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  Ice dragon Hareem Tersain was born to lead the draechen empire. He thought nothing could become more important to him than Ornoz. He was wrong.


  When his path crosses that of one beautiful werewolf, Hareem is torn between love and duty. For Hareem, Taryn Lovington, his mate, is perfect. But their bond is taboo. Other draechen would never accept a ninth caste member as an emperor’s consort and a werewolf’s child as an heir. Trying to protect Taryn, Hareem sends him away.


  He doesn’t realize his foes know about his connection with Taryn. When Taryn is attacked by vampires, a chain of events is set into motion that reveals an unexpected enemy. Forced into unlikely alliances, cornered by the selfish desires of others, Hareem has to build a safer world, one where he and Taryn would be free to love each other. Will he succeed in this daunting task, or will he pay the ultimate price for making the attempt?


  NOTE! You are purchasing Siren's newest imprint, the Siren Epic Romance collection. This is Book 5 of 7 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.


  Genre: Alternative (M/M or F/F), Conteporary, Fantasy, Paranormal, Shape-shifter, Vampires/Werewolves
Length: 87,101 words


  EMPEROR’S CONSORT


  


  Chronicles of the Shifter Directive 5


  


  


  


  


  


  Scarlet Hyacinth


  


  


  


  


  


  


  SIREN EPIC ROMANCE,


  MANLOVE


  


  [image: siren]


  


  Siren Publishing, Inc.


  www.SirenPublishing.com


  ABOUT THE E-BOOK YOU HAVE PURCHASED: Your non-refundable purchase of this e-book allows you to only ONE LEGAL copy for your own personal reading on your own personal computer or device. You do not have resell or distribution rights without the prior written permission of both the publisher and the copyright owner of this book. This book cannot be copied in any format, sold, or otherwise transferred from your computer to another through upload to a file sharing peer to peer program, for free or for a fee, or as a prize in any contest. Such action is illegal and in violation of the U.S. Copyright Law. Distribution of this e-book, in whole or in part, online, offline, in print or in any way or any other method currently known or yet to be invented, is forbidden. If you do not want this book anymore, you must delete it from your computer.


  


  WARNING: The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.


  


  If you find a Siren-BookStrand e-book being sold or shared illegally, please let us know at


  legal@sirenbookstrand.com


  A SIREN PUBLISHING BOOK


  IMPRINT: Siren Epic Romance, ManLove


  


  


  EMPEROR’S CONSORT


  Copyright © 2013 by Scarlet Hyacinth


  E-book ISBN: 978-1-62740-189-0


  


  First E-book Publication: August 2013


  


  Cover design by Siren Publishing


  All art and logo copyright © 2013 by Siren Publishing, Inc.


  


  ALL RIGHTS RESERVED: This literary work may not be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, including electronic or photographic reproduction, in whole or in part, without express written permission.


  


  All characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead is strictly coincidental.


  


  


  PUBLISHER


  Siren Publishing, Inc.


  www.SirenPublishing.com


  Letter to Readers


  


  Dear Readers,


  


  If you have purchased this copy of Emperor’s Consort by Scarlet Hyacinth from BookStrand.com or its official distributors, thank you. Also, thank you for not sharing your copy of this book.


  


  


  Regarding E-book Piracy


  


  This book is copyrighted intellectual property. No other individual or group has resale rights, auction rights, membership rights, sharing rights, or any kind of rights to sell or to give away a copy of this book.


  


  The author and the publisher work very hard to bring our paying readers high-quality reading entertainment.


  


  This is Scarlet Hyacinth’s livelihood. It’s fair and simple.Please respect Ms. Hyacinth’s right to earn a living from her work.


  


  Amanda Hilton, Publisher


  www.SirenPublishing.com


  www.BookStrand.com


  
    Table of Contents
  


  
    Title Page
  


  
    Copyright Page
  


  
    Prologue
  


  
    Chapter One
  


  
    Chapter Two
  


  
    Chapter Three
  


  
    Chapter Four
  


  
    Chapter Five
  


  
    Chapter Six
  


  
    Chapter Seven
  


  
    Chapter Eight
  


  
    Chapter Nine
  


  
    Chapter Ten
  


  
    Chapter Eleven
  


  
    Chapter Twelve
  


  
    Chapter Thirteen
  


  
    Chapter Fourteen
  


  
    Chapter Fifteen
  


  
    Epilogue
  


  
    About the Author
  


  EMPEROR’S CONSORT


  Chronicles of the Shifter Directive 5


  


  SCARLET HYACINTH


  Copyright © 2013


  


  


  


  


  


  Prologue


  


  From the beginnings of time, draechen have been among the most powerful shifters on earth. At first reclusive and solitary, they were eventually united under the banner of the nation of Ornoz by the first draechen emperor, later known as the Ancient Horror.


