt, the plane began to descend. Caelyn glanced out the window, wondering what was waiting for them in the green forests beneath them.


  He had never been to this continent before. According to what Karein had told him, draechen had lived here alongside with other shifters and magical creatures since the beginnings of time. They had shared the area with humans who’d built a simple, respectful life and respected nature. Now, after Ornoz had extended to encompass its domination over it, the humans who’d survived all served the draechen. In many ways, the area was the one where the chokehold of the empire had become heaviest, because here, there was no real resistance from anyone.


  Truth be told, it had surprised Caelyn that Hareem wanted to come to this place to find their mates. He still couldn’t understand why werewolves would be living here. Not to mention that Hareem had chosen to avoid landing in one of the draechen settlements, probably on purpose. There was still so much Caelyn didn’t know. He wondered if he could be of any use to this expedition after all. He’d only ever served as a tool for his people, thrust in a marriage he hadn’t understood for the purpose of ensuring a truce between Elusia and Ornoz. However, he didn’t have any real achievements of his own, only an empty title that would be gone soon.


  Caelyn clenched his hands into fists. No, he couldn’t think that way. His mate was waiting for him. Caelyn might not have warrior abilities to rival Hareem’s, but he still had magic. He hadn’t gotten the chance to use it much in Draechenburg—after all, it wouldn’t do to remind everyone that the emperor’s consort cast illusion spells—but that didn’t mean it wasn’t there. Besides, more importantly, his desire to find his mate guided him. He would never lose hope, never.


  As the plane finally landed, Caelyn could barely contain his enthusiasm and anxiety. He held onto the armrests of his seat so that he wouldn’t jump up and rush out of the aircraft before it could stop. It was only the knowledge that such behavior from his part would draw unnecessary suspicion from the other draechen that kept him from acting on his impulse.


  At last, Hareem appeared by his side and extended his hand. Caelyn unbuckled his seat belt and took Hareem’s arm. Together, they left the airplane and stepped outside, onto the grass.


  They ended up in a large grove in the middle of the beautiful forest that Caelyn had seen from up above. The air was crisp and clear, and the mountains in the distance held something wild and untamed that reminded Caelyn of the dream he’d just had.


  “This is the area where our scouts last reported werewolf sightings,” Hareem explained. “I personally led a draechen patrol, but we didn’t find anything.”


  Caelyn guessed they probably hadn’t been looking too hard, or maybe Hareem had actively discouraged the quest. Naturally, he didn’t address that. Instead, he asked, “Will it be okay, with…everyone else?”


  He kept his voice down and shot a nervous glance at the draechen guards already surrounding them. Hareem just nodded. “The men understand our task. They have been told that they aren’t to harm the werewolves under pain of death. Both His Imperial Majesty and I made that very clear.”


  Relief flooded Caelyn. In hindsight, he should have known better than to worry, but he couldn’t help his anxiety and concern. “We’ll be traveling on foot from this point,” Hareem continued. “If you feel fatigued, just let me know and I’ll carry you.”


  Caelyn’s face flamed with embarrassment. What kind of impression did Hareem have of him that he would think such a thing was necessary?


  “I can walk on my own,” he said as he freed his arm from Hareem’s grip, his tone a little more biting than he himself had expected. “Thank you very much.”


  “I meant no offense,” Hareem answered. “It is merely that His Imperial Majesty also entrusted me with your care. Trekking through the forest isn’t easy. I would not be fulfilling my duties if I failed in ensuring your comfort.”


  “We have other priorities right now, and you know it,” Caelyn shot back. He wanted to stay mad, but that was counterproductive, so instead he inquired, “Exactly why would werewolves come here in the first place?”


  The change in topic worked. “The land is largely untainted by war. The species that rebelled couldn’t hold a candle when faced with draechen troops.” He smiled, but the expression held very little amusement. “Of course, by the time we took over the New World, we’d also built up a large, cohesive army, so that might have had something to do with it. In any case, the end result is that prey is abundant, and wild animals are thriving. It’s really hard to distinguish a werewolf in shifted shape from a real beast, so they’re basically hiding under our very noses. Now, come. It’s this way.”


  Hareem guided him and the draechen guards out of the grove and into the forest. As much as he hated to admit it, Caelyn had to agree with Hareem’s previous assessment. There was no real path through the wild undergrowth, and the trees were so dense that Caelyn had trouble seeing. Thankfully, he got used to it pretty quickly and didn’t make a fool out of himself by stumbling on the roots. He congratulated himself for having changed in more practical clothes than his usual garments. He didn’t think he could have made the trek otherwise.


  Hareem walked decisively, like he knew exactly where he was going, but soon, it became obvious that this was not the case. Caelyn himself was pretty confused. His instincts told him that they were headed in the right direction, that his mate was nearby, but he couldn’t guarantee it.


  At last, Hareem stopped and looked around. He passed an agitated hand through his hair, and behind them, the guards grew restless. They were unused to such a show of emotion from Hareem’s part. Caelyn heard Princess Akarawem’s name being mentioned, though, so he surmised the men were blaming Hareem’s agitation on his twin’s absence.


  Hareem seemed oblivious to it. “It was this way,” he murmured under this breath. “I’m sure of it. Where did you go?”


  There was a tinge of desperation in Hareem’s voice, and Caelyn knew he had to intervene. He approached the draechen and asked, “Could I… Could I try?”


  Hareem threw a look over his shoulder, and for a few moments, Caelyn actually thought the man would refuse. He didn’t. Instead, he wordlessly gestured for Caelyn to lead the way.


  Caelyn took a deep breath and closed his eyes. It might have sounded strange, but he didn’t need his vision to see. He had to use his heart to guide him. His normal senses could be confused, but not his soul.


  He could feel it now, the power that was changing the trail, hiding the traces of the people who’d been here before. Because Hareem was right. This was indeed the way their mates—or at least, Caelyn’s—had gone.


  Oddly enough, the power seemed very similar to that of a sprite. Concern flowed through Caelyn. His people had no reason and no resources to track werewolves down. It truly made no sense that they would have interest in coming here at all.


  He briefly opened his eyes and addressed Hareem. “There’s sprite magic here,” he murmured.


  Hareem’s ice-blue eyes glittered with so much emotion it nearly floored Caelyn. “It’s Taryn,” he replied softly. “Phoenix said…Taryn has some sprite magic in his blood.”


  That was great news. It meant that Caelyn could follow the trail of the power directly to Taryn, and he had a feeling that his own mate wouldn’t be far behind either.


  Strengthened by that knowledge, Caelyn focused on his task once again. He continued to walk through the forest, followed by the silent draechen. Soon, a striking sensation of familiarity gripped him, like he was on the brink a momentous discovery which he might have made at a different time, but had forgotten. His mate was nearby. Caelyn just knew it.


  Taking into account that certainty, Caelyn wasn’t really very eager to expose Graham to the entire group of draechen. They might have received serious commands and wouldn’t risk disobeying, but their natural inclination was to take werewolves out.


  He stopped, hesitating to go any further with the draechen troops behind him. Hareem seemed to guess his thoughts. “Wait here,” he told his men.


  The dragons seemed reluctant to risk the safety of their leader, but they knew better than to protest. Relieved, Caelyn started to advance again, this time with only Hareem by his side.


  Caelyn knew they were taking a big chance, since they could easily get attacked while they were here. He appreciated the fact that Hareem was willing to forgo that for the good of both their mates.


  As it turned out, they didn’t have to wait long for their actions to finally pay off. A large wolf leapt out of the bushes, straight in front of Caelyn and Hareem. Caelyn’s heart nearly stopped as he met those beautiful and so familiar honey-brown eyes. “Graham…” he whispered, feeling small, weak, and afraid, but also impossibly in love and relieved. Could it be? Could he have found his dream lover?


  Caelyn wanted to reach out to the werewolf, but he feared that this might be a fantasy, just like the one before. His mate seemed just as surprised. His form melted into that of the handsome man Caelyn had seen in his dream, but he didn’t speak. Instead, he just stared at Caelyn’s face, as if enraptured.


  It was only when Hareem took a step forward that Graham snapped out of his trance. He looked away from Caelyn and snarled at Hareem. “Draechen.”


  The word held so much hostility that Caelyn expected Graham to lunge Hareem any moment now. Fortunately, though, it didn’t happen. Judging by the glance Graham threw his way, the werewolf didn’t want to involve Caelyn in a potentially dangerous battle. Did he know the truth about their mate bond, or was it just something instinctive?


  Caelyn had no answers, but he decided to take advantage of the opportunity just the same. “Wait, please,” he said. “We don’t mean any harm. We came looking for you, for our mates.”


  Graham eyed him warily, his shoulders still tense and his stance just as aggressive as before. Caelyn took a step forward and dared to brush his fingers over Graham’s shoulder. Because of the shifting process, Graham was completely naked, and the sight of it distracted Caelyn. He studiously tried to keep his gaze on Graham’s face, knowing that, no matter how much he desired the werewolf, he couldn’t jump into that just yet. The situation was too confusing. Jenarra, he hadn’t even introduced himself, or told Graham that he was married to someone else—the draechen emperor, no less.


  “Who are you?” Graham asked. “What are you doing here, and how did you know how to find me?”


  “Do you truly not know who I am?” Caelyn couldn’t help but inquire. It hurt him to see that Graham might not be so willing to set aside the differences between their peoples, in spite of their connection.


  “You’re my mate,” Graham answered, “my angel. I know you…I know I do, but I just can’t remember where we met.”


  The relief that swamped Caelyn was so intense his knees went weak. He leaned against Graham, almost starting to cry again when the werewolf’s arms automatically came around him. “My name is Caelyn Sutharlainn, and it’s true that we met before. We were lovers… We were bonded.”


  “Caelyn Sutharlainn?” another voice repeated from behind them. Caelyn stole a look over his mate’s shoulder, only to see a second man approach. “Emperor Shtamakarein Tersain’s consort?”


  Caelyn noted the speculative satisfaction in the second werewolf’s voice, but couldn’t bring himself to care about it. This wasn’t the way he’d planned to approach Graham, or to explain that his marriage to Karein wasn’t a mating in any sense of the word. Graham’s body went rigid, but instead of pushing Caelyn away, he embraced him tighter.


  “Is it true?” he asked. “Are you that Caelyn Sutharlainn?”


  “I am,” Caelyn answered. “But I don’t love him. He’s not my true mate.”


  “That hardly matters, does it?” the second werewolf inquired. “You’re still his whore. Come on, Graham. What in the world are you doing?”


  “Leave me be, Monroe,” Graham answered. “I’m talking to my mate.”


  The other wolf, Monroe, scowled furiously. “You can’t be serious. The draechen emperor’s consort is your mate?”


  “Stay the fuck out of it.” Graham snarled. “It’s none of your business. I know what I’m doing.”


  “Can’t you hear yourself?” Monroe released a sound of disbelief. “Do you realize how absurd this situation is? You’re rushing headfirst to claim a man who’s already married, to that Ornozian monster. Gods, there’s another draechen right there, and you shifted right in front of him. What more do you want? What’s he doing to you?”


  The second werewolf was pointing out all the facts Caelyn had dreaded. However, Graham didn’t pay any attention to it. “I said I would help you find Taryn,” he shot back, “but that doesn’t mean you have the right to make decisions about my life.”


  The mentioning of the name of Hareem’s mate naturally made the ice dragon intervene in the conversation. “Taryn? Is he missing?”


  Apparently, Monroe deemed this inquiry more relevant than Caelyn and Graham’s situation. “What do you want with my brother, draechen?”


  It was probably a bad idea to admit the truth, but Caelyn wasn’t surprised when Hareem did just that. “He’s my mate.”


  “Over my dead body. You’re not taking him, too.”


  Monroe melted into his wolf form and lunged at Hareem with a wild howl. The sound must have alerted the rest of the draechen guards, because they came rushing out of the undergrowth. One of them cursed when he saw Graham holding Caelyn and Monroe attacking Hareem. Caelyn could only imagine how bad this must look. He had to stop the draechen before a tragedy happened.


  Fortunately, Hareem had kept his calm. A wall of ice appeared between him and the rest of the group. The dragons could have melted it or destroyed it with reasonable ease, but they got the message and remained behind it.


  Meanwhile, Hareem directed his attention toward the wolf. He didn’t shift, which Caelyn knew would last too long and would open him up to an attack. Instead, he just assaulted Monroe with a frost nova. The werewolf managed to dodge at first, but the structure of the spell was such that it couldn’t be fully avoided. It hit Monroe’s side, freezing it completely.


  Monroe lost his balance and collapsed. However, he tried to free himself, clawing at the ground, releasing soft snarls when the motions jarred his frozen limbs. It was a testament to how much the werewolf hated draechen that he had even attempted to attack like that, when he obviously wouldn’t have a chance.


  “I don’t want to kill you,” Hareem said. “You are precious to my mate. But don’t try to stand in my way, or you will regret it.”


  The werewolf growled again, and Hareem walked past him, heading toward Caelyn and Graham. “I need you to track Taryn down, Caelyn,” he said. “I don’t know why, but I get the feeling we don’t have much time.”


  Caelyn didn’t miss the fact that Hareem had addressed him simply, by his name. It seemed that Hareem had realized formalities would just get in the way. Even if there was nothing Caelyn would have liked more than to stay with his own mate, he couldn’t refuse. “Of course,” he answered. “I’ll be happy to help.”


  “Can you truly find him?” Graham asked. “He is in grave danger.”


  Panic flashed through Hareem’s gaze. “Danger? How so?”


  “According to his brother, he hasn’t shifted in months. If he continues to remain in animal form, his rational mind will disappear altogether and he will become unable to change shapes. Basically, he will cease being Taryn.”


  Finally, Caelyn began to understand. The werewolves must have actively attempted to remain mostly in shifted form, therefore risking succumbing to their natures and becoming mere animals. Given the chances they took to preserve secrecy, it shocked Caelyn to realize how powerful Graham’s pull toward him must have been. Otherwise, Graham would have never revealed himself like that.


  At the same time, Caelyn grasped that this loss of reason must have happened before, to other werewolves, and that it needed to be avoided at all costs in Taryn’s case. Breaking away from Graham’s embrace, he searched for the thread of magic once more, relying on it to guide him toward Taryn. He noticed more wolves approaching, some of them gathering around Monroe, others coming toward Graham. They eyed him and Hareem with distrust and were clearly reluctant to come any closer.


  Graham looked at one of the groups—which Caelyn surmised must be his pack—and just like that, the wolves joined them. They were clearly not happy about it, but neither did they protest. Deciding that was good enough, Caelyn started to follow the sprite-like magic.


  He realized now that Taryn’s powers were special. While at the very core, they were similar to Caelyn’s, they also had significant differences. The illusion that cloaked Taryn’s scent and trail was built erratically, like a power dump with no actual focus. The more they advanced, the easier it became for Caelyn to notice it. He surmised that Taryn’s condition was worsening, because a wolf’s mind simply wasn’t designed to manage magic.


  At one point, the spell grew even more powerful, becoming more than an attempt to hide. Caelyn caught glimpses of things that shouldn’t have been there. A baby cradle rocked amidst the trees, then disappeared. The sound of laughter reached their ears, strikingly familiar, but still somewhat unidentifiable.


  Finally, they stepped into…Draechenburg. The forest melted away, becoming the draechen citadel. To their right loomed the cavernous expanse of the throne room, complete with the massive throne Karein used. To their left was the cliffside, the view of the Black Forest Mountains which Caelyn usually saw every time he woke up in the morning. And up ahead was a bed chamber, decorated in a distinctive draechen style—much like Caelyn’s own.


  A laughing Hareem sat on the bed in front of them, tickling a cooing baby. “Who’s my beautiful boy? Who’s my beautiful boy?” he asked. “Come on. Can you say ‘Daddy’?”


  It was particularly strange, because a different Hareem was right there next to Caelyn, gasping in shock and dismay. Clearly, it could only be an illusion, the source of which wasn’t very had to find. A small black wolf lay curled against the pillows, twitching, staring at the image. The Hareem in front of them didn’t seem to notice the wrongness, and when he looked at the tiny wolf, he said, “Oh ye of little faith. You’ve seen how precocious he is. He might not start talking right away, but I’ll expect him to do so soon.”


  The scent of blood reached Caelyn’s nostrils, and he surmised that Taryn had used too much magic to recreate what he had instinctively been looking for. Perhaps he had seen this in a dream, just like Caelyn had relived his lovemaking with Graham. A mind already strained by the inability to shift might have fractured altogether due to the shock.


  Hareem let out a wounded sound and rushed toward the small wolf. He joined Taryn on the bed and reached for him. Taryn didn’t immediately react, but then, his green-gold eyes turned toward Hareem. Hareem crawled closer to him, gently touching Taryn’s fur. Caelyn held his breath, knowing all too well that the only one who could help Taryn now was Hareem.


  The wolves from Graham’s pack paced restlessly, perhaps wanting to help. However, Graham gestured for them to stop, and they froze in their tracks. Caelyn had to admit he could understand the way they felt. He wished he could do more, too, but unlike fae, he had no healing magic. He could only watch helplessly as Hareem attempted the impossible.


  “Come back to me,” Hareem said. “I’m right here, sweeting, right here, just for you. You don’t need any of this.”


  The illusion of Hareem and the baby vanished as the wolf sniffed the air and whimpered. He tried to curl closer to Hareem’s side, but he couldn’t quite reach the draechen. Hareem instantly fixed the problem and came closer to him, hugging Taryn and petting his fur. “Shh,” he murmured. “You don’t have to be afraid anymore. I won’t leave you ever again.”


  Finally, the black wolf shifted into a slender dark-haired man. The change seemed to be painful, bones snapping and flesh twisting in a less natural way than it had seemed for Graham and even Monroe. When it was over, Caelyn felt a little nauseous, but Taryn—the one who’d had to withstand the obvious pain—was smiling. “You came,” the young man said to Hareem. “I knew you would come. I knew I could find you.”


  “Of course you could,” Hareem replied, pain heavy in his tone. “You can do anything you set your mind to.”


  Taryn’s face fell. “I couldn’t protect our baby. I’m…I’m sorry, Hareem. I don’t know…I don’t know what happened to him.” He was trembling again, clutching Hareem’s shoulders and completely oblivious to the way the illusion he had created was now twisting around in a wild kaleidoscope. “I lost him… I lost our Galyn. I failed you.”


  “No, you didn’t,” Hareem replied. “Galyn is sleeping in the nursery. He’s just fine.”


  “Oh… That’s good then. I…I must be confused.” He smiled, the tremors of his body beginning to subside. Caelyn wished he could have believed that was a good thing.


  After a small pause, Taryn frowned slightly. “Hareem? Why can’t I feel you in my mind?”


  A sob escaped Hareem. “You’re just tired, sweeting. I’m right here.” He brushed a kiss over Taryn’s lips in a sweet kiss. “See?”


  “Yes… Here with me.” Taryn melted into Hareem’s embrace. “Hareem…I think you’re right. I’m pretty sleepy. Do you think I can rest for a bit?”


  “Of course, sweeting,” Hareem replied, his voice husky and ragged. “You can rest for as long as you like.”


  “And you’ll be waiting for me when I wake up?”


  “I would wait for you forever,” Hareem said softly. “You are my everything.”


  Taryn beamed so brightly that Caelyn wanted to scream at the unfairness. He knew what was happening of course. They all did, including Hareem, who seemed to be struggling to put up a brave face for his mate. Caelyn would have tried to rush for a healer, but at this point, there was no use. He might not have werewolf senses, but even he could smell death now.