  The empire suffered a serious blow when their leader lost control of his abilities and decimated his own people. When the Ancient Horror finally succumbed to his own powers, the draechen realized that this was their chance to rebuild. And so, a new emperor took the throne, instituting a law that forbade black dragons like the Ancient Horror from ever gaining the same authority in Ornoz.


  It was at that time that it became obvious that all draechen, the emperor included, needed mates. Gradually, the role of the emperor’s consort became more and more important, according to the decisions of each individual leader. The consort served as an advisor in matters of both domestic and foreign policy. When the tradition of the emperor never changing into his human form became cemented, another responsibility was added, that of being a link between the draechen leader and outside nations. At times, they even participated in the military.


  For all these reasons, the consort was possibly the highest position in the state, other than the emperor himself. This meant that the role was coveted and usually assigned to already important people, members of the draechen nobility.


  All of that changed when one man dared to love someone different. When Emperor Hareematek Tersain fell for a werewolf—a member of the ninth caste of all things—the old ways of the draechen became a threat. The emperor’s true mate could never be a consort. The only position he could have occupied in the imperial household was that of concubine.


  At one point, even that turned into an impossibility, as the emperor’s mate fell pregnant. The Directive of the Shifter Castes distinctly forbade breeding outside one’s own caste, which brought the emperor into quite a predicament.


  It became obvious then that the emperor would have to make a choice. The existence of one young werewolf had the potential to change countless destinies, beyond his own and that of his mate.


  Whether it would do so or not was a question only the emperor could answer.


  Chapter One


  


  Sari’s arms around Hareem were warm, his incense scent sweet and familiar. “You will take care of yourself while we’re gone, won’t you?” the fae asked.


  Hareem forced a chuckle as he embraced his brother-in-law. “Of course. And it’s not like I’ll be alone. I’ve practically mobilized the entire draechen army for defenses of the citadel.”


  Sari broke away from Hareem and shot him a displeased look. “They’re not family.”


  No, they weren’t, and unfortunately, there were very few people Hareem could trust, most of whom he’d sent away on various assignments. Karein’s twin brother, Rachen, had already left earlier that day, and now, Karein and Sari were leaving, too. As it turned out, Sari had become quite protective of Hareem in recent weeks, and he was reluctant to abandon him.


  Fortunately, Prince Talrasar intervened, saving Hareem from Sari’s wrath. “Kael and I will be here,” he reminded Sari. “Besides, you’ll probably be back before you know it.”


  Sari glanced from Hareem to Talrasar and back, and then nodded. “Very well. I’m sorry for worrying so much. I can’t help it. I just think I’ll miss you so much.”


  Once again, Hareem congratulated himself for his idea of saying their good-byes in private, because Sari’s words made the well of misery inside Hareem bubble. He’d known that Sari would likely get emotional—something more than understandable given his condition—but he hadn’t expected he himself would be so touched by Sari’s words. Perhaps he was more of a mess inside than he’d originally thought.


  Pushing back his errant emotions, Hareem struggled to smile. “As will I.”


  It was true, at least to a certain extent. A part of him, the small one that could feel anything else but pain, regretted Sari and Karein’s departure. Mostly, though, he’d lost the ability to experience emotions that didn’t focus on his beast’s suffering at being separated from his mate. Just getting up in the morning was an effort Hareem only managed because of his ice dragon nature.


  Maybe Sari realized all this, because his silver eyes pinned him with a look full of pained knowledge. Nevertheless, the fae made no comment on it. Instead, he hugged Hareem again and said, “We’ll do our best to bring good news from Rose Noire.”


  “I know,” Hareem replied. “Convey my best wishes to your parents.”


  As Sari released him, Karein faced him and shot him a serious look. They didn’t hug. They didn’t even touch. Hareem didn’t know why, but the dark knowledge in Karein’s gaze made him uncomfortable, more so than Sari’s quiet kindness.


  “Good luck,” he said simply. “And, most of all, be careful. Watch your back, no matter what.”


  In response, Karein bowed lowly in a display of obedience that he normally only ever put up while in public, under the watchful gazes of draechen nobles. “I live and die by your command,” he said.


  When he met Hareem’s gaze, there was no submissiveness in his eyes, but rather, a quiet command, like he was ushering Hareem to do something in specific. Hareem’s guess was confirmed seconds later when Karein said, “And you stop punishing yourself for something that’s not your fault. All right?”


  Hareem didn’t answer, but Karein didn’t look like he’d expected it. Taking Sari’s hand, Karein bowed again, then turned on his heel. Without another word, he abandoned the throne room, leaving Hareem alone with Talrasar and Kaelezrin.


  Aware of the gazes of the two princes on him, Hareem turned toward them and arched a brow. “Well? Are you going to berate me, too?”


  The question probably came out more biting than he’d have liked, but the two men didn’t call him up on it. “It’s not our place,” Talrasar replied carefully. “I just don’t want anyone else to make the same mistake Kael and I made.”


  “Do you truly think it was a mistake?” Hareem asked, knowing he was being unbearably tactless, but unable to help himself. “You saved so many people.”


  “Maybe, maybe not,” Prince Kaelezrin answered. “But to this day, we ask ourselves whether or not we couldn’t have found another solution, one that wouldn’t have implied so much sacrifice, and not only from us.”


  “There was a lot of loss, from many other people who might not have deserved what happened,” Talrasar reminded Hareem. “We did the best we could under the circumstances, but all the tragedy that followed will always make us doubt.”


  “Not to mention that nothing, nothing is worth losing your mate.” Kaelezrin’s expression darkened as he spoke, and his hold on Talrasar’s waist tightened. “Take my word on that one, Emperor.”


  Hareem nodded. “Thank you for your advice. I will consider it.”


  He’d have liked to apologize for prodding, but he didn’t know how to do it. Emperors simply didn’t do so, even if the person he was talking to had as much right as him to lead Ornoz. Perhaps for that exact reason, Hareem couldn’t address Kaelezrin with humbleness. It was unfortunate, but his current position distanced him from people he admired and genuinely liked, from his own family.


  Likely, the couple must have sensed his discomfort, because they mimicked Karein’s earlier gesture and bowed slightly. “We’ll take our leave now, Your Majesty,” Talrasar said. “There’s still much to be done, and I want to have a word with Sari before he boards.”


  Hareem nodded and murmured a soft, “Of course.”


  As the two princes departed, the cavernous room seemed so much colder. Hareem plopped down on his throne and buried his face in his hands. Karein didn’t understand, not really. His decision to push Taryn away had no connection to self-flagellation. He just realized all too well that he was poison for Taryn, and the werewolf was much better off without him. Sadly, Hareem had never been able to surpass his own interest to the extent of fully letting go of the hope that one day, he and Taryn would be able to reunite.


  Perhaps it was that hope that made his loneliness so much more acute. The throne itself seemed uncomfortable and wrong, like there was something missing. It made Hareem feel like he was in an iron maiden. It was just too easy to remember how much reassurance Taryn had brought him when he’d curled on his lap, here, on this very throne, supporting him with his warmth, his generosity, his kind heart, and his love. Truly, Hareem didn’t deserve Taryn. He’d only ever hurt the werewolf from the very moment they’d first met.


  


  * * * *


  


  A few months earlier


  


  “You can’t be serious.” Hareem arched a brow at his younger brother, unable to believe his ears. “The werewolf is questioning your right to your future fiancé?”


  Karein grunted. “I’m not certain of anything. I just sensed something between them, when they first saw each other.”


  “Well, I suppose it can’t hurt to pay him a visit,” Hareem mused. “I’d very much like to meet your supposed rival.”


  His sibling shot him a dirty look, but Hareem ignored it. They were already headed toward the basement of the building, where Karein had imprisoned the prisoners he’d caught during his latest incursions against the ninth caste. Earlier, the group had been put on display, but Hareem had missed the show, which was quite unfortunate, given the fact that, according to Karein, the entire thing had been quite eventful. Karein’s future mate, Caelyn Sutharlainn, had apparently shown interest in one of the imprisoned werewolves, an Alpha named Graham Powers.