  “Thank you,” Taryn said at last. “I knew…I knew you would come. I’m so…so happy. I love…”


  He trailed off before he could finish the phrase, his body slumping into Hareem’s arms. The illusion around them cracked, fading away into nothingness. Hareem released a loud, deafening roar, as he cradled the now-lifeless form of his mate. The extent of the pain in that sound made Caelyn clutch Graham’s side and bury his face in his mate’s shoulder.


  He felt like a voyeur in a scene that perhaps should have been private. He hated having failed to find Taryn on time. And perhaps most importantly, he loathed himself because a small part of him was relieved that it hadn’t been Graham in Taryn’s stead.


  Graham held him close, not speaking, seeming frozen. Around them, the wolves began to howl, a mournful sound that carried the pain of the entire community with it. All the while, Hareem just lay there on the grass where a bed had once stood, not moving an inch.


  Caelyn had no idea what he was supposed to do now. He had imagined his reunion with Graham in countless ways, but none of them included the death of Hareem’s mate. He wanted to reach out to Hareem, but the ice dragon was liable to snap at him. If Hareem ran amok, he could easily hurt Graham and the other wolves because of his agony.


  He didn’t know how long they just stood there, but it must have been a while, because at one point, Monroe emerged from the forest, followed by his pack and, ironically, the rest of the dragons. They must have heard Hareem’s roar and the wolf howls and perhaps drawn their own conclusions.


  Still in wolf form, Monroe took one look at the scene and went very still. Given Monroe’s obvious affection for his brother and his hatred of draechen, the situation had disaster written all over it.


  Graham pressed a kiss to his forehead and broke their embrace. He got between Monroe and Hareem and knelt in front of his friend. For a few moments, they stared at each other, and Caelyn suspected they were talking mentally, although he couldn’t be sure how he had that knowledge. Finally, Monroe’s shape blurred and shifted into his human form.


  “What happened?” he asked. “What did the draechen do?”


  “It wasn’t him,” Caelyn replied, knowing that Monroe wouldn’t believe him, but needing to explain just the same. “Taryn used too much illusion magic. By the time we got here, there was nothing either of us could do.”


  “It’s so easy to blame Taryn now.” Monroe glowered at him. “After all, he’s only one small werewolf. Who cares if he dies?”


  The inquiry seemed to snap Hareem out of his trance. “You don’t have to worry about that,” he said as he got up, still holding Taryn in his arms. “I’ll protect Taryn.”


  Monroe stared at him. “You will return him to me,” he answered, “and then I’ll make you pay for what you did. I’ll kill you for hurting Taryn.”


  “You must be mistaken,” Hareem replied calmly. “I would never harm him. In fact, I’m taking my mate back to Draechenburg, and I will explain to everyone that he is my mate and not to be touched.”


  As he spoke, he smiled slightly, petting Taryn’s hair. When Caelyn looked at him, he realized Hareem wasn’t even lying or pretending. He truly believed his own words. He couldn’t accept that Taryn was dead, so he had buried that knowledge somewhere deep inside, so that he wouldn’t have to process it.


  Monroe didn’t seem to care about that. Roaring, he leapt toward Hareem, anger and pain in his every motion. “You killed him!”


  Every syllable was a growl, and he seemed seconds away from shifting and attacking. Likely, the only thing holding him back was the fact that Hareem still held Taryn’s body, and even if Taryn was no longer alive, Monroe still didn’t want any harm to come to his body. It was all so awful, and it seemed like a cruel joke that, only hours before, Hareem had been the one to encourage Caelyn. Now, the ice dragon had his hopes and dreams crushed, and Caelyn was helpless to do anything about it.


  In spite of Monroe’s angry words, Hareem scoffed. “Taryn is just resting. He was sleepy, and he needed to close his eyes for a bit. That’s all. He’ll wake up by the time we get to Draechenburg.”


  Caelyn’s heart broke a little more, and he simply couldn’t bring himself to say that Taryn would never wake up again. Hareem glanced his way and said, “Come on. We have what we came here for. The plane is waiting, and Karein will be happy to learn our trip was a huge success.”


  The phrase reminded Caelyn of a problem they hadn’t even gotten the chance to discuss. Caelyn had focused on the idea of finding Graham, but hadn’t really paid much attention to what they’d do after that. Clearly, Graham had a pack and a family here. Caelyn couldn’t ask him to abandon them, not to mention that it made no sense whatsoever for a werewolf to live in Draechenburg. What role would he even have? Would he be Caelyn’s lover? Where would he fit into Caelyn’s life?


  At the same time, Caelyn didn’t think he was welcome here. He remained a sprite, and the draechen emperor’s consort. Also, he couldn’t simply leave Hareem on his own with his dead mate while he ran off with Graham. It would just be too cruel.


  Torn, Caelyn took Graham’s hand and squeezed it. He needed to know Graham’s opinion, and he would act accordingly. He’d have to make a choice between what was more important to him, and if he needed to pick, Graham would always be the winner. But first, he had to acknowledge Graham’s point of view.


  Much to his surprise, Graham nodded. “Very well. I will go with you. My beta will care for my pack in my absence.”


  “Excellent,” Hareem answered. “Oh, and I believe I didn’t introduce myself. My name is Hareematek Tersain. I’d like to thank you for your help in finding in my mate. I don’t think we could have rescued Taryn without you.”


  Predictably, Monroe didn’t take that well. His human form at last shifted into his wolf. His eyes seemed to hold no reason at all as he lunged toward Hareem. Hareem put up a wall of ice between them, keeping the werewolf from advancing. But Taryn’s death appeared to have pushed Monroe over the edge. He ran straight into the barrier, once, twice, wildly ramming into it until it finally cracked. Splinters of ice flew everywhere, and Graham covered Caelyn’s body with his own, protecting him from the strange hail.


  When he was safe again, Caelyn saw Hareem place Taryn down and face Monroe. “Taryn is mine,” he said. “He wanted me to be there when he woke up, and I will. Always. I won’t break my promise.”


  Out of thin air, Hareem created a spear of ice. Time seemed to slow, and all Caelyn knew was that he simply couldn’t bear the thought of more death. Monroe had already lost a brother. It wasn’t fair for him to have to die, too.


  Breaking free from Graham’s embrace, Caelyn threw himself between the two shifters. “Stop!” he shouted.


  But it was too late. Hareem had already tossed the spear. Caelyn found himself staggering, but he didn’t really know why, not at first. And then, pain rushed through Caelyn, and he crumbled to the ground. Graham was instantly by his side, reaching for his hand. “Oh, Gods… Angel!”


  Caelyn tried to smile and squeeze Graham’s fingers, but he found that he couldn’t move his arm. The pain was replaced by a dull numbness that slowly progressed over his body, making him unable to move.


  Graham roared at Hareem. “Draechen! Fix him. What the fuck did you do?”


  That was kind of a silly question, since Graham had seen the whole thing. Truly, it was Caelyn’s own fault for trying to stop the conflict. At most, it had been an accident. “Please… Don’t… Don’t fight.”


  He met Hareem’s gaze and found the ice dragon staring at Caelyn with a blank expression. Caelyn wanted to say a million things. He wished he could have explained everything to Graham, told him about what the world truly should have been like. But the ice spell paralyzed his vocal cords, and all he could do was wish that somehow, his mate would find a way to fix what had been broken—without him.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Camden leaned against his mate, musing over the news they had just received. He hadn’t really known what to expect when the Myrthylar had gone to meet with the draechen. Lord Selbrian had returned with the suggestion of an alliance, and Camden was still pretty confused. Even so, he’d leapt at the chance to go to Draechenburg. So here he was, on a plane with Selbrian, Philip Strange, Raleigh Connors, and of course, Sage.


  His parents hadn’t wanted to allow it, but Camden had insisted to go. It would have been too risky for them to come, so Camden had taken it up on himself to be the messenger of the Isaiat. Of course, he’d had the ulterior motive of wanting Sage to return to his people. Even if Sage had never shown regret with regard to his decision to leave the draechen, Camden knew that it hadn’t been easy. He had faith that, with this, Sage would manage to make his peace with the past.


  “I just hope I don’t fuck things up for the alliance,” Sage said through their bond. “The emperor is unlikely to trust me.”


  “The whole point of this meeting was to leave behind the battles of the past,” Camden argued. “We have to believe it will work.”


  Truth be told, Camden wasn’t sure if he did want this alliance in the first place. He would never be able to forget the pain he had experienced when his brother and sister had been killed. While he didn’t blame Sage for it, the same thing didn’t apply to draechen as a whole. But they had all agreed to get over their personal differences with their foes for the greater good—as long as Ornoz was honest about the entire thing, at least.


  That didn’t mean any of Camden’s companions were happy about it. In fact, even now, Philip Strange was having an argument with Lord Selbrian.


  “For the record, I don’t like this,” he said. “I just don’t trust Ornoz.”


  “I can understand that,” the fae answered, “but this might be our best and only chance for peace.”


  “Peace? You must be joking. After everything that happened? After everyone who died, you would have us make nice with the draechen, just because your son is suddenly hot for dragon cock?”


  Selbrian’s nostrils flared at the vulgar words. The situation would have undoubtedly escalated to further unpleasantness had Philip’s mate Raleigh not intervened. He took Philip’s hand and squeezed it tightly. Instantly, Philip began to settle down, although Camden still watched him warily.


  “In the end, this is what we have been working for, the cessation of hostilities,” Raleigh said. “It’s a good thing in whatever way it will come about.”


  Coming from Raleigh, that was incredibly supportive. Like Camden, Raleigh had lost so much in this war. His entire family—both his birth parents and his adoptive ones—had been practically decimated. But he obviously knew that there was nothing to be gained from continuing the conflict. At the very least, a truce would prevent any more deaths.


  Philip’s anger seemed to deflate, too. “I just can’t imagine it will work,” he admitted. “We’re talking about Emperor Shtamakarein Tersain here. He’s notorious for his cruelty. For crying out loud, he already has a mate. What is your son thinking?”


  “I’m aware of all those issues, and so is Sari,” Selbrian answered, tension thick in his voice. “Believe me, this isn’t at all what I would choose for my only child. But it’s not my decision to make, and I’m afraid it’s not yours either.” He smiled bitterly. “Ironically, if I hadn’t mentioned Sari truly thinks Shtamakarein is his mate, you probably wouldn’t have reacted so violently, right? If you’d thought he planned to simply offer himself to the emperor in exchange for peace, you’d have been okay with it.”


  Philip fell silent, perhaps uncomfortable with the turn of the conversation and with the accusation in Selbrian’s tone. Camden wondered if he and Sage should intervene, at least to point out that the emperor was unlikely to treat Prince Sareltae badly. According to Sage, Shtamakarein Tersain wasn’t quite as bad as others believed. But whenever Sage tried to explain that, he always became the focus of the hostility of the entire group, and Camden had had enough of it. He wished that one day, he and Sage could find a place of peace, where their love wouldn’t be taboo and frowned upon.


  Thankfully, Camden and Sage were rescued from having to draw attention onto themselves, because Selbrian let the matter go. “Mr. Strange, this isn’t just about Sari,” he said. “I told you before. Something far more powerful is going on, and it is in all of our interests to come up with a solution. Have some faith. Jenarra will guide our steps.”


  “I’m going to trust in you, Lord Selbrian,” Philip said, “because so far, the Myrthylar have never failed us. I just hope this promise for peace doesn’t blow up in our faces.”


  “Believe me, Mr. Strange. I’m the one who has most to lose in this whole affair.”


  “We’ve all lost a great deal,” Camden finally said. “That’s why we’re going to Draechenburg in the first place—to prevent it from happening again, and maybe, to get it all back.”


  Silence fell over the plane after Camden said that. They all realized the high stakes of this meeting. There was another issue here which had to be taken into account, a matter Selbrian had mentioned but hadn’t clarified too much. According to him, another reality existed in which the war had never happened. That meant Camden’s loved ones had never died. Camden was reluctant to believe such an outlandish tale, but he suspected that the hope it could be true had been the only reason for which his parents had agreed to this in the first place.


  “Do you truly think there’s a second, better reality which we can find, Lord Selbrian?” he inquired.


  “I’m not sure,” Selbrian replied. “It seems to be the case. Although it makes no sense when we say it out loud, there have been countless visions sent to my mate that point to it. I suppose we’ll finally find out now.”


  “Ah, yes… We’re meeting the famous Phoenix.” Raleigh hummed thoughtfully. “I’m not sure I’m comfortable with leaving my destiny in the hands of someone who is known to be volatile and dangerous, but…we have to try.”


  In the end, that was the crux of the issue. It could be all an elaborate deception, but there were also chances of it being true. In that case, all of them could get back what they had lost—children, siblings, parents. This was the promise which had urged them all to come, not the elusive peace which Philip had scorned.


  Still, by the time the plane entered draechen airspace, Camden had become very anxious. He was actually a little relieved when the pilot announced they would soon be reaching Draechenburg. It wouldn’t be easy, but anything was an improvement when compared to this uncertainty.


  Finally, the jet began to descend. As he looked outside the window, Camden could see the large draechen citadel, so very close now. Camden had seen it in Sage’s memories, but it was very different to finally be here himself. He wondered how many outsiders had ever stepped on Draechenburg soil. Not many, he would bet.


  Finally, the plane landed on the cliffside that served as a runway. Once the jet stopped, Camden unbuckled his seatbelt and left his chair, his mate by his side. He didn’t abandon the aircraft immediately. Instead, he and Sage headed in the adjoining cabin and opened the door.


  Prince Akarawem glared at them from her enclosure. A fae-built shield still surrounded her, making it next to impossible for her to use her fire-wielding abilities. “You traitor!” she spat at Sage. “I’ll have my brother skin you alive for this.”


  “Remain calm, Princess Akarawem,” Sage answered. “Your presence here is a sign of our goodwill and a first step in a treaty with the draechen. You would do well to remember that.”


  “A treaty?” Akarawem laughed. “You have to be kidding. Do you truly believe that’s going to happen? You must have forgotten more than just our ways while becoming the slave of the chimeras.”


  Lord Selbrian appeared behind them and stepped into the room. He grabbed Akarawem’s arm and began to pull her toward the exit of the aircraft. Fortunately, the draechen female didn’t try to fight him in any way, but Camden still hated having to free her.


  They didn’t have much choice, however, since she was still the emperor’s sister and her release had been a prerequisite for this meeting. With a deep sigh, Camden steeled himself for what was to come and followed Selbrian out of the aircraft.


  Evening had fallen over the mountains now, but Camden’s keen eyesight and the artificial lighting illuminating the cliffside still allowed him to see in the increasing gloom. There were quite a lot of people waiting for them, including Prince Sareltae and his mother, Eanera. But what surprised Camden was the presence of Emperor Shtamakarein himself. Camden had never actually met the emperor in battle, but it didn’t take a genius to figure out who the tall, dark-haired man next to Sareltae was. The possessive hold he had on the fae’s waist, as well as the dark glare he received from the Selbrian, clarified any confusion Camden might have had.


  It also became pretty obvious that both Sareltae and the emperor were serious regarding their supposed connection, because they didn’t even flinch when faced with Selbrian’s anger. Then again, Eanera couldn’t have been happy about it either, but there they were, nevertheless. The mysterious prince Talrasar whom Camden had just met was, however, nowhere to be seen.


  “Greetings,” the emperor said. “Ornoz is honored to have you here. Sister, I am happy to see you are well.”


  Akarawem finally shook off Selbrian’s hold. “I have no idea how you managed this, but I’m free now. You can get rid of them.”


  Shtamakarein scowled. “You’re not in any position to give me orders. Refrain from doing so, or from thinking that you have any say in what I think or do.”


  “But… Your Imperial Majesty… They kidnapped me. You can’t possibly…”


  “Guards, lead the princess to her quarters,” the emperor ordered, interrupting Akarawem’s protests. “She is fatigued after her ordeal.”


  Several draechen soldiers complied with his command and led Akarawem inside. She seemed so shocked at the emperor’s attitude that Camden couldn’t help but experience a pang of satisfaction. It didn’t last, because the emperor’s gaze then turned to Sage. He showed no sign of surprise at his presence, and instead smiled. “Welcome back, Lieutenant Zager.”


  The way the emperor said that suggested that he had known about Sage’s defection all along. Camden wrapped his arm around Sage’s waist, protectiveness swelling through him. He didn’t know if Shtamakarein had done it on purpose, but it only made everyone distrust Sage’s intentions.


  “I can actually understand that,” Sage said through their bond. “It wouldn’t do for everyone to figure out that I fooled him.”


  That made sense, but Camden still hated to accept it. He hated it even more when Sage saluted militarily. “Greetings, Your Imperial Majesty,” Sage said. “I’m very happy to be on draechen soil once more.”


  “Perhaps we should head inside then,” the emperor said. “You must be tired after your trip, and you likely need to rest.”


  Selbrian waved a hand. “Thank you, but that won’t be necessary. We should focus directly on what needs to be done.”


  “Very well.” Shtamakarein gestured them toward the palace entrance. “Please, follow me.”


  Without another word, the emperor turned and entered the citadel, taking Prince Sareltae along with him. Eanera and Selbrian rushed after them, so Sage and Camden did so as well. Camden was aware of the other draechen staring at Sage, probably wondering exactly where he fit in this entire affair. However, Sage ignored them. He just held onto Camden’s hand like he always did and focused on guiding them through the corridors.


  They ended up in the throne room, a large, cavernous area that for some reason felt very chilly to Camden. Two other men had already been waiting there, one of whom looked very much like the emperor. They didn’t speak, simply watching the entire scene from the side.


  “We’ll get right to the point,” Shtamakarein said. “As I mentioned earlier, there is a second reality which the war between species didn’t ravage. Even if it seems an unlikely scenario, it is a chance for us to start over.”


  “Do you truly expect us to believe that?” Philip asked. “Doesn’t the absence of the war mean that in this reality, you aren’t the all-powerful leader of the world?”


  Shtamakarein sat down on the throne and pulled Sareltae in his lap. “Contrary to popular belief,” he said, “my priorities aren’t focused on expanding Ornoz’s domination—at least, not right now.”


  “It’s a strange thing to say from your throne,” Selbrian pointed out. It was exactly what Camden had been thinking, but it seemed that the emperor might have done it on purpose.


  “Is it?” Shtamakarein’s eyes were very dark as he smirked. “I would deem it fitting. I don’t mean to hide my role in this world, but it doesn’t mean anything without Sari.”


  The fae’s face flamed, and he fidgeted a little in the emperor’s lap. Shtamakarein’s hold on him tightened. The obvious sexual tension between the two would have been funny if not for the seriousness of the circumstances.


  Prince Sareltae must have realized how the whole thing looked, because he slid out of Shtamakarein’s lap and stood next to the throne instead. The emperor cleared his throat. “In any case…I’d like you to meet my brother, Rachen, and his mate, Phoenix. Rachen, Phoenix, I believe you’ve already met everyone.”


  Phoenix nodded. “Yes, thank you, Your Imperial Majesty. Now, if I may, gentlemen. You mentioned there was a feather that showed you the existence of the other reality—my feather. Could I possibly see it?”


  The famous phoenix feather. Camden had learned about it, but he hadn’t actually seen it. But if it was as powerful as the fae claimed, would it truly be safe to hand it over to some stranger?


  Selbrian seemed to think the same. “How do you know we won’t use this power against us?”


  “I suppose you don’t,” Phoenix answered. “I’m just hoping it can help me find the phoenix of this world. If that happens, I might be able to get my powers back. I highly doubt it can show me or give me anything I need.”


  Philip Strange scowled. “And why should we take this chance?” he inquired. “I’ve heard enough about it to figure out that it could be a weapon in your hands.”