  Karein zeroed in on a cell in particular, but as they walked, Hareem had the feeling that he was missing something. His dragon reared away from their destination, guiding him to a cell nearby.


  Hareem frowned, pushing back the strange feeling and forcing himself to focus on what his brother had told him. As they stopped in front of Graham Powers’s cell, one of the guards warned them, “He’s been quite anxious.”


  “Understandable,” Karein commented simply. He gestured for the soldier to open the door, and the draechen did, rushing to comply with Karein’s command. Normally, Hareem would have almost been amused at the fear Karein managed to strike in the hearts of their people, but today, his dragon was restless and not inclined to consider anything funny.


  As they entered the cell, Hareem’s gaze fell on a tall muscular man. He lay curled on the small cot in the cell, but in spite of his position, Hareem guessed his height might actually be comparable to Karein’s and Hareem’s. It seemed remarkable for a werewolf, as did the fact that he didn’t even move when they came in. He just pinned them both with furious brown eyes, and Hareem could read the authority and aggression in that simple look.


  Other shifters would have gotten up and faced Karein and Hareem from an equal position. The fact that Graham hadn’t done so showed his belief in his own abilities and his disrespect toward the draechen.


  Hareem’s already confused dragon responded to the challenge. “So, you’re the famous captured Alpha,” he said with a sneer. “You don’t look like much.”


  That was a lie, but Hareem wouldn’t have admitted being impressed by his opponents even under more favorable circumstances. “Well, I’m sorry to disappoint,” the werewolf answered, his glance never wavering. “I just don’t know how I’ll live with myself now. Perhaps if you’d arrived earlier, you wouldn’t have missed the show.”


  Karein took his cue to intervene. “Fancy you mentioning that. Do you think I’m an idiot? I saw how you looked at my fiancé. He’s so high above you that you won’t ever be able to touch the soles of his feet.”


  His voice sounded completely toneless, but Hareem knew his brother too well to be fooled. He heard the restrained anger, the leashed power that bubbled under the surface of Karein’s façade of aloofness.


  This time, Graham’s response didn’t delay in arriving. The man shot to his feet, his entire being vibrating with anger. “You will not touch him. You will not place your filthy hands on him.”


  Apparently, Karein had been correct in that there was something between the werewolf and Caelyn Sutharlainn. To Hareem’s mind, it needed to be squashed before it got any further. Not only would Caelyn’s connection to Karein make this all a huge humiliation to the Tersain, but even for Caelyn, Graham Powers could only bring about disaster. Someone in Caelyn’s position would have to give up everything he’d ever known if he wanted to even attempt something with a member of the ninth caste.


  But Hareem was probably seeing too much in this. Other than these words and Karein’s assessment of earlier events—which Karein himself had admitted to be inconclusive—they had nothing to go on, no proof that Caelyn might even feel anything for Graham Powers other than pity, sexual attraction, or a combination of both. Therefore, Hareem smirked at the werewolf. “Oh, the mutt has guts,” he said. “What makes you think you can give us orders?”


  “He can’t,” his brother pointed out calmly. “He’s just a desperate, desperate man who’s lusting for someone he can’t ever reach. Get it into your thick skull, werewolf. You’ll never touch Caelyn. Never.”


  With those dismissive words, Karein turned and headed out of the cell. As Karein gave the guards instructions to tighten the security around Graham, Hareem followed his brother, his attention once more on the adjoining cell. He simply couldn’t resist his instincts anymore. His dragon was practically roaring now, beckoning him to move faster, to tear that stupid door apart.


  Hareem miraculously managed to contain that urge and gestured to another guard to open that cell. Even if, as a rule, he wasn’t as frightening as Karein—no one could really reach Karein’s performance in terrifying people, not even their father—they rushed to comply, probably noticing his mood. To be true, Hareem himself was quite notorious for being dangerous when crossed, something which would probably prove to be useful once he took the Ornoz throne.


  For once, the thought didn’t leave him with anything except vague displeasure. His dragon really didn’t care about politics or power struggles. It just wanted to be in that stupid cell already.


  Thankfully, the guard moved quickly and opened the door. Hareem stepped inside and froze. Every muscle in his body seized at the sight that greeted his eyes.