  “It could also be the key to returning to the other reality,” Eanera offered. Even if her words attempted to be encouraging, they were actually quite filled with doubt.


  “Would you like to give it more thought?” Shtamakarein inquired. “I won’t force you into handing over this item. Technically speaking, I have Sari now, so I’m happy. The interest isn’t strictly on my side.”


  Selbrian finally took a deep breath and nodded. He retrieved a box from his pocket and said, “Eanera gave this to me when we went to the meeting. I have no desire to trust you with it…but it could be my only chance to get my children back.”


  With that, Selbrian offered the box to Phoenix. Phoenix didn’t reach for it, instead staring at the item with a strange expression. Finally, it was Rachen who took it. “Thank you for your faith,” he said. “We will endeavor not to fail you.”


  Even as he spoke, a knock sounded at the door. “Yes?” Shtamakarein called out.


  A concerned-looking guard walked in, keeping his head down like he expected the emperor to smite him. Perhaps he wasn’t completely off base in that suspicion, because Shtamakarein glared at the new arrival. “I asked not to be disturbed.”


  “I–I know, Your Imperial Majesty,” the guard stammered, dropping to his knees. “However, this is important. The Ivenian king… His plane is approaching Draechenburg.”


  Camden gaped. He was well aware that much of what had happened had been done behind King Amarion’s back. Additionally, he suspected there was a rift of such within the Myrthylar family, possibly because of the famous box. However, he had not expected Amarion would dare to come here.


  “Well, this is interesting,” Shtamakarein said. “I wonder what reasons he has for believing I wouldn’t shoot him out of the sky.”


  Those reasons were kind of straightforward, really. If King Amarion had found out about Sareltae’s arrival in Draechenburg—and possibly the obvious affection Shtamakarein lavished upon the fae—he would have realized that Shtamakarein wouldn’t risk harming him. It wasn’t impossible. The fae actually had quite a lot of spies, and it didn’t seem like Shtamakarein had been discreet in his attentions. Then again, it could just as easily be the mere presence of his family.


  Either way, it was a very serious development. Did it change things? Camden couldn’t be sure. In the end, their task was the same, whether the king joined them or not.


  “I will hear what he has to say,” Shtamakarein finally decided. “He is a fellow sovereign, after all, and I have extended my hospitality to the Myrthylar. Allow him to land and lead him here once he arrives.”


  The soldier got up and saluted. “I live and die by your command,” he said.


  As the draechen guard left the room, the emperor asked, “Any idea how he might have found out about this meeting?”


  “King Amarion is very resourceful,” Eanera answered, “and there was a lot of fuss here in Draechenburg. It couldn’t have been hard.”


  “Perhaps it wasn’t.” Shtamakarein turned toward Sage and Camden. “What about you, Sage? What do you think?”


  Camden hated that the emperor had now taken the time to even focus on Sage, but apparently, he planned to use the time spent waiting for Amarion to point out Sage’s betrayal. Even so, Sage kept his calm. “I would agree, Your Imperial Majesty,” he answered. “I have seen the organization of the fae, and I would say they definitely have the means of learning this information.”


  Shtamakarein smirked. “You truly did see it, didn’t you? Tell me something. Did you feel any guilt over leaving the draechen? Did you think of your sister, of your parents?”


  “I did, yes,” Sage answered, “but I knew Hanna would have supported me had she known. And as you are well aware, Your Imperial Majesty, I’m not the only one in this war who lost his parents. To put it bluntly, Emperor Shtamakarein, no, I don’t feel guilty. Camden is my family now, and if I have my way, we’re going to rebuild what we had, what we were robbed of.”


  “I suppose I can understand that,” the emperor replied, glancing toward Sareltae. “I can’t imagine it’s been easy, though. If this doesn’t work out, you and your mate are welcome to stay here.”


  Camden couldn’t help a gasp. He didn’t think that he could leave his family, but still, the fact that the emperor had even made the offer was more than Camden had imagined. This had to be some sort of deception. It just seemed too good to be true.


  “You don’t believe I’m being honest,” Shtamakarein told Camden, obviously catching onto his doubts.


  “No, I don’t,” Camden replied without missing a beat. “I highly doubt a man like you would be inclined to wave off what you would see as treason just like that.”


  “Perhaps a while back, I wouldn’t have, but I do understand your mate’s actions now. It’s hard not to, since I’m largely in the same position.”


  Before Camden could say anything else, the door burst open and Amarion Myrthylar stalked into the throne room. “You must avoid giving the feather to that creature,” the Ivenian king said without preamble. “No matter what you do, Eanera, you have to prevent it.”


  “Your Majesty, I don’t understand,” Eanera answered. “Why did you come here? We realize the feather’s power, but sometimes, you have to take a chance for the greater good.”


  “The greater good? You have no idea what you’re talking about.” Amarion clenched his hands into fists. “Do you think I imprisoned my son for no reason? Do you truly believe that I would be so petty and cruel to do that for the sake of my own sensibilities? Eanera, he wanted to use the feather, too. I saw it that day, what destruction it could wield, how it exploits and uses people. I thought you knew, too, and you would never take such chances, at least not without consulting me.”


  “Prince Talrasar was mentally unstable,” Sareltae replied in his mother’s stead, “largely because of his separation from his mate. The two of them have been reunited. As you can see, it’s not an issue anymore.”


  “That’s because the damn thing has another target,” Amarion snapped back. His gaze zeroed in on the box, still in Rachen’s hand. “Return it to us. Why do you think you even ended up here? That creature lives within every part of itself. It led you all here, teasing you with promises of a dream that can never exist—just so that it could return to its master.”


  In return, Rachen snarled. “You’re just afraid that it’ll work, and we’ll restore a reality where you don’t exist.”


  Camden froze, no longer knowing what to believe. In his mind, he had made this second world to be perfect, but he hadn’t considered the idea that other people might no longer be alive.


  Amarion didn’t seem surprised by the words. “I couldn’t care less about that,” he said. “Do you truly not realize the monster you’ve chosen for a mate? It was created to destroy, and it has repeatedly done so. You know this, Emperor Shtamakarein. It cost you the lives of your parents. And in this thing, you would trust your futures, your destiny?”


  A shiver went down Camden’s spine. It had all seemed too good to be true, and they had been following the guide of the feather on the basis that the images shown were genuine. Had they all been manipulated? Had they played right into Phoenix’s hand?


  Shtamakarein’s expression grew thoughtful, and he turned toward Phoenix. “Would you like to say anything, Phoenix? Those are some pretty nasty accusations.”


  Phoenix wasn’t even looking at the emperor. In fact, he wasn’t looking at anyone. His full focus seemed to be the box. Before anyone could move a muscle, Phoenix snatched the box from his mate’s hand and opened it.


  From inside, he retrieved a flaming feather and held it tightly in his hand. He looked away, and for a few seconds, his gaze met Camden’s. In that moment, Camden realized how mistaken they’d all been to trust in this creature.


  “King Amarion was right,” he said. “Take it back. Take the feather back.”


  Camden would have tried to do that himself, but several things happened at the same time. Phoenix started to laugh, and the fire from the feather trailed down his arm, until it engulfed his whole body. Shtamakarein shot off the throne, pushing Sareltae behind himself. Similarly, Sage stood in front of Camden, protecting him from the new danger.


  Meanwhile, Amarion, Eanera, and Selbrian rushed toward Phoenix, probably intending to try to do what Camden had said. It was much too late. The feather disappeared, and the flames around Phoenix grew brighter.


  “Thank you,” Phoenix said. “You really played your part quite perfectly. I’m now free of that blasted prison. The sprites can’t hold me any longer courtesy of this body.”


  Rachen gasped, reaching for his mate and trying to shake him. “Phoenix! Snap out of it. This isn’t you.”


  “Oh, but this is me,” Phoenix purred, trailing a finger over Rachen’s cheek. “Don’t worry about a thing, lover. I’ll fix it all. I’ll cleanse the world and build one just for us—a place where only the two of us exist. We don’t need anyone but each other.”


  “Phoenix, don’t do this, baby,” Rachen said. “Come back to me. We can still fix things. It’s not too late.”


  “Oh, but it is,” Amarion said, having stopped a few feet away from Phoenix. “That’s not the man you know. It is the creature I dreaded.”


  Unfortunately for Amarion, these words drew Phoenix’s attention toward him. “Ah, yes…King Amarion. I have a score to settle with you. You stopped me once, and it cost you your son. If you’d just let Talrasar find my box and open it, everything would have been so much easier. I only wanted to be free. But no… You had to go and keep him from me. You have only yourself to blame for whatever happens today.”


  Phoenix tilted his head ever so slightly, his gaze fixed on the Ivenian king. Just like that, Amarion burst into flames. He didn’t scream. At first, he didn’t even seem to realize what had happened. Camden would have thought he was seeing things, but then, that strange fire began to consume Amarion.


  The Ivenian king gasped and fell to his knees. He watched blindly as his hands started to fade under the immaterial blaze. Eanera reached for him, but Phoenix just looked at her and she fell, flames surrounding her as well.


  “Mother!” Sareltae screamed. “Oh, Jenarra… No!”


  Seeming oblivious to the danger on himself, he ran toward the two fallen fae and dropped to his knees next to her. He tried to insert his hand into the fire, but was propelled back, unable to pass through the force. His father joined him, also attempting to help Eanera, but failing.


  Both Amarion and Eanera seemed like paper figurines being burnt out of existence. No, that wasn’t right. They were merely drawings, wiped away altogether, not leaving even a trace behind, because even as their bodies started to fade, there was no scent of charred flesh, no ash, nothing. Just…emptiness.


  “Sari… Selbrian…” Eanera finally gasped out. “Get out of here. Run.”


  “Find Talrasar,” Amarion added, apparently clinging to his final strength. “Tell him… Tell him I love him, that I’m so very sorry… So…sorry.”


  With those final words, Amarion at last faded away. Eanera endured for a while longer before she at last disappeared. And all the while, Camden could do absolutely nothing. He had thought he could handle anything. He was a warrior, and he had faced many battles. But this thing…this terror…he didn’t know how to counter it.


  And then, Phoenix stepped toward Sareltae, smirking. Shtamakarein gasped, making a move to stop the creature, but a wave of power swept over the room, freezing him in place.


  “Prince Sareltae… You know, I was so jealous of you for a long time. You had Rachen’s love and attention, and you tried to take him from me. And then, you made everyone hate me.” The flame around his body seemed to burn hotter and brighter. Sari gasped and clutched his hand as Phoenix continued to speak. “I only ever wanted to be free, to be loved. But you, and others like you, would clip my wings and destroy my one chance for happiness. I will not allow it. Disappear!”


  He waved his hand toward the young fae, and predictably, Sareltae started to fade away as well. When he realized what was happening, he looked past Phoenix and straight at the emperor. “Karein…I’m sorry.”


  Oddly enough, Sareltae’s words seemed to break the spell on the emperor. A roar escaped Shtamakarein, and his form melted into that of a huge black dragon. He launched himself at the phoenix, his entire being a study in despair and hatred.


  The attack of the draechen leader snapped Camden out of his own trance. Sage turned into his shifted form, while Camden retrieved his gun. He had no idea if it would work, but it certainly stood a better chance than close combat.


  He caught sight of Philip, Raleigh, and Lord Selbrian doing the same. But before they could even strike, Phoenix the man disappeared, and a huge fire bird appeared in its stead. It screeched, and a blaze of fire emerged from its beak. It hit the black dragon, sending him flying back. Lord Selbrian suffered a similar fate, hitting the wall with a nauseating crack.


  Philip and Raleigh were next. A wave of power struck them, and before Camden’s very eyes, their forms melted into that of mere feline cubs. However, this gave Sage the time to gather his magic. Camden did his best to support his mate, feeding all of his love into their bond.


  Sage converted his own power, and Camden’s, into the largest ice bolt Camden had ever seen. It was a long shot, and it probably wouldn’t work—they were faced with a phoenix, after all. Nevertheless, they couldn’t just stand by and watch. They had to do something. They had to try.


  While Camden started to shoot at the creature, Sage launched the ice spell. None of the projectiles made contact. The bullets fell to the ground, useless, while the ice bolt stopped inches away from Phoenix, hovering midair, glittering like a jewel as the glow of the fire bird’s blaze mirrored itself into it. Phoenix turned slowly, eyeing it with slight interest. He waved a wing, and the ice bolt came speeding back toward Camden and Sage. In a flash, Sage threw up an ice shield and took Camden in his arms, shielding him once again with his larger body.


  Camden had the time to curl against his mate before the ice shield cracked and his entire world turned black.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  It was a nightmare, a complete and utter nightmare. Rachen had thought that if Phoenix got his power back, all their problems would be solved. It had never occurred to him that the phoenix of this world would use the chance to free himself from the sprite-built prison and take over Rachen’s mate instead.


  Sari, Eanera, and Amarion were already gone, wiped away from existence as if they’d never been. Selbrian lay still and motionless against the wall, his neck at an awkward, unnatural angle. Sagenamadeen Zager and his mate had been reduced to nothing but statues of ice. The two shape-shifters had turned into cubs, and were shying away from Phoenix, hiding behind one of the larger blocks of ice.


  Karein was the only one who seemed to have withstood the phoenix’s terrible power. He was still moving, his wings trembling as he struggled to get up again. He didn’t get the chance to try another attack on Phoenix. A strange darkness began to gather above Karein. The dragon’s body started to writhe and twist, as if he was struggling against some unseen force. At one point, the power pushed Karein into changing back into his human form.


  Rachen wanted to stop it, to stop his mate, but he couldn’t move a muscle. He could only watch as the man he loved tortured Karein. It was hell on him, especially when Karein started to call out Sari’s name. Once. Twice. Three times. And then, it was all over.


  Karein’s body went still and motionless. At first, Rachen thought that his mate had killed his brother, but then, Karein began to stir again. However, when Karein lifted his head and faced them, Rachen saw that his hair and eyes were no longer black. They were red. Rachen’s hair. Rachen’s eyes.


  The fire bird next to him melted back into the man Rachen had once fallen in love with. “There you are.” Phoenix smiled at the draechen who should have been Karein. “You’re free like me. You will no longer be a prisoner in another man’s body.”


  Rachen felt a little nauseous as he realized what the phoenix had done. He had effectively cast away Karein’s soul, leaving only this world’s Rachen to inhabit Karein’s body. The second Rachen looked a little confused, but Phoenix rushed to his side and helped him up. “It’s okay,” Phoenix said. “We’re together now.”


  “I suppose we are,” the other man replied, offering Phoenix a smile.


  Rachen couldn’t withstand the scene any longer. He must have made some sort of noise, because Phoenix returned to his side. Suddenly, Rachen could move again.


  “I’m sorry I had to do that,” Phoenix said, “but I didn’t want you to get in the way. You would have hurt yourself for no reason.”


  Rachen just stared at the face of the creature that had stolen his mate’s body. The phoenix in its beastly state had no comprehension of what it had done. It truly didn’t understand the concept of murder, good or evil. The only thing it knew was instinct—and its instinct was to protect itself and its mate.


  Rachen’s Phoenix had grown through their love, through their bond. The illusion Ferradul Cyraltin had once cast had given Phoenix the time to get used to being a person. But this phoenix didn’t have that. In spite of everything, Rachen couldn’t hate him. He could only hate himself because he’d allowed things to get to this. He’d been unable to keep his mate safe, now, and back in their own world. It was his fault for failing his family, and most of all, failing his beautiful Phoenix.


  He didn’t realize he was crying until this Phoenix turned toward him and gave him a concerned look. He kissed the cheek of the second Rachen, then left his side to join Rachen himself.


  “Don’t cry,” he said, his gaze glittering like burning coals. “I can…I think I can understand it’s not easy to accept all of this. It’s very different from what you knew. But we can rebuild—the four of us, as a family.”


  An alarm started to ring in Rachen’s mind. The four of them—not two, like he’d said before, not three, but four.


  Somewhere to their left, a tiger cub wailed, and Rachen found himself asking, “Why didn’t you kill them? Why didn’t you kill Philip and Raleigh?”


  Phoenix seemed surprised at the question, but then shrugged. “I suppose Raleigh did stand up for me, so I figured I’d leave them like this. Besides, they can’t hurt us anymore. They’re just animals, and they’ll never be able to shift again.”


  It occurred to Rachen that this Phoenix still seemed to have memories of the old world. This confirmed it. Rachen’s mate hadn’t been completely consumed by the power he had once wielded. Yes, the recollections seemed tainted by a darker perspective, but that didn’t change the fact that they were there.


  Most importantly, Rachen’s bond with Phoenix still existed. It was muted, like it had been blocked by an outside force, so Rachen couldn’t reach out to his mate. He had mistakenly believed that this could just be because, in a way, this Phoenix was also his mate. But no, that wasn’t the case. Rachen’s Phoenix hadn’t been absorbed completely. He remained somewhere within this beautiful, misguided, tortured, and terribly powerful creature. Rachen could still reach out to him.


  He cupped Phoenix’s cheek and brushed a kiss over his lips. “Baby…you need to undo what happened. We can’t live in this way. You need to restore the previous world.”


  Phoenix’s eyes widened, and he shook his head adamantly. He stepped back, pushing himself away from Rachen. “No. Don’t ask that of me. I won’t kill you. I love you.”


  Rachen’s heart shattered into a million pieces. He knew he was being cruel. He could almost understand why Phoenix had done everything he had and a part of him selfishly wanted to cling to Phoenix. But as long as they carried the burden of the reality they had destroyed, their connection would forever be tainted by that sin.


  Rachen shared a look with his equivalent in this world. “Do you really want this? Do you want to survive, knowing what it means for everyone else?”


  The second Rachen scowled. “Phoenix can just bring back the people who died. There’s no reason to sacrifice ourselves for it.”


  Phoenix perked. “Yes…I can do that. I’m sure I can, if I try.”


  Rachen hesitated. Would that be so bad? If Karein, Sari, and the others lived through the whole thing, would it be so bad to accept this?


  But then, it didn’t work like that, did it? Rachen’s family and acquaintances hadn’t been the only ones to suffer. Countless had died because in the war for draechen domination. Rachen had seen the records. Werewolves might not be extinct, but they were certainly very close to it. Humans were enslaved. Industry as Rachen knew it practically didn’t exist, and technology had mostly been developed by the draechen and the sprites. It was really kind of surprising that the fae and the naga had been able to craft airplanes and sophisticated guns in the first place. Hell, Rachen had yet to see a bottle of lube.


  Everything was different, and artificially bringing the people who’d died back wouldn’t help. It would just thrust the world into chaos. Another war would be imminent. The same hatred and the destruction would persist. No, it would never work.


  “Baby, we aren’t gods. You tried it once, tried to fix things, but we only ended up making it even worse.”


  “I disagree,” Phoenix replied. “I have you back, don’t I? As long as that’s the case, I can handle everything else.”


  Rachen pulled Phoenix in his arms again and crushed their mouths together. Phoenix parted his lips, granting him entrance, and Rachen thrust his tongue into Phoenix’s wet cavern, seeking his familiar taste.


  He found it, and he clung to it, enveloping himself in it as he opened his heart to Phoenix. Their bond strained against the strange barrier, but Rachen flooded it with emotion nonetheless. Phoenix went rigid in his arms, accepting the kiss, but at the same time, almost trying to fight it.


  At last, Rachen broke their lip-lock and faced Phoenix. “People are defined by their relationships with others,” he said. “You and I exist because of each other. We were born for each other. Our mate bond is the most beautiful thing in the world, but there are many other mate bonds out there, connections we tore apart. But you already know all this.” He wrapped his arms tighter around Phoenix. “What you have to understand is that we also depend on countless others to be the way we are, the way we were. Our lives connect with a limited number of people, so every step we make can affect someone we might not have even met. Even if you did try to bring everyone back, the end result wouldn’t be the one we seek, and you know it. You wield great power, Phoenix, and it comes at a cost.”


  Something stirred in Phoenix’s eyes, his lower lip trembling as his eyes filled with tears. “Rachen… Please… I…”


  Rachen’s breath caught. “I wish I could help you to carry this burden instead of adding to it,” he said, clenching his jaw. “I realize how selfish it is of me to ask this of you, when I know you will be the one to feel all the pain. I would do anything to save you that sorrow. I might even be inclined to cast everything to the winds, just for you. But can you truly say that you will be happy this way, that you will be able to sleep in my arms at night with the knowledge of what was lost?”


  “Anything is better,” Phoenix insisted, “anything is better than losing you.”


  Surprisingly, it was the second Rachen who replied to that. “You’ll never lose me,” he said as he approached them. “In this world, or the next, we will always be together. I will forever be a part of you, no matter what happens.”


  He smiled slightly. “And in the end…this could all be a moot point. Once you return to the other world, you could bring me back there.”


  “I’m not sure I can,” Phoenix confessed. “I’m…I’m not sure I’m as powerful there as I am here.”


  In spite of Phoenix’s words, Rachen felt the bond between them begin to glow brighter. His Phoenix was making his way back to him. Rachen just knew it. “You have to trust in yourself and in our love,” he added.


  He must have pushed too much and too quickly, because Phoenix started to back away. “No!” he shouted as he covered his ears with his hands. “No, I don’t want to hear any more. I won’t. I won’t lose this. I won’t lose you. I refuse.”


  Fire erupted from Phoenix once again, the intensity of the heat cutting Rachen’s breath. Somehow, in spite of it, he still managed to cross the distance between himself and Phoenix.


  “Always, always remember that I love you,” he said. “No matter what happens, that will never change.”


  Rachen kissed Phoenix again, pouring all of the emotion inside him into their mate bond. Finally, the lock to Phoenix’s heart opened. A whisper echoed in Rachen’s mind. “I love you, too, Rachen…so very much.”


  There were a million things Rachen would have liked to say and do, countless emotions he’d have wanted to express. But his time had finally run out. His mate’s fire finally engulfed him, and he knew no more.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Do you think we should have stayed?” Talrasar asked his mate as he leaned against Kael’s naked chest. Night was starting to fall, but they were still lying in the grass where they had stopped hours earlier to make love once again.


  “I don’t know,” Kael replied, petting his hair. “To tell you the truth, we couldn’t have been much help. Just looking at the emperor made me so angry I couldn’t see straight. But perhaps we can return later on.”


  Talrasar nodded. He liked that idea. “Later. Much later. Right now, we’re more important.”


  He knew that it was likely selfish to think of things this way, but he couldn’t help it. Irresponsible though he might be, he wanted to just live for Kael. He needed to truly acknowledge that he had his mate back. Only then would he be able to trust and love the world enough to try to save it again.


  For the moment, they had earned a little time to themselves, and Talrasar had every intention to make use of it in the most enjoyable way possible. He climbed on top of Kael, rubbing his still-naked body against Kael’s.


  Kael’s hands kneaded his ass cheeks, spreading them to nudge at the hole hidden between them. “Oh, love,” he murmured. “What you do to me…”


  The draechen’s voice was pure, molten lust, and Talrasar would have loved to exploit the potential of that desire. However, he suddenly got the feeling that something wasn’t right. He turned, just in time to see the dark skies grow red. For a few seconds, it occurred to him that it looked a lot like the dawn, but then, it became clear that this was not the case.


  Pure fire advanced toward them, and both Talrasar and Kael shot to their feet. They would have tried to find shelter, except the strange blaze was advancing too quickly.


  Talrasar threw a shield around the two of them, but even as he did so, he knew it was pointless. Kael seemed to know this as well, because he pulled Talrasar into his arms and pressed their mouths together. The taste of Kael’s love and despair was the last thing that registered in Talrasar’s mind before the fire consumed him.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Caelyn… Gods, angel, don’t do this to me. Fuck… Please.”


  Graham rubbed his arms over Caelyn’s, trying to push heat into Caelyn’s body. He couldn’t believe that his reunion with his mate—one which he’d long considered to be a useless dream—had turned out to be such a nightmare.


  Caelyn was just as beautiful and perfect as Graham expected him to be. Of course, Graham hadn’t counted on him already having a consort, but he thought that it was a problem that could be handled if Caelyn had come to find him.


  However, there were some things that definitely couldn’t be fixed—such as Taryn’s death. And just when Graham thought things couldn’t possibly get any worse, his mate got hurt, too.


  Thankfully, the spell had struck Caelyn’s shoulder, avoiding any vital organs. Graham didn’t know how that had happened. He suspected that, at the last moment, the ice draechen must have tried to stop himself. The end result was that Caelyn was hurt and had fallen unconscious, but was miraculously hanging on.


  However, the chill caused by the spell was now working its way all throughout Caelyn’s body, threatening to stop his heart. In spite of Graham’s attempts to keep it in check, it soon became obvious that his efforts wouldn’t suffice.


  “Help him, damn it!” he shouted at Hareematek Tersain. “Banish the spell.”


  The ice dragon just stood there, staring at him without a word. He didn’t seem to process anything of what was going on. Meanwhile, Monroe appeared to have lost his mind completely and was charging toward Hareematek once again.


  The draechen didn’t even bother to cast another offense spell. Instead he just knelt next to his dead mate once more and surrounded himself in a tall ice shield, effectively shutting everyone out.


  Despair rushed through Graham at the realization that the one man who could have helped him had no intention of doing so.


  And then, something unexpected happened. Graham’s hackles rose as he sensed an odd power approach. He stole a look behind himself, only to see the sky growing bloodred. The odd stain spread faster and faster, but it wasn’t only the horizon it consumed. In the distance, Graham saw the forest disappearing under the strange haze, burnt into a crisp in mere seconds.


  Cursing, Graham picked his mate up in his arms and started to run. The irony of the fact that he was running away from heat when his mate suffered from extreme frostbite didn’t escape him. However, Graham had the feeling that if the fire struck them, the spell cast by Hareematek Tersain would really be irrelevant, and for all the wrong reasons.


  Behind him, his pack followed, trying to escape the strange power, too. Graham moved as quickly as he could, all the while trying to keep his body as close as possible to Caelyn’s, in the hope of somehow giving Caelyn his heat.


  Graham could monitor Caelyn’s heart even over the sound of his own ragged breaths and the panicked howls around him. Because of that, he detected the exact moment when it stopped beating. Like a puppet that had his strings cut, Graham ceased to run. He placed Caelyn down, frantically beginning to do heart compressions in the hopes of bringing his mate back.


  Impossibly, it worked. Caelyn’s heart responded to Graham’s efforts, beginning to beat once again. But Graham didn’t have the time to enjoy his triumph. The wave of fire finally swallowed both him and Caelyn, and Graham fell away from his mate and into the darkness.


  


  * * * *


  


  When the fire came, Hareem knew it wasn’t a normal blaze. He could feel the strong energy gathering, a magic unlike anything Hareem had felt before.


  Cursing, he started to shift into his dragon form, fully intending to carry his mate out of here and out of reach of the fire. He had sworn to forever be by his mate’s side and never allow anything to hurt him.


  At the last moment, though, he changed his mind and turned back into his human shape. He threw a glance at the approaching fire, then lay down next to Taryn once more.


  “Look, sweeting,” he said, pointing at the crimson horizon. “Isn’t it beautiful? Almost as beautiful as you.”


  Taryn didn’t answer, but that was all right. Hareem had known he wouldn’t. Taryn was tired, and he needed to rest after all the suffering he’d been through.


  Hareem wanted to sleep, too. He wanted to find Taryn in a dream they could share, in a world that wouldn’t separate them. So, he just sat there, holding Taryn close, and waited.


  He couldn’t see anyone anymore, his wall of ice keeping the others from getting to him and Taryn. Distantly, he wondered what had happened to Caelyn and Taryn’s brother. There was something he was supposed to remember regarding Caelyn, something he had to do… But no, nothing could be more important than being here, with his sweet mate. After all, he had promised Taryn that he’d never leave his side, that he would be here until Taryn woke up, and he had every intention of doing just that.


  Only…Taryn would never open his eyes again, would he? A small part of Hareem acknowledged that, and that was what urged him to linger here, staring at the approaching inferno.


  It didn’t take long. The blaze advanced far quicker than Hareem would have expected, consuming everything in its path. When it finally reached Hareem and Taryn, Hareem brushed a kiss over Taryn’s forehead. “I promised you we would be together. I’m coming for you.”


  With that final promise, Hareem closed his eyes and surrendered to oblivion.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  The surface of the cliff felt cool under Phoenix’s cheek. He opened his eyes slowly, taking in his current surroundings in a haze.


  The last thing he remembered, he’d been in the throne room with the two Rachens. Well, he and the phoenix—because at the end there, Phoenix himself hadn’t been in much control. And gods, one could go crazy just thinking about thinking about that. Then again, the entire situation had been crazy, starting with what the great fire bird had done.


  Being possessed by the phoenix of the other world had been…odd. It was like Phoenix had been propelled back into the years he’d spent trapped in the box. He’d experienced that same desperation, that anger and hurt. Through him, the phoenix had been granted human emotions, which had led to him practically murdering three-quarters of Rachen’s family. All the while, Phoenix had been trapped inside his own body, unable to do anything about it, unable to help—until that last final moment when…when Rachen had said good-bye.


  With that thought came pure dread and terror. He instinctively reached out to his mate through their bond, but predictably found the connection severed. If he’d had the energy to move, Phoenix might have torn apart Draechenburg all over again. His mate was gone. He was back in his reality, the one where Rachen had died.


  In hindsight, it didn’t really surprise him. It had been a conscious decision on his part, one he’d made because of Rachen’s own words.


  Phoenix would have gladly shouldered the guilt of the countless deaths if it meant that his mate would have lived. He’d have accepted even Rachen’s loathing and disgust. He couldn’t pretend he was a good person, because at the very core of his being, he remained the phoenix. He might have acknowledged the realities of being a person, but the center of his universe was Rachen. Everything else was irrelevant.


  But Rachen hadn’t wanted that for the two of them. Rachen had known that they could never be happy if that shadow loomed over them. In that moment, when Rachen had kissed him and whispered soft words in his ear, Phoenix had pushed aside the instincts of the fire bird that had taken over his body, seized its power, and fulfilled Rachen’s wish.


  Because more than anything, Phoenix now accepted that Rachen had wanted it to be so. Rachen had loved him, and for that love, he’d sacrificed himself. Phoenix couldn’t disrespect that choice. And yes, in his heart, he had hoped that the second Rachen had been right in that Phoenix would find a way to get his lover back once he was here.


  But as he looked around, Phoenix saw no sign of Rachen. Even in the off chance that his powers would have been able to reform Rachen’s body, Phoenix would have needed Rachen’s soul to do that. Sadly, as the phoenix, he knew all too well that some souls had a way of vanishing before one could even blink an eye, like tendrils of smoke disappearing in the wind. It seemed that Rachen’s was like that, because Phoenix couldn’t see it or feel it at all.


  Footsteps sounded behind him, and Phoenix was distantly aware of the cliffside being invaded by draechen soldiers. A hand pressed against his shoulder, and Phoenix turned, only to face Sagenamadeen Zager. “Your Highness, are you all right?” he asked.


  Phoenix just stared at the ice dragon. He remembered turning Sage and his mate into ice statues, nothing more but replicas of their former selves. Sage frowned slightly, tilting his head as if he was trying to figure something out. In the end, his confusion seemed to melt into renewed concern. “Your Highness?” he inquired again.


  Sage clearly didn’t remember anything from what had happened in that second world. Had it even been real at all, or just a figment of Phoenix’s imagination? Phoenix didn’t know, but he wondered if it even mattered at all.


  When Phoenix still didn’t reply, Sage picked him up and carried him in his arms. It felt wrong to have anyone but Rachen holding him like this. But Rachen was gone, and Sage’s grip on him had no sensual undertone. If Phoenix had to guess, Sage merely planned to take him to see a doctor.


  Confirming Phoenix’s guess on Sage’s intentions, the ice dragon asked, “Can you hear me? Could you tell me where you are hurt?”


  Phoenix might have actually laughed if he could have moved a muscle. He hurt everywhere, and yet, he felt completely numb. There was a raw, bleeding wound where his heart should have been, and his brain just kept flashing to the last moments he’d spent with Rachen. In every corridor they walked through, he saw Rachen. Rachen’s voice echoed in his ears, saying, “Marry me. I love you.”


  How could Phoenix focus on anything else? How could he even think or feel, when his mate was gone? He was practically dead, too, but he couldn’t actually cease to exist because of the very nature of the phoenix, that accursed magic that had been the cause of all of this. If not for his magic, the Ancient Horror would have never been drawn to them in the first place. Rachen wouldn’t have had to sacrifice himself to keep that creature from stealing Phoenix’s energy. They could have gotten married and started a new life, had hatchlings just like they’d wanted.


  That would never happen now, none of it would. Phoenix’s dream of freedom was meaningless, because he’d now become trapped in a prison of self-loathing and agony that he would never be able to escape.


  Lieutenant Zager kept trying to make him react, but Phoenix ignored him. He only snapped out of his trance when, unexpectedly, they ran into Sari.


  The ice dragon opened his mouth, but Sari didn’t allow him to speak. “Quickly,” he said, “bring him to his quarters. He’ll want to be around Rachen’s things right now.”


  Phoenix blinked in surprise. It seemed clear that Sari knew about Rachen’s death. Had word of it traveled so quickly around the palace? Just how much time had passed since Rachen’s sacrifice anyway?


  Sage complied and carried Phoenix to the quarters he’d once shared with Rachen. They entered the bedchamber, and Sage placed Phoenix down on the mattress. Had it only been a day away that he and Rachen had made love here? It seemed like a lifetime had passed since then.


  “Thank you, Sage,” Sari said softly. “I need a moment with Phoenix now, if you will.”


  “Should I get a medic?” Sage inquired.


  Sari shook his head. “No. That won’t be necessary.”


  The ice dragon nodded and took his leave. Sari sat on the edge of the bed and took Phoenix’s hand. It was strange to see him like this, visibly pregnant, the tattoo marking him as Karein’s mate visible around his wrist. He remembered himself shouting “Disappear!” and winced. How could he have done that? Knowing everything Sari had built, the strong relationships of love and friendship that extended all throughout the paranormal world largely because of Sari, how had he allowed the phoenix to kill Sari?


  And then, Sari started to speak, and his words shocked Phoenix so much that he found he could actually focus on them.


  “You know, I was very scared,” Sari said. “When I saw what was happening to my mother, I was terrified. And then, you turned your power onto me, and I knew there was nothing we could do to stop it. I thought it was all over, that the world would burn in the flames of the phoenix, that I’d failed Karein and I would lose everything because of it.”


  His voice trembled with emotion, but he didn’t let go of Phoenix’s hand. “You remember?” Phoenix heard himself ask.


  “Yes,” Sari replied. “I remember everything, even what happened after I was gone. Jenarra showed me… I know what the phoenix did to Karein.”


  Phoenix’s breath caught. He wanted to feel guilty, and to a certain extent, he still did, but his emotions could no longer be about Sari or Karein. Even if he acknowledged how monstrous he’d been in acting like that, his true emotional pain was over losing Rachen.


  “I killed your family. I killed Karein. I killed you,” he answered. “I killed Rachen.”


  Sari’s expression softened. “No, you didn’t do any of that. I don’t believe that you, the Phoenix I know, would have harmed us. It was that other creature.”


  It would have been easy for Phoenix to agree and blame it all on an outside force, but he didn’t think it was exactly true. “The phoenix followed my cues. It followed my hatred, my resentment. My emotions fueled its actions, so I’m responsible for it.”


  “Maybe that’s true,” Sari answered softly, “but you know, Phoenix, people are made out of instinct and emotion, of flesh and spirit. Our bodies crave food, rest, shelter, sexual satisfaction, and our souls need togetherness, love, security, friendship. When we belong to a society, when we marry and have children, those needs are satisfied in one way or another. But the phoenix didn’t have any of that. You didn’t have it. Rachen was the one stable, beautiful thing in your life—and he was gone. To tell you the truth, I don’t think I would have had the courage to do what you did, to give my mate up for the greater good.”


  Phoenix pulled his hand out of Sari’s grip. “Do you have a point here, or are you just saying this to hurt me? I know Rachen is dead. You don’t have to twist the knife.”


  “I’m sorry,” Sari answered quickly. “That wasn’t my intention. I just think… I truly think that I was in the wrong. I had that vision and I demonized you, and I didn’t know or understand your motivations. Even when I tried to trust you, I never fully put my heart into it. It was my fault, too, that it even got to that point. I want you to know now, that you are not alone in this. You don’t have to carry the burden on your own anymore. We will help you.”


  It was actually a generous offer, taking into account everything that had happened, but Phoenix couldn’t help but feel that it was also presumptuous of Sari to make it. “Nothing and no one can ever replace Rachen,” he replied bitingly.


  As he spoke, the door opened and Karein walked inside. Phoenix looked at him, and for some reason, his heart started to race. Of course, even if Karein was nearly a perfect copy of Rachen’s physical form, the black dragon couldn’t give Phoenix back what he had lost. And yet…why did Phoenix feel like this just at the sight of Karein? Was it self-alienation? Was it denial? How could Phoenix dare to experience desire over someone who wasn’t Rachen?


  “We would never presume to try to take Rachen’s place,” Karein said, his voice making a shiver run down Phoenix’s spine. “I love and respect my brother too much for that.”


  Phoenix couldn’t handle this any longer. He couldn’t take seeing the man who looked so much like Rachen in front of him. Just taking in Karein’s visage was a particularly cruel brand of torture, especially when his body responded to it, when Phoenix found himself wanting to reach out and kiss those full lips.


  “I think you should go,” he told the black dragon.


  Karein didn’t comply. Instead, he approached even more, not saying another word, just scanning Phoenix with that gaze so much like Rachen’s, but still so different. He stopped right next to the bed, silent and far too close for Phoenix’s comfort. In fact, if Sari hadn’t been there, Phoenix suspected he’d have jumped Karein and torn the dragon’s clothes off.


  As Phoenix berated himself for his wantonness, the darkness out of Karein’s hair and eyes bled out, leaving red behind. “Do you really want that, baby? Do you really want me to leave?”


  Phoenix’s heart nearly stopped. He took in the sight in front of him, not daring to believe that it was true, afraid that he’d lost his mind and was imagining things. “R–Rachen?” he stammered.


  The draechen nodded and smiled widely. “It looks like, because of the time I spent within Karein, my soul is still very strongly connected to his. When my body vanished, I ended up like this again. I suppose that what you did in the other world could have encouraged it, too.”


  “I…” Phoenix glanced toward Sari, who was still sitting on the bed, smiling. “Is this for real?”


  “We wouldn’t joke with such things,” Sari chastised him. “Besides, you feel it, don’t you?”


  Yes, Phoenix did feel it, but he couldn’t trust himself, couldn’t be sure that it wasn’t wishful thinking on his part.


  And then, the dragon leaned over him and pressed their mouths together, and instantly, Phoenix knew he’d been wrong to be afraid. Rachen’s distinctive taste and scent assaulted him, and Phoenix’s heart leapt with the knowledge that his lover was by his side again. The numbness within him disappeared in the heat of Rachen’s desire.