  The occupant of this cell was far smaller than Graham, his build slender where Graham’s had been muscular. His dark hair was caked with blood, but he didn’t seem seriously injured. He got up when he saw Hareem come inside, his green-gold eyes fixing straight on him.


  He was beautiful, almost sinfully so. He’d obviously shifted earlier, because he was wearing next to nothing, only a flimsy garment that tried, but mostly failed, to cover the prisoner’s genitals. His nipples peaked in the chill of the dungeon and his creamy skin bore the already fading traces of battle.


  The small man stared at Hareem, a million emotions flashing through those expressive eyes. Anger, hostility, confusion, and maybe, something else. Yearning? Or was that Hareem’s own emotion? He couldn’t tell. He could barely breathe when faced with the undeniable realization. His pulse thrummed in his ears, and everything seemed sharper, brighter. His heart beat a million miles an hour, and his entire being seemed to focus on the other man. And all the while, his dragon roared “mate.” It reached out to the prisoner’s own beast, the wolf he could sense so close.


  Hareem wanted to kiss him, to touch him all over, to hold him close and claim him. Unfortunately, he didn’t get the chance to do that. Having apparently noticed what Hareem was doing, Karein manifested behind him. His presence seemed to break the trance the smaller man had been in. His hackles rose and he bared his teeth at them in an obvious display of hostility.


  Hareem felt it like a physical blow. He took a deep breath and shook himself, summoning his own composure. He had to remember who he was. Given his position as heir of the Ornoz throne, he couldn’t allow anyone to know what this man meant to him. It would be a disaster, just like in Caelyn Sutharlainn’s case.


  Nevertheless, he couldn’t let the wolf stay here. “Take him away and to my chambers,” he ordered.


  Karein didn’t seem to be very happy about Hareem’s decision. “Hareem,” he started to say.


  Hareem threw a gaze toward his brother and narrowed his eyes at the younger draechen. He knew what Karein was going to say. Technically speaking, the Directive prohibited using members of the ninth caste for sexual relief. It was a provision that, unfortunately, had been many times ignored in the past. Hareem found such abuse disgusting, if only because he didn’t want to take what wasn’t freely given. Imprisoning a werewolf was one thing, but using one as a sex slave implied debasing not only the wolf, but also himself, as a person.


  But Hareem had no intention of allowing any harm to come to the lovely wolf. Neither did he intend to force himself on the man. He didn’t actually know what he would do and how he’d get out of this predicament, but he couldn’t allow his mate to continue to suffer in these awful dungeons. “Don’t argue with me on this one, Karein. I know what I’m doing.”


  The guards went to the werewolf’s side and grabbed his arm. The smaller shifter tried to struggle, but he was greatly overpowered. “You bastards,” he cursed. “You’ll pay for this. I’d rather die before I’ll become your plaything, fuckers.”


  Hareem suppressed a wince as he watched the soldiers drag the werewolf away. He was the heir apparent of Ornoz. What in the world was he supposed to do with a werewolf mate? How would he even hide his interest in the man from his father? He had so many questions he couldn’t answer. He only hoped that his mate would eventually prove to be more cooperative and open toward a compromise.


  


  * * * *


  


  Hareem sighed as he forced himself to return to the present. He was no longer just a prince, and he didn’t fear his father anymore, but his problems hadn’t changed.


  The irony was that Taryn had indeed been impossibly supportive, in spite of everything that had happened. Sure, there had been times when they’d argued, but it had always been after he’d found out Taryn was pregnant. Hareem had handled that badly, too. He was shocked that Taryn had even wanted to stay by his side at all.


  But there was no point in dwelling on the past. He’d committed many mistakes, no doubt about it. He’d have been willing to atone for them, and if only he hadn’t been bound to the throne, he’d have spent his entire life proving to Taryn that he could do better. But Taryn wasn’t safe by his side, and in the end, it wasn’t only about his own poor decisions. There were so many other factors involved, such as this mysterious force that now threatened them.


  Focusing on that, Hareem shook off his self-pity and painful memories. He had to find a way to figure out what had caused Talbot Stervos to attack the Draechenburg dungeons and to what extent he’d been controlled by someone else. To that end, he had to turn off his heart for a while and use his brain.