  It should have been strange, because this was, after all, Karein’s body, but it wasn’t. Rachen held him the exact same way Phoenix remembered. He devoured Phoenix with the same lust and fire that had always existed between them. When they broke apart, Phoenix’s mind whirled with hope, need, heart-wrenching love and even a touch of disbelief.


  He held onto Rachen’s arms, feeling like if he let go, Rachen would disappear on him. “I can’t believe you’re back,” he murmured.


  “Well, I suppose I had help,” Rachen answered.


  In that moment, Phoenix remembered that Sari was still there, and had watched the entire scene. Phoenix had completely put Sari’s presence out of his mind, which was a little embarrassing.


  “Err… Sorry,” he told Sari sheepishly. “I forgot.”


  Truth be told, his apology was only halfway honest, because he didn’t regret kissing Rachen, no matter what the circumstances had been. However, the fact remained that this body didn’t belong to Rachen, but to Karein, Sari’s mate. Phoenix had to respect that.


  “Don’t be.” Sari patted his hand. “Karein and I expected it. Besides, it’s not like it’s Karein you were kissing.”


  No, but that didn’t change the awkwardness in the situation—not to mention that Sari was unlikely to be so permissive every time Phoenix craved to kiss his mate. Decision coursed through him and he took hold of Rachen’s hands. If he had managed to somehow change history, he could also use his accursed power for the one thing he wanted most in this life, Rachen.


  “I’ll ask for one more kiss then,” he told Sari.


  If Sari didn’t like Phoenix’s request, he didn’t say it. Instead, he gestured for Phoenix to go ahead. It was far more generosity than Phoenix had expected, than he himself would have been able to muster.


  With the permission given, Phoenix searched for the power within himself, the same one that had destroyed their world and rebuilt it from the ashes. He was tired after the effort of changing things back to normal, but the fatigue had already been pushed aside by the knowledge of Rachen’s return and the fire of Rachen’s passion.


  He thought back at the despair he’d felt when he’d seen his mate die, when his bond with Rachen had been broken. It wasn’t easy to recreate a body from thin air. Flesh was just energy and deeply connected with the powers of the earth. However, Phoenix’s abilities had fully become unleashed by erratic despair. To actually release them again, for the purpose of bringing his mate back, was a tremendous risk. He could easily unbalance the veil between life and death. But he had no other choice, and he refused to lose this chance to be reunited with Rachen.


  Phoenix brushed his lips over Rachen’s once again. He poured all his need and love for Rachen into that kiss, channeling the full extent of his energy into it. Rachen shuddered, and their bond vibrated with Phoenix’s power, with his mate’s desire to be with him.


  Phoenix clung to that, pulling his mate’s soul toward him, trying to mold Rachen’s spirit into a physical form. It was hard, just as hard as Phoenix had expected, or perhaps even more so. Karein’s body rebelled against Phoenix, and Phoenix experienced a small moment of hesitation when he wondered if he wouldn’t accidentally end up casting away Karein’s own soul, like he had in the other world.


  Next to him, Sari released a little cry of panic. Sari’s power struck Phoenix, trying to pull him away from his mate. The realization that he was mere moments away from losing Rachen melted into despair once more.


  Fire coursed through his veins, and the tears he hadn’t even known he’d been crying dried on his cheeks. With everything he had, Phoenix called out to his mate’s soul. Finally something seemed to click within him, and his world blurred, tilting around the edges.


  Phoenix found himself being propelled backward, away from his mate. His head spun as he staggered back, his knees going weak as he collapsed on the floor. For a few moments, he thought that he had failed, but he turned out to be mistaken.


  When he could focus again, he saw that two nearly identical men stood in front of him now, a redhead and a dark-haired man. The brunet leaned against Sari, while the redhead immediately reached for Phoenix and knelt at his side.


  As he fell into Rachen’s embrace, Phoenix couldn’t help a small sob. It almost seemed too good to be true. After everything that had happened, he couldn’t truly bring himself to believe that Rachen was really alive and well, in his arms. It didn’t help that their mate bond was still in shambles. Or maybe it did… If this had been a dream, Phoenix would have imagined it fixed, right? Gods, Phoenix didn’t even know anymore.


  Rachen held him close, burying his fingers in Phoenix’s hair. “It’s okay, baby,” he whispered. “I’m here. I won’t leave you. I promise.”


  His breath was hot as it brushed over Phoenix’s ear, and the thump-thump of his heart a steady, soothing rhythm that matched Phoenix’s. Phoenix listened to that sound, and to Rachen’s beautiful words, willing himself to believe them.


  His soul still trembled with panic, but gradually, Rachen brought him back from it. When Phoenix actually released his death grip on Rachen, the draechen began to pepper his face with kisses.


  Slowly, Phoenix started to calm down. He became aware of the presence of the other two men in the room, and truly wished he didn’t have to face them. Sari would most likely hate him from prodding on ahead with no regard to Karein’s safety. The fae had trusted him, and Phoenix had used that trust and risked it all for his own benefit, and Rachen’s. And still, he had no regrets.


  What would he have done if it had failed, and if Karein had been injured in the process? Phoenix had no idea. He didn’t think he could have given Rachen up again for someone else’s happiness.


  Much to his surprise, Sari met his gaze steadily and smiled. “Congratulations. I knew you could do it.”


  “You tried to push me back,” Phoenix pointed out, surprised.


  “You needed the extra nudge.” Sari’s eyes glittered with warmth and understanding. “I didn’t want to attack you, but it gave you a little boost to steady the spell. In some ways, your power highly depends on emotion.”


  Phoenix scanned Sari’s face for any sign of deceit or disgust. He saw none, only true gentleness and honest affection. Phoenix had never expected Sari would react like this. Not in a million years would he have believed he’d find such openness. “How do you know? How can you…truly understand?”


  “Jenarra showed me,” Sari answered. “I was afraid, so afraid, that I couldn’t see the truth right in front of me. I can’t truly say that a part of me still isn’t wary. But I know now that, together, we can overcome it. You’re more than just the phoenix. You are a man, a person, a mate, and I think that’s what matters.”


  He was being honest, and it was almost as surreal as having Rachen in his arms. But if this was a dream… If Phoenix had lost his mind and was imagining things, he never wanted to return to the cruel reality again.


  “It’s not a dream,” Rachen told him, as if he could still read Phoenix’s mind and their bond hadn’t been crushed by the ruthlessness of death. “Nothing that was fake could feel like this.”


  He cupped Phoenix’s cheek gently, and the nearly worshipful tenderness of the gesture brought tears to Phoenix’s eyes. When he hugged Rachen again, he did so with a sense of relief that he himself could barely process.


  “I just wish… I wish I had just done this from the beginning. It would have been so much easier for everyone.”


  “You couldn’t have done it before,” Sari said, shaking his head. “You were always very powerful, but now, you’re more in tune with it. You can actually focus it. Besides, I believe that, as regrettable as what happened was, it serves as a lesson, one we needed to learn well for our own world. Wouldn’t you agree?”


  Actually, yes, Phoenix did agree. He had thought that the Directive was pure evil because it crushed the rights of so many people. But he knew now that the world was rarely separated in black and white. There were thousands, no, a million shades of gray, and he’d nearly gotten himself and his mate lost within them.


  He’d have liked to say that and much more. He’d have liked to thank Sari for the trust and support, but at this point, he was beyond words. All lessons aside, right now the only thing Phoenix wanted was to be alone with his mate so that they could mend their bond. Everything else could wait.


  Karein seemed to realize this, because he said, “We’ll give the two of you some privacy now. I’m sure both of you will appreciate it.”


  “Thank you,” Rachen said. “Yes, we would.”


  Just like that, Karein and Sari took their leave. They said nothing else, obviously acknowledging the fact that Rachen and Phoenix couldn’t really focus on them anyway. As the two men abandoned the room, Phoenix was finally alone with his mate.


  At first, neither of them moved. Phoenix didn’t know why it was so for his mate, but for his part, he felt like he was in a glass cube and any motion from his part would shatter this fragile dream.


  And the strange feeling did shatter, when Rachen finally pushed him down to the floor, crawled on top of him and crushed their mouths together. The haze of fear lingering over Phoenix’s mind finally dissipated. He wrapped his arms around his mate’s neck, parting his lips for Rachen’s invasion.


  For the first time, Phoenix realized he was completely naked. It hadn’t even processed before. He supposed he should have been embarrassed that he’d put such a display on for Karein and Sari, but right then and there, he couldn’t have cared less. He could only think about the obvious advantages of the situation, the fact that Rachen’s hands could roam over his body unhindered.


  It was just like in the beginning, during their first times together, when they’d let their passion flow freely, when that lust had guided them to the truth of Phoenix’s identity. Phoenix grinded against his mate, clutching at Rachen’s clothing, needing them off at that very moment. They weren’t perfect replicas of Karein’s uniform, but rather, they looked like the garments Rachen had been wearing the last time they had seen each other in the other world. His memory had summoned the image of those clothes perfectly, as if his life had stopped then and he was trying to continue from that exact point on. It should have been impossible, but it wasn’t. Rachen was truly here with him, and those precious moments Phoenix had stolen at such a steep price wouldn’t be the last days he had with his mate.


  Fierce desire exploded through Phoenix. He wanted to crawl into Rachen’s very soul, to touch his lover everywhere and make sure this was truly happening. He craved to feel the hot brand of his mate’s cock as it thrust into his body. He bit down on Rachen’s lower lip, trying to convey that burning want without words. When that wasn’t enough, he willed Rachen’s clothes away and mapped the draechen’s muscles with his fingers, nearly crazy with urgent want.


  Their bond would have normally transmitted the message, but that wasn’t possible any longer. It had broken with Rachen’s death, and unfortunately, Phoenix’s power couldn’t bring it back, not here. They’d only kept it in the other world because Phoenix had unraveled Rachen’s death altogether, but now…


  Thankfully, Rachen understood him just the same. It didn’t seem that way when Rachen pulled away from their embrace and got up, but then, the draechen picked Phoenix up. He soothed Phoenix’s concerns by murmuring, “Hush. I have you now. I’ll give you what we need.”


  Phoenix didn’t miss the very specific phrase—and it comforted him to realize that Rachen craved to mend their mate bond as much as Phoenix did. But even if at an intellectual level, he understood it, it wasn’t enough, not nearly enough. When Rachen placed him on the bed, Phoenix grabbed his lover’s arm, pulling the draechen on top of him. Rachen allowed it, at the same time doing some exploring of his own. He touched Phoenix all over, his hands leaving trails of fire on Phoenix’s skin. But he seemed intent on driving Phoenix wild with lust, because he followed up those maddening touches by using his mouth. His talented tongue explored the hollow of Phoenix’s throat, awakening every nerve ending in his body.


  From Phoenix’s neck, he advanced over Phoenix’s chest, stopping over his nipples. When Rachen’s hot mouth engulfed the sensitive buds, Phoenix arched his back and cried out, torn between the desire to enjoy every precious moment they had together and the need to complete their bond.


  In the end, he surrendered to Rachen’s domination, embracing the flames of the passion between them. That part of him that was pure instinct stirred within him, but it wasn’t scary anymore. The loneliness and abandonment he had experienced both in his phoenix persona and as a person were chased away by Rachen’s ministrations. As always, Rachen gave him exactly what he needed, a perfect balance of unrestrained lust and gentleness.


  He sucked on Phoenix’s right nipple while he tweaked the other one with his hand. On occasion, he even bit down just so before laving the bit of flesh with his tongue and soothing the slight pain. At one point, Phoenix thought he could easily come just from having his nipples sucked on. But Rachen had other plans. Without giving Phoenix a single warning, he released the bud in his mouth and crawled lower down over Phoenix’s body. He brushed kisses all over Phoenix’s abdomen, even wiggling his tongue into Phoenix’s belly button. And then, his lips finally hovered over Phoenix’s hard dick. The heat of his breath tickled the glans, making Phoenix whimper in frustrated arousal.


  He wanted to beg and plead, but any word he’d have intended to say came out as a garbled cry as Rachen sucked his dick all the way into his throat. The draechen released a low groan, as if just having Phoenix’s cock in his mouth was the greatest pleasure known to man. Phoenix couldn’t actually tell if it was so in Rachen’s case because of their missing bond, and that hurt, but he told himself everything would come in due time. As his lover began bobbing his head up and down his cock, any potentially glum thoughts drifted away. Rachen alternated hard suction with more teasing, lazy licks, and Phoenix’s entire world became focused on the rapture buzzing through him, on the silken glide of Rachen’s tongue over his dick. He felt his phoenix rear up inside him, and tried to keep it in check, but the sensation building up inside him threatened to overwhelm any barriers he might have tried to erect. And really, Phoenix had never been great at self-control where Rachen was concerned.


  Rachen knew that all too well, and he seemed intent to chip away any lingering resistance from Phoenix’s part. He stabbed his tongue into the tiny hole at the head of Phoenix’s cock, growling again as he drank in Phoenix’s pre-cum. He explored Phoenix’s dick with the same eagerness and enthusiasm he’d employed during their first time together. He took Phoenix’s balls in his mouth, adding yet another ingredient to the cocktail of pleasure.


  Finally, Phoenix ceased his vain attempts to control the fire inside him. He couldn’t be afraid of his power, because it had brought Rachen back and had made these moments possible. Throwing all caution to the wind, Phoenix buried his fingers in Rachen’s hair and thrust his dick into the draechen’s mouth over and over.


  He started to fuck his mate’s hot cavern, knowing that he might be causing Rachen discomfort, but unable to stop himself just the same. Fortunately, Rachen seemed to be enjoying this as much as Phoenix did. His grunts of pleasure sent vibrations all over Phoenix’s oversensitized body. It was too much, far too much, and all too soon, Phoenix was on the brink of climax.


  At the last moment, though, Rachen broke free of Phoenix’s hold and released his cock with a wet pop. Still lost in his haze of lust and confused anticipation, Phoenix could do nothing but try to reach for his mate again. For once, Rachen didn’t comply. Instead, he spat in his palm and slicked up his cock with saliva. He lifted Phoenix’s legs on his shoulders and, in one single thrust, embedded his prick into Phoenix’s channel.


  Rachen hadn’t even bothered to stretch Phoenix at all, and Phoenix hadn’t gotten the chance to lube himself up either. Therefore, the invasion hurt. But when Phoenix screamed, it wasn’t because of the pain, or at least, not directly. That burn cleared his head of the dreamlike state, focusing him, while at the same time adding another layer of sensation.


  How had Rachen known? How had he understood that Phoenix needed this bite of pain to make sure that this was truly real? How did he always, always manage to see into Phoenix’s heart, even without their mate bond?


  Tears pooled at the corners of Phoenix’s eyes as he held onto Rachen’s shoulders. Even as he wept, though, Phoenix exploded into a climax that ravaged his soul, a whirlwind of lust, bliss, and awe that almost stopped his heart. He spurted white streams of spunk all over his chest and Rachen’s, writhing under his mate, Rachen’s name practically a prayer on his lips. But still, Rachen gave him no quarter. Even as Phoenix rode the wave of his orgasm, the draechen started to fuck him, plunging in and out of Phoenix’s willing body.


  As a rule, a period of satiation and contentment followed Phoenix’s orgasms. It didn’t happen now. Instead of losing the high of his peak, Phoenix found his pleasure soaring once again in response to Rachen’s motions. His cock never went soft, not even for a second. The blaze within him expanded more and more with each of Rachen’s thrusts. Too lost in the bliss, Phoenix could only hang on for the ride. Stars burst into his vision whenever Rachen’s dick struck his prostate, which was practically every other second. Then again, time meant very little now, and Phoenix actually felt tempted to stop it, to freeze time itself in this moment.


  He didn’t actually think he could do it. After all, he had his limits, too. But even if he’d had that ability, he distantly acknowledged the fact that it would have been a bad idea. Life existed because of time, and Phoenix was alive through every beautiful and heart-wrenching second he’d spent at Rachen’s side. Everything else was meaningless, white noise in the background of his true existence. This, this was what he lived for—the heat, the slap of flesh against flesh, the symphony of rapture his moans and Rachen’s grunts created together.


  Insofar as he could, he pushed back against Rachen, impaling himself on his mate’s dick. All the while, he never tore his gaze from Rachen’s face, reveling in the near grimace that foretold Rachen’s imminent climax, in the familiar way the draechen’s eyes glowed red. Even if he’d just come, Phoenix was already on the verge of another orgasm.


  For this one, however, he needed something else, something beyond even this overwhelming physical pleasure. He tilted his head, offering himself to his lover. Rachen didn’t delay in taking his invitation. He thrust one more time inside Phoenix and buried his fangs in Phoenix’s flesh.


  The bond that had been torn apart by death instantly flared back to life. Rachen’s emotions and thoughts rushed back into Phoenix’s consciousness, followed by an outpour of sensation, Rachen’s pleasure at their coitus. Phoenix couldn’t have kept his climax in check to save his life. Clinging to his mate’s shoulders, he came again. This time, his mate followed him over the edge, and Phoenix felt it all, felt Rachen’s orgasm as it flowed through every atom of the draechen’s flesh, heard Rachen’s words in his mind as his lover murmured, “I love you.”


  For a few beautiful moments, there were no longer any boundaries between them, nothing to keep them separated. In flesh and spirit, they were one. Phoenix’s entire world was Rachen. He breathed at the rhythm Rachen’s lungs dictated, and his heart beat along with that of his mate. It was Rachen’s blood and his fire that coursed through Phoenix’s veins. Rachen’s thoughts combined with his, rotating around that one single concept, the love that had changed their entire world.


  Phoenix must have actually blacked out, but he snapped out of his trance when Rachen slipped out of him. He felt a brief pang of abandonment at the loss of that physical connection, but it passed when Rachen reached out to him through their mental link.


  “You’re amazing, baby,” the draechen said. “I don’t know what I did to deserve you.”


  “I think it’s the other way around,” Phoenix replied, cuddling close to his mate’s chest. The last time they had truly been like this, Rachen had asked Phoenix to marry him. Right then and there, Phoenix truly believed that it could happen, that he could have everything he’d dreamed of, a true married life, with Rachen as his official mate and hatchlings of their own.


  “We will, baby,” Rachen promised him. “This time, we can make it work.”


  Phoenix just smiled and closed his eyes. Yes, they could, and if Phoenix had anything to say about it, it would happen soon. He had learned a lot from this strange experience, and he had every intention to put that knowledge to good use. With Rachen’s help, there was nothing he could not accomplish.


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  “That went well, I think,” Karein told Sari as they started to walk away from Rachen’s quarters.


  Sari didn’t immediately answer. Instead, he just took Karein’s hand and squeezed it as tightly as he could. No matter what he’d told Phoenix, the fact remained that he would likely never forget what had happened in that second world. He was still very shaken, and while he’d tried to put up a brave front for Phoenix and Rachen, he couldn’t do the same in front of Karein.


  It was just too easy to remember the ruthlessness with which the phoenix had wiped him and his family away, too easy to let the fear return. But he’d been granted the rare chance to see that Phoenix was just like him—a man in love—and he had to cling to that knowledge so that they could rebuild their family.


  It wasn’t an entirely selfless endeavor. More than anything, Sari aimed to protect the child growing inside him and the mate bond glowing between him and Karein. But at the same time, he truly couldn’t find it in himself to hate Phoenix or reject him. He had meant his words when he’d said that he didn’t think he could have given his own mate up. In the end, in Phoenix’s position and with Phoenix’s power and background, Sari might have done the same thing. Besides, it hadn’t truly been Phoenix who had hurt them, but the creature who’d taken hold of his body.


  Sari was so lost in thought that he nearly yelped when his mate stopped and pushed him against the wall, pinning him there with his bulk. Somehow, the draechen managed to both bring their bodies impossibly close and keep any strain off Sari’s swollen abdomen. But then, Karein had gotten particularly good at that. If anything, with every day that passed, he seemed even more loving and kind. Even remembering that different Karein, Sari knew that no matter how many worlds they met in, Karein would always be the man for him.


  “I’m so proud of you, Sari,” the draechen whispered. “I know it wasn’t easy for you to do this. And I’m so impossibly grateful you love me enough to love my brother and Phoenix, too.”


  Sari’s eyes filled with tears. “You know what my heart holds. You know that I’m not as kind as I’d like. I’m just afraid, for you, for our son, but I want to help Rachen and Phoenix, too. I want them to be happy.”


  “And they will be, thanks to you.” Karein brushed a brief kiss over his lips. “You do realize that no one else would have treated Phoenix that way after everything that happened? Likely, if anyone else remembers, they’ll resent him. But not you. You always want to single-handedly make the world a better place, to shower everyone with your love. It’s okay to be afraid sometimes, baby. Just know that I’m always here for you, and everything you are and you need, I will gladly share.”


  As always, Karein had ended up torn between his need for Sari and his affection toward his brother. Intellectually, both of them knew that Rachen’s Phoenix was different from the creature who’d attacked them. Even so, Sari could still feel the wound in Karein’s heart, stemming from his memory of Sari’s demise. Sari almost wished he could have kept it from Karein, but their bond allowed for no secrets between them. And so, Sari just hugged his mate, seeking the comfort of Karein’s familiar warmth while letting the draechen feel Sari’s own affection.


  Truth be told, there was nothing Sari could say that would have conveyed the depth of his emotions for this man. Well, almost nothing. Through their bond, Sari murmured, “I love you, Karein.”


  He would have liked to show Karein the full extent of that love. The sexual frustration he’d experienced in the other world had carried over into this one. Truly, Karein’s offer to grant Phoenix and Rachen privacy seemed like a chance to fulfill the promise Sari had made.


  They didn’t have separate quarters here, but their rooms were really close and they could easily slip inside to spend some time together.


  It would be so irresponsible. Rachen might have survived the attack of the Ancient Horror, but the root causes of it remained. The benandanti had betrayed them, as had Caelyn’s family. The influence of the Ancient Horror seemed clear in Iasan Sutharlainn’s case—but how far did it extend?


  Even with that knowledge, though, Sari found that he couldn’t focus on duty, not right now. Karein’s agonized roar still echoed in his ears, and Sari just wanted to soothe his mate’s wounded soul. However, they didn’t get the chance to retreat to their quarters. The sound of a cleared throat let Sari know that someone else had approached them while he hadn’t been paying attention. When Karein broke the embrace, Sari found the man in question was Taryn.


  “I heard what happened,” Taryn said, giving Sari a wide-eyed look. He was cradling his newborn son, rocking him slightly. “Is Prince Rachen truly…”


  He trailed off, as if he didn’t dare to say the word “dead.” Just by looking at him, Sari knew Taryn didn’t remember the other world, which was perhaps fortunate. Sari had been granted a vision of what had happened to Taryn and Hareem, and seeing it—even with the knowledge that it wasn’t true—had crushed him.


  “Everything is fine,” he replied, his voice far more unsteady than he’d have liked. “Phoenix managed to save Rachen.”


  “Oh.” Taryn blinked and then smiled. “That’s a relief. I just… This is all so scary and so sudden.”


  He appeared to be struggling for words, frowning as he held onto Galyn. The baby must have sensed his birth father’s agitation, because he started to release small sounds of protest. Taryn immediately became alarmed, whispering soft words of comfort, now completely focused on his son.


  At this point, Sari couldn’t leave Taryn, not when the young werewolf was so utterly confused. Or at least, so it seemed, until Hareem emerged in their corridor, heading straight for Taryn.


  Hareem’s eyes glowed with something wild and desperate. Whether Hareem knew what had happened or not, it seemed clear that he did feel something.


  Taryn turned toward his mate, a smile already on his face. “Hareem. I thought you were making sure the benandanti aren’t up to any further mischief.”


  “I was,” Hareem replied as he reached them. “I just felt I needed to see you, to know you and Galyn are safe.”


  “Of course we are,” Taryn said. “Isn’t that right, Galyn?”


  In response, the baby released a small coo, extending his small hands toward Hareem. The ice dragon looked like he was about to cry, which was really a striking show of emotion for someone of his nature. Then again, Hareem never seemed cold at all when Taryn was around, so Sari couldn’t say he was really surprised.


  Hareem took Galyn from Taryn’s arms, all the while pressing himself to the werewolf’s side. “This is so strange,” he confessed. “I could have sworn… I had this odd feeling, like…like something had happened to you.”


  Taryn just kissed Hareem’s cheek. He looked like he wanted to say something, and perhaps he did convey a message to Hareem through their mental link. However, Sari could clearly see that Taryn was trying to process Hareem’s distress, too. Even if their minds couldn’t recall the other world, their souls remembered.


  It made Sari wonder about the nature of what Phoenix had created. Those episodes would be forever a part of all of them, because their souls had been the same, no matter how history had changed. Even if they had been forced in positions of enmity, even if so much war and death had stood between them, the true bonds of love have never truly shattered.


  In some respects, Phoenix’s power and its limits would always remain a mystery. However, that same power had put many of them in situations that had scarred them—possibly forever. Sari had forgiven Phoenix for it, because he truly understood why Phoenix had acted that way and couldn’t in good conscience blame him for it. However, he didn’t know if Hareem or any of the others would do the same. But was it fair to leave them in doubt, when he knew the reasons behind their fears?


  “Nothing is fair,” Karein said through their bond. “I don’t think Phoenix expects you to lie for him, though. Hareem is my brother, too, and he deserves to know. At that point, he’ll judge for himself.”


  “I suppose you’re right,” Sari replied with a mental sigh. He was just so tired. He didn’t want to handle any of this right now. He just wished he could have retreated in their quarters before Taryn and Hareem had shown up. As selfish as it might have seemed, Sari and Karein had lost a great deal, too. The only difference was that they acknowledged the causes, but that didn’t mean it didn’t hurt.


  A different voice snapped Sari out of his musings. “Go,” Kael said. “See to yourselves and your mates. We’ll talk later, and I’ll handle what needs to be done in the meantime.”


  Sari blinked in surprise, having missed the approach of the other black dragon. By his side, Karein tensed, and a wave of guilt rushed through Sari—Karein’s guilt at what he’d put Kael through in the other world.


  “Kael…” Karein started to say.


  Much to Sari’s surprise, Kael smiled sadly. “It’s all right. I don’t blame you for anything. Just go. You don’t have to carry the burden of an empire here, not all by yourself.”


  The comment made it clear that, like Sari, Kael remembered what had happened. Hareem frowned in confusion. “What exactly is going on here?” he inquired.


  “It’s a long story,” Sari replied, “and I highly doubt you want to hear it now.”


  Hareem opened his mouth, as if he had a reply ready. However, the words never came out. Instead, Hareem just nodded and started to guide his mate away. Taryn went with him, probably still puzzled, but obviously acknowledging Hareem’s need for togetherness. They entered Hareem’s quarters, disappearing inside and closing the door behind them.


  “Do you truly forgive me for what happened?” Karein asked Kael once the other two men were gone.


  “You know better than to ask that,” the other black dragon replied. “Right now, it’s all too confusing. Those were our lives, and yet, they weren’t. We were those people, and yet, we weren’t. To what extent do circumstances make people?” Kael shrugged. “I suppose I can’t exactly forget about it, but I know you, Karein. This life—the one we have here—is just as real as the one I recall, no, even more so. A part of me will always resent what happened, although I wouldn’t say it’s you I will blame.”


  “It’s not Phoenix’s fault either,” Sari heard himself say. “He only wanted what was best for everyone.”


  “I know that.” Kael nodded, a strange, sad smile on his lips. “You know, it’s strange. Many times, I regretted that choice, that sacrifice Talrasar and I made. I thought that we could have found a better way, if only we’d tried. I dreamt of having another chance, to undo it all, to gain back the time Tali and I lost. I think Phoenix tried to give us that, and a part of me is grateful. But sometimes, you can’t mess with the flow of things. It was my destiny to be separated from my mate. That makes our reunion all the more precious. And it’s not Phoenix I blame, for any of it. Phoenix was just the catalyst of the change. The rest of it was the choices of people, and the way they adapted.”


  It was an interesting point, although Sari had to admit that his perspective was somewhat different because of what Phoenix had ended up doing to him and his family. Well, that was somewhat unfair. Phoenix hadn’t really been the one to hurt them, but the phoenix, that out-of-control creature. This was why Sari could accept Phoenix in the first place, but he had feared others wouldn’t realize it.


  In the end, there was no sense in discussing the situation further, at least, not in the middle of the corridor and at this exact moment. As if guessing his thoughts, Kael said again, “Go. I’ll secure Draechenburg.”


  “Thank you,” Karein replied softly. “I won’t forget this.”


  Kael just waved them off, and Sari found himself being picked up by Karein and carried to their room. Somehow, Karein managed to open the door without even jostling Sari, and then, they were inside their quarters, in private.


  Now that they were alone and behind closed doors, Sari finally broke down. He burst into sobs, the weight of what he’d seen too much for him to contain any longer. Before meeting Karein, Sari had always hated crying. He’d thought that it wasn’t dignified of him to weep, that as the son of the Ivenian king and High Priestess, his life was first and foremost focused on duty. He had never wanted to force anyone in a situation where they’d have to think of his comfort in the detriment of their own. But with Karein, everything was different, and Sari could let his tears flow freely, because he trusted Karein with every fiber of his being.


  Karein didn’t speak. He just walked into their bed chamber, but he didn’t take Sari to the bed like Sari might have expected. Instead, he headed into the bathroom and placed Sari down, only to quickly hug him again after he ran the water into the tub.


  They just stood there, embracing for the longest time, until Sari’s sobs faded away. Karein caressed his hair wordlessly, and his touch reached out to Sari’s very soul, a balm for his wounded heart. Slowly, Sari began to process all of the memories that now belonged to him. In a sense, he had received a gift. He’d gotten the chance to meet Karein once more, and to fall in love with the draechen all over again. They hadn’t spent much time together, but even then, even when Karein had been married to someone else, Sari had loved him.


  As he thought this, Karein broke their embrace. “And I loved you before I met you,” he said. “I never stopped, and I never will.”


  Sari wanted to say something just as beautiful, but he got distracted when his mate started to undress him. Karein didn’t rush. First, he helped Sari out of his shoes, and then went on to the rest of his garments. He undid each button slowly, placing a butterfly-light kiss over every inch of skin he revealed. Sari’s loose clothes yielded easily to Karein’s efforts, and soon, he was standing naked in the middle of the bathroom.


  Even if, by now, Karein had seen Sari nude countless times, Sari couldn’t help but blush at his mate’s appreciative gaze. By rights, his pregnancy should have made his body less attractive to Karein, but instead, the draechen seemed even more enthralled with him. Karein’s hands were gentle as they swept over Sari’s waist and his swollen abdomen, but his eyes burned with pure lust and possessiveness. It made Sari shiver in anticipation.


  At that, Karein released a soft noise of distress. He picked Sari up and carefully placed him in the now-full tub. As he stopped the running water, he gave Sari a serious look and said, “We have to be careful, or you’ll catch a chill.”


  “I’m a healer, Karein,” Sari pointed out, “and a fae. I don’t get colds so easily.”


  “Not even you can heal everything,” Karein answered.


  Sari couldn’t counter that, not when he understood the real reason why Karein had said it. Thankfully, he didn’t have to provide a reply, because then, Karein slid out of his own clothes, exposing his hard, muscular body. Sari’s mouth watered at the first sight of Karein’s dick, already leaking generous amounts of pre-cum. Overlords, he could already imagine that hard cock sliding into him, fucking him, claiming him as Karein’s once more.


  When Karein joined him in the tub, Sari immediately climbed on top of the draechen, his anus aching to be filled. Karein just held onto him, keeping Sari from rushing forward like he had intended. “Shh, baby. Let me take care of you.”


  Sari melted into Karein’s embrace, surrendering to whatever his mate intended to do. His mate turned him around and started to massage the tension out of Sari’s shoulders, slowly, carefully, keeping his touch almost platonic. It was strangely reminiscent of their wedding night, when Sari had been wearing that uncomfortable ceremonial garb and his mate had soothed his aches and pains through a relaxing bath. Karein wasn’t working on physical hurts now, but his ministrations had the same effect the emotional trauma Sari had suffered. It anchored him in the memories of his true life, in the reality of his marriage with Karein.


  “You and I will always be together,” Karein murmured in his ear. “In this world, or the next, you are and will always be mine. My Sari…”


  The words themselves were like a caress, adding to the sensations Karein’s talented fingers drew out of Sari. A lazy, comforting arousal settled over Sari, like a veil between his heart and the pain he’d carried over from his other persona. As the tension drained away, Karein at last flipped him around so that they faced each other once again. Holding Sari in his lap, Karein brushed his lips over Sari’s. Karein’s dick nudged against Sari’s crease, but neither of them pushed for more. They exchanged kisses so sweet they nearly brought tears to Sari’s eyes.


  But the time for crying was over, and now, Sari just wanted to love and be loved. He felt Karein’s need for the same thing. In spite of Karein’s strength, the draechen had been badly shaken by the events in the other world. His protectiveness toward Sari was the only thing taming his desire. Sari could taste it in their kiss, hear it with his soul. It had been particularly hard for Karein to accept Sari even approaching Phoenix at all, but they’d done it, all for Rachen and his mate, because they deserved to be happy, too. Likely, Rachen would never know the exact extent of how much pain Karein had buried within himself to help him.


  Through their kiss, Sari found comfort, but he also willed Karein to open up to him. Karein couldn’t resist him—he’d never been able to do so—and their link was invaded with Karein’s sorrow, with the feeling of loss and despair Karein had experienced upon being separated from Sari. Sari gasped, but held onto those feelings. They were just as precious to him as Karein’s gentleness and his love. They were Sari’s emotions, too, because Karein and Sari were one, as they’d been from the moment they’d mated, or maybe even before.


  Karein’s kiss grew fiercer, wanton, almost desperate. He bit down on Sari’s lower lip, and Sari answered in turn by granting his mate entrance. Karein’s tongue thrust into his mouth, ravaging him, taking no prisoners. His now-frantic hands swept all over Sari’s body, making him release soft whimpers, which Karein swallowed into their kiss.


  Sari lost himself in the onslaught of Karein’s passion, casting aside all off his fears and doubts and letting them fade away within the fire of Karein’s desire for him. He felt briefly bereft when Karein broke their kiss, but then, he saw his mate frantically reach for a tube of waterproof lotion. Anticipation rushed through Sari, the knowledge of what would soon come fueling his arousal even further.


  The tub made maneuvering a little awkward, but Sari and Karein managed anyway. Sari parted his legs as far as he could while still in Karein’s lap. Karein poured a generous amount of liquid on his fingers and reached behind Sari. One digit slid into Sari’s channel, teasing him with the promise for more. Sari threw his head back and moaned, his ass clenching around the finger, seeking a deeper and more fulfilling penetration.


  His libido had gone straight through the roof because of his pregnancy, and his need to reascertain his bond with Karein made his need burn brighter. “Please, Karein,” he begged. “More.”


  In response, Karein added another finger and scissored them inside Sari. In the process, he struck Sari’s prostate, causing small explosions of pleasure to go off all over his body. In spite of their urgency, Karein took his time, stretching Sari at leisure, not rushing in the slightest. Sari whimpered, and the water sloshed around him as he tried to ride Karein’s digits.


  It seemed to take forever, but, at last, Karein removed his fingers from Sari’s ass. He used more of the lotion on his cock, then positioned Sari above him, holding onto Sari’s hips and guiding him down, until the head of his dick nudged right against Sari’s opening. Sari went with it, and slowly, ever so slowly, he impaled himself on Karein’s prick.


  He would have probably attempted to go faster, but Karein prevented it, guiding his rhythm. Sari clung to Karein’s shoulders, his entire body trembling with the effort to hold in a passion that refused to be contained. It was impossibly hard to be patient—no pun intended—but it all paid off when Karein was fully embedded inside him.


  For the longest time, Karein remained completely motionless, his hands still clutching Sari’s hips, holding Sari in place. If Sari hadn’t known any better, he’d have said his mate was unaffected, but of course, he saw right through Karein’s attempts to control himself. He could have pushed Karein over the edge with a thought. In fact, there were times when Sari had done exactly that. Now, though, he couldn’t act in such a way. He respected his mate’s feelings too much to do that.


  As it was, he opened his heart to Karein, showing the draechen that he didn’t need to be afraid, that nothing Karein did could hurt him. Sari trusted Karein beyond any shadow of a doubt, with his life, his body, and his soul. He knew that they should avoid sexual acrobatics because of Sari’s pregnancy, but that didn’t mean Karein would harm him through normal intercourse.


  Karein released a low growl and thrust up into Sari’s body. “I couldn’t protect you,” he said. “I couldn’t help you. If reality had stayed that way, you would have been gone, and I couldn’t have done anything about it.”


  Every word was punctuated by a hard shove of Karein’s dick inside Sari’s channel. With every second that passed, Karein moved faster, his rhythm growing even more powerful, almost violent. He seemed to want to get as deep as he could inside Sari. How was Sari supposed to focus on conversation when Karein was fucking him? Really, it should have been impossible, but Karein’s lust for him held a tinge of despair, and it kept Sari from losing himself in his lust.


  He had no words that could have provided an adequate answer to Karein’s confession. On instinct, he allowed his power to flow over them. Through the healing magic that had always been part of him, he spoke to his mate. It’s okay. It’s not your fault. I’m here now. Nothing’s ever going to separate us.


  He might not have used actual speech, but Karein heard him anyway. He didn’t slow down, but something eased in his gaze. That fear began to fade in the background of Karein’s mind, leaving only desire behind.


  With the distraction of Karein’s pain gone, pure lust exploded between them again. When Karein’s dick struck Sari’s prostate, he cried out and started riding his mate with abandon. Yes, yes, this was what he had needed, to feel their union, the passion, the depth of a connection that could never truly break, no matter what.


  Sari’s world melted into this moment, into the sensations brought about by Karein fucking him—no, making love to him. Karein’s dick stretched him perfectly, filling him to the brim. The invasion burned slightly, but that slight discomfort chased away any emotional pain that might have lingered. Sari felt full, body and soul. Everything he was and would ever be now belonged to Karein, and Sari wouldn’t have had it any other way.


  There was no place for doubts and fears any longer. There was no time for tears, no thoughts he could spare to memories of a world not his own. The only thing Sari could focus on was Karein, his brave and gorgeous mate. It was pure, absolute perfection, the lustful reality of the moment mixing with the profound emotions shaking Sari. It was raw, carnal, and yet so much more than that. For Sari, it was truth, the truth he had been seeking.


  All too soon, Sari was on the edge of climax. Shuddering with pleasure, needing to climax, but afraid to ask for it, Sari instinctively tilted his head. Seconds later, Karein’s fangs pierced his skin. Pure ecstasy flooded Sari’s body as he found his peak, a tidal wave of rapture that propelled him into a world where only he and Karein existed. Karein came with him, and Sari choked under the weight of their shared orgasm. He no longer knew where he ended and Karein began. A sudden knowledge filled him, so simple it almost seemed cruel.


  It wasn’t a phoenix’s power that had changed their lives. It wasn’t a phoenix’s magic that had allowed them to rebuild their destinies. It was love, the very same love which united Karein and Sari, a force that could move mountains but was a fragile flower that needed to be protected. That emotion had blossomed between the two of them, and its delicate strength exorcised all of Sari’s demons.


  Within him, Sari felt the glow of Karein’s affection and the shy light of his child’s soul as it reached out to both of them. It was like Sari had been plunged in a pool of pure love, and it cleansed his mind, heart, and soul.


  Even when the high of the climax began to fade, that feeling of peace lingered. Karein brushed a brief kiss over his forehead, his heart beating steadily, his pulse calm, his entire being emanating contented adoration. “We’re back,” Karein said. “We’re together again.”


  Sari just nodded. He was happy and grateful, almost impossibly so, given what had happened. Karein’s dick slipped out of his body, but in spite of it, their closeness didn’t vanish. Yes, Sari was more than happy.


  Karein left the tub and took Sari in his arms, pulling him out as well. He began to dry Sari with a fluffy towel, and Sari had the errant thought that his tears and worries had been washed away into the water. He was too exhausted to care about the fact that their problems hadn’t magically disappeared. And as Karein took him in his arms and carried him into the bedroom, Sari could only smile, because now, he had the certainty that love could defeat anything.


  


  * * * *


  


  When Hareem led his mate to their quarters, he knew something was wrong. A strange hollowness filled his chest, a dread encroaching on his senses and a darkness flooding his mind and his soul. He felt like any moment now, Taryn and Galyn would disappear on him.


  “What’s wrong, Hareem?” Taryn asked the moment they were behind closed doors. “I don’t understand any of this.”


  Hareem couldn’t explain it himself. He wished he could understand it, because as things stood, he was only scaring Taryn. His instincts told him that his brother had an answer, but he didn’t have the heart to leave the room now to try to find Karein.


  “Just…come here,” he told Taryn, pulling him toward the bed. “Come with me.”


  They sat together on the mattress, with Hareem still holding his son close. He glanced from Galyn to Taryn, over and over again, making sure he always touched the two persons who were most dear to him in this world.


  Taryn lay with his head on Hareem’s shoulder, his hand petting Hareem’s stomach almost absently. The familiar caress was like a balm for Hareem’s nerves. As he settled down, so did Galyn, who ended up falling asleep on Hareem’s chest.


  Hareem’s heart clenched as he watched his son slumber, sucking on his thumb and making small noises as he dreamt. Galyn was so small, so frail that sometimes it seemed to Hareem that anything would be able to break him. He didn’t appear to have any visible side effects because of his traumatic birth—and still, Hareem could too easily imagine both him and Taryn gone.


  He knew it was cruel to even think this when Taryn was right there. His thoughts affected Taryn as much as his actions did. But for some reason, he couldn’t help it, and he hated himself for putting Taryn through such a thing because of his own weakness.


  “You’re not weak,” Taryn said. “Don’t even think such things. You promised you would be there when I woke up, and you kept your word. I believe in you.”


  Hareem blinked. When had he said that? He couldn’t remember, but it seemed right to him, like he had indeed made that promise and had stuck to it. He took a deep breath, doing his utmost to calm down. He was just being paranoid. Taryn and Galyn were all right. They were next to him, and Hareem had no plans to let either of them out of his sight in the near future. Yes, he was just worrying for nothing.


  Just as he decided that, Taryn smiled at him and brushed a brief kiss over his lips. He pulled away from Hareem, and the loss of Taryn’s warmth made panic swell through Hareem. He would have reached for his mate again, except his son was still on top of him, and stirring would wake him up.


  His concerns turned out to be unjustified. Taryn picked up Galyn, somehow managing to do so without disturbing the child’s slumber. As his mate walked away from the bed, Hareem started to panic again, already seeing Taryn vanishing on him, but he needn’t have worried. Taryn just placed the still sleeping Galyn in his crib, carefully tucking him in. Then, he came back to the bed and said, “I know that something happened. I can’t figure out what it is, but we won’t get the answer to those questions now.” He gave Hareem a pleading look. “I need you to hold me, Hareem. I don’t want to think about losing you. It’s too painful to even consider.”


  Hareem couldn’t have refused his mate if he’d wanted to. He pulled Taryn close once again, instinctively knowing that his mate needed more than platonic touches. Slowly, he began to remove Taryn’s clothing, moving with excruciating care so that he wouldn’t accidentally startle Taryn.


  Taryn’s breathing sped up, but he didn’t protest. Even as his body trembled and the scent of arousal became thick in the air, the werewolf made no move to touch Hareem. Taryn was afraid, too, Hareem realized, afraid of a shadow that neither of them could see past.


  Hareem couldn’t allow himself to linger over it. He had to be brave for Taryn, to face this with an open heart. The terror of losing Taryn would never subside. It had plagued him ever since that day when Taryn had given birth to Galyn with such difficulty. However, right now, their present and their future were more important. Doubting and fearing would only taint it, taint the life they had managed to build together.


  As that decision took root inside Hareem, he pressed a kiss over Taryn’s mouth. Taryn gasped lightly, wrapping his arms around Hareem’s neck. Hareem took advantage of the offered chance to thrust his tongue into his mate’s wet cavern. The flavor of Taryn’s desire assaulted his taste buds, making his head spin. Hareem couldn’t help a groan, and he worked faster on Taryn’s garments. If some buttons tore and some seams ripped, Taryn didn’t seem to care. In fact, he arched his back, grinding against Hareem, their connection sizzling with his need for more.


  Hareem broke away only because of his need to breathe. He’d have actually disregarded oxygen altogether since he suspected that he could easily live on Taryn alone if he tried. However, one kiss couldn’t stem the flow of their shared desire. Hareem’s beast was already roaring, demanding that he claim Taryn. The ice around his heart had long ago melted into a river of lust, and Hareem simply couldn’t get enough of his beautiful mate.


  He removed Taryn’s shoes and pants, the last items of clothing that had kept him from Taryn’s body. When Taryn was naked, Hareem froze. Perhaps it was a strange action for an ice dragon, but Hareem simply couldn’t help it. Looking at Taryn’s flushed face, seeing his lips swollen from Hareem’s kisses—it was a vision of pure heaven, one he could have lost so easily.


  But no, he couldn’t think that. His soul was bound to Taryn’s, and that would never change. Hareem had to believe in it, in the love they shared, the bond that had endured in spite of all the hardships and had eventually created Galyn.


  Still, his hand trembled when he finally reached for Taryn’s cheek. As he touched his mate, Taryn leaned into the caress, a wide, peaceful smile on his face. “Touch me,” the werewolf said, his voice pure seduction. “Come to me.”


  Hareem instantly reacted to those sinfully beautiful words. In a heartbeat, he discarded his own clothing and shoes and threw them on the floor with even less care than he’d used on Taryn’s. After that, he climbed on top of his mate and proceeded to explore every inch of Taryn’s delectable body.


  He couldn’t resist brushing a brief kiss over Taryn’s lips, but this time, he didn’t stop there. Instead, he went lower down, sucking on Taryn’s sexy collarbone—because, yes, even Taryn’s collarbone was sexy. Taryn released a small, muffled cry, his pleasure rushing into Hareem through their mate bond. The young werewolf was so sensitive to Hareem’s touch that Hareem himself had next to no resistance and was very tempted to just go for the gold.


  Instead, he continued his slow mapping of Taryn’s body. He briefly lingered over Taryn’s nipples—he couldn’t not do it, after all—and then went lower down, to Taryn’s abdomen. He brushed kisses over his mate’s belly, remembering a time when it had held their son. Back then, Hareem hadn’t been there for Taryn as much as he should have, but he wouldn’t make that mistake again.


  The scent of Taryn’s pre-cum teased him and beckoned him closer, but Hareem forced himself to bypass his lover’s dick. He proceeded to kiss down Taryn’s legs, finding sensitive spots against Taryn’s knees, licking over his thighs, reveling in the way Taryn started to writhe under him. With worshipful caresses, Hareem wordlessly told his mate how much he was loved and valued. Hareem even sucked on Taryn’s toes, nearly earning himself a kick in the face for it due to Taryn’s frantic motions. It was all worth it, because every second he spent at Taryn’s side meant more to him than his own life.


  However, their shared desire soon became too much to bear. Hareem finally returned to Taryn’s dick and took it into his mouth. A small plea escaped Taryn’s lips. “Hareem… Please…”


  Hareem started to bob his head up and down Taryn’s cock. He could have easily teased Taryn and kept his mate on the edge for a while longer, but his instincts screamed with Taryn’s need to come and Hareem couldn’t deny his sweeting release. Not to mention that Taryn was already very close from their foreplay. For Hareem’s part, just Taryn’s taste and his proximity had him dazed and wild with arousal and could have made him climax. With the added layer of Taryn’s pleasure, he was close, too, so close that he deliberately held back from touching himself. He didn’t want to find his peak, not just yet, not before coupling with Taryn.


  Of course, that idea kind of clashed with his desire to suck Taryn’s dick until his mate orgasmed. He realized all too well that if Taryn came, the same thing could easily happen for him, but still, he craved the taste of Taryn’s seed. As such, Hareem hastened the pace, increasing the speed of his suction. Finally, he took Taryn’s prick all the way into his throat and swallowed.


  Just like that, Taryn’s climax exploded through him and through Hareem as well. His mate’s cock pulsed, releasing hot streams of cum into his mouth. Hareem groaned and shivered as the waves of Taryn’s orgasm threatened to engulf him. His own dick throbbed, begging to be let in on the action. Hareem rode it out, clinging to his desire to be one with Taryn to protect the last remnants of his control.


  It worked, at least to some extent. He did manage to keep his orgasm in check, but his urgency increased to near-maddening highs. As Taryn finally slumped against the pillows, Hareem released his dick and gathered the last remnants of his spunk on his fingers. He used it to slick up his cock, and then, without allowing his mate to even draw a breath, he flipped Taryn on all fours.


  Taryn yelped, but Hareem didn’t give his lover the chance to even say one single word. He spread Taryn’s ass cheeks, exposing the hole hidden between those tantalizing globes. He thrust his tongue into Taryn’s ass, using it like a little cock to stretch the young werewolf’s channel. Taryn’s body was already relaxed from the orgasm, but his arousal awoke again at Hareem’s touch, just like Hareem had known it would. Soon, Hareem had Taryn pushing back against him, fucking his face and biting down on the pillow to keep himself from crying out.


  Once he deemed Taryn ready, Hareem lifted his head and positioned his dick at Taryn’s opening. Taking a deep breath, he slowly sank into Taryn’s silken depths. The tight heat that engulfed him nearly made him come on the spot, since he’d already been on the edge. By some miracle, Hareem endured and fully impaled Taryn on his prick. He stilled, half to give Taryn time to adjust, and half for his own benefit, to muster at least some degree of composure.


  When he thought that he could move without losing it, Hareem finally started a slow pace. They had to be quiet so that Galyn wouldn’t wake up, but that was all right. Hareem liked this slow lovemaking as much as he enjoyed their faster, more violent romps. Every morning, when he woke up, he slid into Taryn’s welcoming body, enjoying the closeness as much as he did the tight hold of Taryn’s ass. It was the same way now. He rocked inside Taryn gently, barely moving at all. Taryn met his every motion, whimpering into the pillow whenever Hareem brushed his dick over his prostate.


  It was by no means the most complicated encounter they’d ever had, but that didn’t mean it lacked passion or intensity. On the contrary, that wild desire to claim and be claimed, to kiss, love, protect, and take, all of it had escalated to proportions that couldn’t be defined by the boundaries of a carnal act. Like this, or in any other way, their coming together satisfied Hareem at a level that others couldn’t even hope to understand.


  Both his body and Taryn’s craved friction, and Hareem provided it, increasing the pace just a little. They moved together fluidly, the dams keeping their emotions at bay left behind to release the full extent of their love for each other. With every thrust, Hareem’s desire for his mate increased, as did his need to go deeper still inside Taryn. He could already sense his orgasm gathering in his balls, sizzling at the back of his spine and over every inch of his flesh. But he didn’t want to let go. He never wanted to let go.


  Taryn provided the solution when he tilted his head and whispered, “Claim me.”


  The words came through their bond, or maybe Taryn had said them out loud. Maybe Taryn hadn’t spoken them at all, neither normally nor by using the mental connection. It didn’t matter, because Hareem still heard it, and in a flash, bit down on Taryn’s neck.


  Sweet blood invaded his mouth, and his connection with Taryn glowed with rapture and love. Thrusting one last time inside Taryn, Hareem came. As he pumped his mate’s body full of his seed, Taryn’s orgasm swept over him, numbing him to everything else that wasn’t his mate. Their minds, souls, and bodies united into one single entity, a universe of affection and desire built just for them.


  It seemed to go on and on, and yet, it ended far too soon. Before he knew it, the haze of pleasure began to fade into an afterglow that, while beautiful and perfect in itself, couldn’t keep him from reality.


  In the end, Hareem wouldn’t have had it any other way, because no sooner had he come to than Galyn stirred in his crib and started to wail. Taryn immediately pulled away, and Hareem’s own concern kept him from wincing when his dick left Taryn’s body. His mate scrambled off the bed, tripping in his haste to get to their son. Hareem helped his mate up, and together, they made their way to the crib.


  The moment Galyn saw them, he stopped weeping. His different-colored eyes fixed on their faces, and he extended his small hands toward them. Hareem chuckled. His nose had already detected the problem, even before he spotted it in Galyn’s diaper.


  As he started to change Galyn, Hareem found himself the object of Taryn’s attention. “You know,” Taryn said, “you’re a great father, even if you do spoil him.”


  “You spoil him, too,” Hareem replied with a fond smile. “But I think he has no objections.”


  In response, a now-clean Galyn cooed and giggled. For some reason, this simple and strikingly domestic episode cast away the lingering shadows on Hareem’s heart. He still had a lot of questions, but like Taryn had said, they could wait. For now, Hareem would just seize the moment and enjoy it with his family. He didn’t know what he’d done to deserve Taryn and Galyn, but he would certainly never fail to show his love for both of them.


  


  * * * *


  


  When Kael had offered to handle the chaos in Draechenburg in his descendants’ stead, he had meant every word. He had known that no matter how brave Sari was trying to seem, he’d actually been very affected by what had happened. Similarly, Hareem had practically had his mate die in his arms and he didn’t even know about it.


  Kael himself wouldn’t have known, except Talrasar had remembered the other world, and through him, so had Kael. It was exceedingly strange to be here now, when a few moments ago, he remembered reuniting with his lover, planning to start a new life. Those dreams were part of him now, as were the memories of the person he could have been had he made other choices.


  But now was not the time to worry about such things. No matter how much he wanted to be by Talrasar’s side, too, the fact remained that at least one of the Imperial Consuls needed to get a grip.


  “I wish I could help you,” Talrasar said through their bond, his frustration as real and sweet as his love for Kael. “I hate having to wait around twiddling my thumbs.”


  “I know that, love,” Kael replied, “but I’m selfish enough to focus on my own need to feel you’re safe. I’d prefer being there to protect you, but since I can’t, at the very least, I want you out of harm’s way. Besides, you’ve already helped me. You showed me what’s going on. I know what I have to do now.”


  It was true. Kael should have been confused because of the sudden attack on Draechenburg, but for him, life hadn’t simply continued from the point it had left off. Oddly, Talrasar had the knowledge of everything that had happened to Phoenix, which was why Kael had come to offer his assistance in the first place.


  They had yet to figure out the whys behind it, but it was certainly very useful. Naturally, Kael’s mate wanted to provide more of a contribution. Talrasar released a mental sigh, but didn’t argue. Normally, he would have, but their priority was the safety of their unborn child. Sure, Kael would eventually bear the brunt of Talrasar’s irritation, but he was more than all right with that.


  In fact, the thought improved his mood, so much so that by the time he reached the benandanti’s lab, he was almost cheerful and more than eager to get this whole thing over with.


  Sadly, that wasn’t about to happen anytime soon. The moment Karein stepped into the lab, the scent of blood and magic hit his nostrils. He could already tell the Ancient Horror had been here. The creature might be gone now because of Rachen’s sacrifice, but the end results of his actions still had to be dealt with.


  Kael found Lieutenant Zager talking to the Connors matriarch, Elizabeth. “I want to know how my son is,” she was saying, “and I demand to speak to my husband.”


  “Raleigh’s injury seems minor,” Sage answered. “As for Mr. Connors and his brother, I can’t allow anyone to see them until the consuls decide to permit it.”


  As Kael approached, Sage turned toward him. On cue, Kael said, “I’m afraid that won’t be possible, at least not at this moment. Lieutenant Zager, did you secure the guilty parties?”


  “Yes, Your Grace,” Sage answered. “Neither James nor Mark Connors resisted capture. Iasan Sutharlainn is still unconscious, but I have men watching him.”


  “Excellent job, Lieutenant Zager,” Kael replied. “Strengthen the defenses of the city. We wouldn’t want anyone to get any ideas.”


  Sage saluted and left the room. Meanwhile, Kael turned toward Elizabeth Connors. “Mrs. Connors, you would do well to wait in your quarters. Your husband attacked a member of the draechen imperial family. Don’t expect him to receive any mercy on our behalf.”


  Truth be told, he was as of yet unsure as to how the matter of the benandanti should be handled. The idea of judging them for treason didn’t appeal. They had attacked the Draechenburg imperial family, but after having seen the other world, after knowing what kind of destruction war could cause, Kael wasn’t so eager to be ruthless.


  Obviously, Elizabeth didn’t realize that, and Kael had no intention to share it with her. “You can’t be serious,” she said. “He just wanted to ensure the phoenix wasn’t dangerous.”


  “That didn’t work out very well, now did it?” Kael narrowed his eyes at the woman. “Come. You can see your son if you want.”


  He waved one of the guards in the area and ordered for him to lead Elizabeth to the medical wing. Once she was gone, he headed toward the sprites’ quarters. That was another problem that needed to be dealt with. Just like in the Connors’ case, Kael, Karein, and Hareem would have to decide what punishment the Sutharlainn would receive. He wasn’t really looking forward to it, especially because they were Caelyn’s family. But he had to take each step at a time. For the moment, he needed to figure out the exact extent of the Sutharlainn’s involvement in the entire debacle.


  Just as he left the medical wing, he ran into an unexpected figure. Eanera Myrthylar emerged out of the shadows, smiling at him. Kael blinked in surprise. “High Priestess. Greetings. I was not aware of your arrival.”


  “I apologize,” she replied. “I just arrived a few minutes ago. I rushed here as soon as I could, but I was already too late. Or…was I?”


  Looking at her face, Kael wondered exactly how much she had known. Why had she left? Had she expected Rachen’s death, or had her decisions been guided by more straightforward considerations?


  For the first time, Kael noticed she was holding two boxes, one studded with red jewels, the other somewhat plainer, but familiar to Kael. That latter box had held the feather Phoenix gifted Eanera with. If he had to guess, the first one was Phoenix’s former prison.


  Eanera pocketed both items in her robes. Kael frowned, and was about to demand the jeweled box back. However, Eanera just smiled at him. “Your Grace…Jenarra has a way of setting things in order. This box can’t change that. Nothing can.”


  The gem in the center of her forehead glittered like a promise, and it occurred to Kael that when she’d left, it hadn’t been there. He knew he should insist on her returning the item in question, but for some reason, he didn’t. Instead, he asked, “Can you do it? Can you carry the burden of that magic?”


  Eanera just laughed. “Oh, Your Grace. It’s not a burden. It’s a message and a gift. Do you know why Phoenix gave me that feather?”


  “As a peace offering for that accident where you lost your power?” Kael offered.


  The High Priestess shook her head. “That’s what I thought. That’s what he thought, but no. That’s not it. He needed a way back, and he sensed it even then. He might not know it himself, but I can tell. Do you realize, Your Grace, that the feather is actually the reason why we even remember? Phoenix entrusted me to be in charge of that, to be his guide, and for that reason, I will also be his guardian.”


  It hadn’t actually occurred to Kael that the feather had allowed Talrasar to remember, which, in hindsight, had been pretty stupid. Still, he wondered whether Eanera was truly honest. “You can do that in spite of what happened in the other world?”


  “Because of it,” Eanera replied. “Phoenix defeated the phoenix. Don’t you think that is a comforting thought?”


  She was right. A weight lifted off of Kael’s shoulders, one Kael hadn’t even known was there. Yes, that was actually very comforting. He didn’t actually reply to her question, but he did gesture her toward the guest wing. She would likely be able to make the interrogation process shorter and less painful, since her visions would have likely told her who’d done what.


  “High Priestess, perhaps you’d care to join me for a little visit? I believe that we have our own battles to wage.”


  “You’re right, of course,” Eanera replied. “For what it’s worth, I’ll always be there for Sari and, indirectly, for you.”


  Together, they headed toward the rooms of the Sutharlainn. As they walked down the Draechenburg corridors, a worm of discontent niggled at the back of Kael’s consciousness. “I don’t want Eanera with you,” Talrasar confessed. “That’s where I’m supposed to be.”


  Kael actually found himself smiling. “You are,” he answered. “You’re always with me, no matter where we are.”


  An image of his naked mate drifted into Kael’s mind. “Well, I want you by my side. Come to me soon, Kael.”


  Talrasar rarely displayed jealousy, but his emotions were running wild and hot now. Kael nearly did an about-face. It took everything in his power not to follow Talrasar’s call at that very moment. But Talrasar had said “soon,” not “now.” Like always, they understood each other.


  Eanera gave him a knowing look, but didn’t comment. One thing was certain. Having a pregnant mate definitely made his life interesting. Now, Kael just had to deal with these damn sprites as quickly as possible, because the mate in question was waiting for him.


  Epilogue


  


  A week later


  


  “And so, we accept our responsibility for what happened and we come to offer a treaty with Elusia, by surrendering Ferradul Cyraltin in your custody as a sign of our goodwill.”


  Caelyn sighed as he listened to the final words of Great Krite Ithual Alleantin’s plea to Karein, Kael, and Hareem. The Elusian High Judges had come for a private meeting with the consuls, but Caelyn and Graham had ended up invited to it, too. Caelyn was grateful for the trust the draechen placed in him, but he truly didn’t know how things would turn out for the sprites now.


  Phoenix and Rachen believed that Ferradul Cyraltin’s actions had been influenced by the Ancient Horror, but the fact remained that they had occurred. A woman was dead because of those deeds. Similarly, Rachen could have been killed because of Caelyn’s own brother and parents. Caelyn’s uncertainty over his family’s fate frightened him.


  Graham wrapped an arm around his shoulders. “Right now, it’s out of our hands,” he said through their bond. “You might be Sari’s friend, but we can’t afford to get too involved.”


  “I know,” Caelyn answered. “I know they can’t show me too much favor. We’re skating on thin ice as it is. I suppose… I suppose we can only trust the draechen consuls and hope for the best.”


  Graham hummed thoughtfully, and a hint of jealousy swept through their bond. He’d have undoubtedly said something else, but before he could do so, Sari approached them. “Don’t worry,” he mouthed at Caelyn. “Karein and the others will find a solution.”


  Caelyn smiled at his friend. There had been some awkwardness between them in the past week, one Caelyn hadn’t immediately understood. It was only after Sari had explained his vision had finally come true—through the creation of another world, no less—that Caelyn had finally grasped the causes. At first, Sari had been reluctant to give him all the details, but eventually, Caelyn had learned that not only had he been Karein’s official consort in Sari’s stead, but he’d also been accidentally injured by Hareem.


  The entire dynamics of their little family had changed. Graham was now wary of Hareem, even if he had no real reason to be. Hareem was insanely protective of his mate, even more so than before, and Karein very rarely left Sari’s side. Of course, none of them really knew how to handle Phoenix and Rachen.


  Mercifully, they were slowly getting over it. Sari and Talrasar had been great about the whole thing, and now, Caelyn was relieved to find himself as comfortable with Sari as he’d been before. Phoenix seemed to be settling in, too. He had come to the meeting as well, but so far, neither he nor his mate had shown any sign of resenting the sprites in any way.


  But of course, he couldn’t expect this meeting to be easy in any way, not for the draechen or for the sprites. Finally, after what seemed like forever, Karein spoke out. From his seat at the consul table, he glared at the gathered sprites. “We’d like to hear from Ferradul Cyraltin himself.”


  Everyone’s attention turned to the sprite in question. Up until this point, he had been quiet, almost subdued. He stood behind the rest of the Great Krites, his back ramrod straight. His son waited by his side, looking frail and out of place.


  It was strange to see the real Alwyn Cyraltin in that position, when Caelyn had just gotten used to Phoenix. They looked so much alike, and yet, they were so very different. Alwyn actually released a soft noise of distress when the draechen focused on him and his father. Caelyn wondered if he’d been just as afraid when he’d come to Draechenburg, when he and Graham had been prisoners of then-emperor Kavehquader.


  “I will be first to admit my guilt in this matter,” Ferradul said. “I can’t imagine what I was thinking in taking things so far.”


  “Were you involved in any way in Elina Eretar’s death?” Hareem asked, his voice like ice.


  “I…I only wanted to keep her from revealing what I’d done.” Ferradul clenched his jaw. “I will take full responsibility for my actions. I do not wish for a war to happen because of my rash actions.”


  “Rash actions,” Kael repeated. “That’s…putting it lightly.”


  “Your Grace,” Alwyn intervened, “if I may… My father was only trying to protect me. I know he should have picked a different path, and I realize you can’t grant him allowances because of that, but…can’t we return to the originally established conditions? I will gladly come here as your prisoner, if you so wish it.”


  “We don’t want that,” Hareem answered. “Your life is your own, Lord Cyraltin. Similarly, we have no desire for a war with Elusia. As for you, former Great Krite Ferradul Cyraltin… With regard to Elina Eretar, we believe to have punished the true culprit already. Your responsibility in the matter will be handled by your people.”


  Caelyn wasn’t sure if the Great Krites were even aware of the existence of the Ancient Horror. It hadn’t become common knowledge outside the people closest to the draechen imperial family. It seemed that the draechen had no intention to say it either. It was a delicate situation, in that Ferradul remained an important figure in sprite politics. According to Phoenix, the Ancient Horror had indeed been there the night of Elina’s death, which made the exact extent of Ferradul’s involvement questionable. The situation was similar in the case of Caelyn’s family, but did that make them altogether innocent? Caelyn didn’t know and he was afraid to find the answer.


  In that moment, the doors of the throne room opened, and Caelyn’s family walked inside. His parents and Iasan were surrounded by guards, while his other siblings trailed behind the group, looking miserable.


  “Caelyn, do something!” his sister pleaded as she rushed to his side. “You’re friends with the draechen. Tell them this is all a huge mistake.”


  “Stop, Diedre,” their mother said. “You can’t ask that of your brother. He’s in a difficult position as it is.” She smiled sadly at Caelyn. “I’m sorry, Caelyn. We didn’t mean to get you involved in all of this. We truly thought we were doing the right thing.”


  “Why does everyone keep using that excuse?” Phoenix suddenly asked. “Do you believe that your actions are justifiable, simply because you judged me to be a worse evil?”


  No one replied. Phoenix’s shoulders shook, and Caelyn knew that Phoenix must have been remembering what had happened to his mate.


  Once, Caelyn had experienced a similar dread. Once, he had nearly lost Graham when they’d first been taken prisoner. Just the thought that Graham could have died then sent shivers down his spine. He could too easily imagine himself in Phoenix’s shoes, and for that reason, as much as it hurt him, he couldn’t ask for mercy in his family’s case. His heart told him that his family had just been manipulated by the Ancient Horror. But it wasn’t his decision, and intervening would just complicate things.


  “Let’s not make this any more painful than it already is,” Karein said softly. “The Cyraltin will go back to Great Britain with the Great Krites. There, we expect Ferradul Cyraltin to be kept under close watch. Because of their crimes against the Ornozian imperial family, the Sutharlainn will stay here as our prisoners until we decide they’ve paid the price for their deeds.”


  “But…it’s unfair,” Caelyn’s brother, Cormac, protested.


  “Cormac, please,” their father said tightly. “We expected this. The Consuls have already decided, and we can’t change that.”


  Iasan didn’t look at the draechen. Instead, he turned toward Caelyn. “I never wanted you to be hurt,” he said. “I will accept this punishment and hope that one day, you will be proud to call me brother again.”


  Caelyn’s eyes filled with tears. “You’ll always be my brother, no matter what happens,” he replied.


  Even with all the things that now separated them, Caelyn found himself taking a step forward. He hugged his parents and Iasan tightly, ignoring all the gazes on them. He kept the hug brief in acknowledgment of the circumstances, but when he pulled away, he wished he’d held on a little longer. The guilt on his parents’ faces made him wonder whether things could have been different.


  As if guessing his thoughts, Kael said, “Caelyn will be able to see you at his leisure. Additionally, this isn’t forever. Once we decide you have paid your debt in full, you will be free to go. And of course, that largely depends on your behavior and cooperation.”


  “Cooperation?” Caelyn’s father repeated inquiringly.


  “Yes.” Karein smiled darkly. “You see, you and your leaders have the easy task to point us in the right direction where the avians are concerned.”


  He offered no explanations as to why he needed the information, but it didn’t take a genius to figure it out. The avians had been against Phoenix, too. They were a threat that needed to be eliminated.


  Was paranormal society truly stuck in this vicious circle? Would different species forever be at war? Had they learned nothing? Were they truly helpless to change the course of history? Truth be told, it shouldn’t have surprised Caelyn. Even Phoenix, with all of his power, had been unable to wipe away the conflict that had birthed the Shifter Directive, and had only made the entire thing worse. The thought made Caelyn sad.


  Sari’s hand gripped his, squeezing it tightly. “Trust them,” he whispered. “It’s going to be all right.”


  Caelyn would have thought his friend was just blind to the obvious, but then, he realized something very important. He was standing in the Draechenburg throne room with his werewolf mate, as honored guests of the draechen imperial family. Their child, their beautiful Micah, was being watched over by an imperial consort, who was a werewolf, too. Things had changed, for the better. And looking at the faces of the three consuls, Caelyn suddenly knew that this change would continue.


  It wouldn’t be easy. At times, it would hurt. But growth was like that. Their world was like a child finally learning to take his first steps, struggling through his awkward years and trying to figure out which path to choose. After all the pain and the loss, though, they were finally making some headway.


  As if to confirm his thoughts, Hareem said, “And of course, if you cooperate, we will consider lifting your sentence.”


  Caelyn couldn’t believe his ears. Yes, the entire thing had been set in motion by the Ancient Horror, but the draechen had still suffered a serious blow. Manipulated or not, Caelyn’s family had been involved. Could the draechen truly forgive and forget? It seemed like too much to ask.


  His heart hammering, Caelyn turned to Phoenix. “You’re okay with this?” he asked. It was probably rude, but he couldn’t help himself.


  “I can hardly point fingers,” Phoenix replied. “I can’t say I like it—as you can possibly tell—but it is the best decision to make.”


  Caelyn remembered what Phoenix had said earlier, about justifiable actions, and wondered exactly how much blame Phoenix himself shouldered for what had happened in the other world. From what Sari had told Caelyn, Phoenix hadn’t actually been the one to hurt them, but that didn’t mean he didn’t feel responsible about it.


  “We would be happy to assist Ornoz in any way possible,” one of the Great Krites said. “I get the feeling that you already have something promising in mind.”


  “Maybe we do,” Karein replied. “I suppose you’ll just have to wait to find out.”


  


  * * * *


  


  A few weeks later


  


  The throne room of the palace was filled to the brim with shifters of all species. Camden had never seen such a gathering in his life, and had never expected to do so either. Draechenburg was truly making an important step today, one which many would likely question and doubt.


  “What’s this all about, Camden?” his sire asked by his side. “Why were we invited here?”


  The entire Isaiat family had gathered at the meeting, with the exception of Camden’s mother, who had stayed behind in Patala to watch Ender and Endra. For a few moments, Camden allowed himself the luxury of scanning all of their faces, particularly those of Arlen and Krysta. They would never know that, had the course of history been different, they might not even be alive now.


  “I wish I could tell you,” he replied. “Just be a little patient. I promise it’s not anything bad.”


  He probably wouldn’t have gotten away with just that, but the imperial consuls finally emerged in front of the gathering. As always, they were accompanied by their respective mates. Rachen and Phoenix followed behind them, and seeing the entire group made Camden wish he could be by his own mate’s side.


  “I’m on my way,” Sage said through their bond. “This is too important for us to miss sharing it.”


  Indeed, Sage showed up mere seconds later. The famous Koepke family was with him, seeming very uncomfortable and casting dubious looks Phoenix’s way. They were the same avian family who was believed to be involved in the ploy against Phoenix. However, instead of attacking them, the draechen had chosen a different strategy, one Camden desperately hoped would work.


  As members of the second caste, Camden and his family were higher up in the shifter hierarchy that the avians. In spite of it—or maybe for that exact reason—Camden had taken it up on himself to handle diplomatic relationships with them. Usually, the imperial consorts had similar duties, but today, they had to stand by their mates, so Camden had a more complicated job.


  “This is very exciting, isn’t it?” he asked the Koepke.


  “I’m not yet sure if I should believe in the draechen,” Hector Koepke replied, “but we did come here to give them the benefit of the doubt.”


  “We came here because we fucked up,” his brother, Ulysses, replied. “If there’s a chance to make amends, I think all of us are looking forward to it.”


  Their sister, Portia, smiled at Camden. “In other words, yes, it is very exciting.”


  Their incipient conversation was stopped when the imperial consuls finally started to speak. “First of all, welcome to Draechenburg,” Hareem said. “I know you’re all wondering why we summoned you here. You’re looking around and seeing so many people, different from yourself. Perhaps you’re hoping that the Directive will finally be abolished. Well, it won’t.”


  Murmurs started all around the room. To Camden’s left, a group of werewolves stirred uneasily. They were all Graham’s acquaintances or members of his pack, who’d come here in response to Graham contacting them. Graham’s brother, Stuart, had led over a dozen wolves here, and Monroe Lovington, Taryn’s brother, had come as well. Now, all of them seemed like they regretted having stepped on draechen soil.


  The feline shifters who’d arrived shortly after the werewolves didn’t look too happy either. All of them were snarling, well, all except Philip Strange, who seemed to be staring at the group of assembled benandanti. The Connors family hovered at the edge of the room, obviously still uncomfortable with their position here, even if the imperial consuls had treated them quite well and actually had a pardon in mind.


  Next to Camden, his family, as well as the Koepke, were already tensing. Other shifters had begun to pull away. The magical creatures were clustering around Eanera Myrthylar and the Ivenian king, also seeming very wary. But it seemed that the draechen had expected that, or maybe even counted on it.


  “Most if not all the people here loathe the Directive, likely for a good reason,” Hareem continued. “It can be considered an obsolete law that weighs down on all of us. However, one cannot argue that the paranormal world needs the Directive.”


  “Then why did we come here anyway?” Monroe Lovington asked. “Was this all some sort of trick?”


  Monroe’s elf mate, Jude, pressed a hand to his shoulder, and Monroe seemed to settle down. The werewolf was apparently still wary of draechen, and more so because he had a lot to lose.


  “Not at all,” Karein said. “Without prolonging things any further, we’ll go ahead and say that our suggestion is to change this law. It can stop being the Directive of the Shifter Castes and become merely the Shifter Directive. It is the caste system that is poisonous for us.”


  “I don’t understand,” Ulysses Koepke said. “The caste system was the whole point for the Directive.”


  “That’s true,” Kael answered. “At the time, it probably seemed like the right thing to do. But Talrasar and I never wanted that, and I think that we’ve reached a point in which clinging to the past would just destroy our future.”


  The throne room erupted in countless questions. Both shifters and magical creatures wanted to know exactly how such a thing would work, what the draechen’s involvement would be, and if it was truly possible.


  For his part, Camden just leaned against Sage and absently caressed his stomach. He had been afraid once, afraid to have hatchlings with Sage in a world that looked down on hybrid children. But that world was disappearing.


  Phoenix had tried to do this with magic, but it simply didn’t work that way. Therefore, Camden and his family had to take matters in his own hands. They had to learn to forgive and understand. Most importantly, they all had to love.


  Camden looked at the imperial consuls, who stood there with Sari, Talrasar, and Taryn next to them. He looked at Rachen and Phoenix, waiting hand in hand next to Karein. He spotted Graham and Caelyn, hovering close to Caelyn’s family. With the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of Monroe and Jude, who seemed to be trying to process what the imperial consuls had said.


  Meanwhile, Philip Strange was already making his way through the crowd and heading toward Raleigh Connors. Watching the panther-shifter pass, Camden smiled. There were already bonds of love spanning all throughout the paranormal world, and more appearing every day. The imperial consuls had made the first step. Camden knew how hard it had been for them, but they had learned from their mistakes and experiences. Because of that, one day, when Camden’s children were all grown up, they wouldn’t have to endure the same problems he and Sage had been through. Today, after so much sacrifice, they were all starting over and rebuilding their world from the ashes.


  


  * * * *


  


  That night, Eanera left the throne room of the Draechenburg with Selbrian and went onto the cliffside. It was pretty cold, but that was all right. She had a lot to think about, and the chilly air cleared her head.


  Selbrian came behind her and hugged her waist. Eanera jumped lightly. Being able to touch Selbrian whenever she wanted to was still novel to her, and she had yet to grow fully accustomed to it. But Selbrian was finally a free man. At first, Queen Onyerre had protested breaking their union, and really, that would have made it all a difficult and painful process, more so because Eanera couldn’t really get involved. In the end, though, Onyerre had agreed to it, admitting that she had allowed the Ancient Horror to use her body, and as such, had endangered not only the throne and Selbrian, but also her own children.


  For her part, Eanera had stepped down as High Priestess. She couldn’t in good conscience occupy that position, when her heart took her in an entirely different direction. She could serve Jenarra without officially being part of the clergy. She knew that now. Jenarra had shown her the truth, through the same vision that had told her who the next leader of the Jenarran priesthood would be.


  The future held so many things, some painful, some beautiful. Eanera had been given a mere glimpse of it, but it had made her so happy to know that slowly, their family would grow and give others the chance to love like they did. Sari, her beautiful baby, was at the center of it all. But then again, so was Phoenix.


  “Do you think he knows about it?” Selbrian asked, as if guessing her thoughts. They might not have mated yet, but he’d always had a knack for catching onto her moods.


  Eanera shook her head. “It’s too soon. Talrasar and Sari will be able to tell in a few weeks, but until then, the last thing Phoenix will be thinking about is potential hatchlings.”


  “Those children will be quite the handful,” Selbrian commented. “Half-phoenix, half-fire dragon.”


  Eanera just smiled and looked out into the distance, admiring the night sky. Sometimes, she thought that the stars were the souls of children waiting to be born. If that was the case, which one would be her grandson? What about her grandson’s mate?


  The weight of the jeweled box in her pocket should have bothered her, but it didn’t. She knew now that the day would come when it would be needed again. Until then, she would be here, watching and waiting.


  


  


  THE END
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