  In spite of that knowledge, Hareem found himself reaching out to his mate in his mind. Taryn was there, as quiet as always, but his pained affection still spilling over his barriers. Hareem realized all too well that he’d been cruel to Taryn time and time again, but he still couldn’t let go of him.


  “I’m sorry,” he sent to the werewolf. “I do love you. I’ve loved you from the very first moment we first met.”


  For the first time in what seemed like forever, Taryn answered. “But it’s not enough, is it? You said it yourself. I’m not enough, and neither is our love.”


  Hareem was so startled that he almost fell off his throne. Now that Taryn had briefly let his barriers down, he was flooded by the werewolf’s confused emotions. They were so intense that for a few moments, Hareem could barely even breathe. It was just like suddenly walking on a limb that had fallen asleep, and feeling the blood flood it, only a million times stronger.


  There were countless things Hareem wanted to tell Taryn. Yes, he had said all that, and to a certain extent, it was true. Taryn simply couldn’t be the emperor’s consort. As things stood, just having him here, at Hareem’s side, had made people of numerous nations frown in displeasure. But it wasn’t Taryn who was at fault. Their world was just too putrid to understand the beauty and purity of Taryn’s heart. Hareem wanted to fix it, to show everyone how stupid it was to make rash judgments based on a war that had ended centuries ago, but that wasn’t something that could be done in a day, a week, or even a year. Not to mention that things were even more complicated now, with the vampires attacking and hidden foes stirring. And sadly, Taryn’s pregnancy gave them a deadline, one that would have never sufficed for what Hareem had to do.


  “I know,” Taryn said softly. “But you shouldn’t have to carry this alone. You should have a consort to help you.”


  Hareem’s heart started to race. “What exactly are you saying, sweeting?”


  “Go ahead and propose to someone, Hareem. You think you can trust Hanna Zager. Ask her to be your consort. The wedding doesn’t have to be now, but the help she could provide would be invaluable.”


  Hareem couldn’t understand anything anymore. Taryn had always been against Hareem taking an official mate, something Hareem couldn’t blame him for. Why had he changed his mind?


  “Because no matter what you or I do, this won’t ever change,” Taryn replied. “I can’t be more than a concubine, not now, not a century in the future, and we both know it.”


  Jagged pain coursed through Hareem as his mate spoke. Taryn’s words were quite similar to what he himself had once told the werewolf. It was stupid of him to have thought Taryn would get over that, but in many ways, his hands were bound. He wanted to explain that he had no real interest in anyone else except Taryn, that even if he did take a mate, it would all be a front, and likely as hard on Hareem as it would be for Taryn. In fact, he didn’t want to do it at all. And now of all times, Taryn was suggesting that he go through with it. Why?


  “I know I said and did many things that hurt you,” Hareem told his mate. “But this is only temporary. I want it to only be temporary. Eventually, things will change.”


  “Not even you believe that,” Taryn answered. “The emperor of Ornoz simply cannot take a werewolf as an official mate. It is written in the Directive, in every tradition your people respect. What you want and what will actually happen are two very different things.”


  Hareem struggled to come up with a reply that would manage to convey at least some of the emotions in his heart. Truth be told, sometimes, he himself was torn between the knowledge of the impossibility of giving Taryn the place he deserved and his inability to do so.


  It was all so very fucked up. Ornoz represented a danger for Taryn, and yet, Hareem had a duty to it. If he threw everything aside like he wanted to, the instability would not only affect the draechen. It would ripple all throughout the nine castes, endangering everyone Taryn knew and cared about.


  Hareem desperately loved Taryn, but the fact remained that his affection couldn’t shield Taryn from harm. Overlords, he’d once been poisoned, and it had partly been because of his low popularity with the draechen lords. Taryn had been there, at that very same party. If he’d drunk the wine, he’d have suffered the same fate as Hareem. Hareem didn’t even want to imagine what it would have done to the baby Taryn carried.


  It all came around to one, simple, undeniable fact. Even if he was emperor, even if he occupied the most important position in the shifter world, Hareem was helpless when it came to fulfilling his own personal desires. He’d wanted to do so, but the betrayal that had nearly plunged Ornoz into a war with the naga had only been a symptom of a larger problem. Draechen society still didn’t trust him, and that could prove to be lethal to all of them, especially with so many foes just waiting to strike.


  Before he could find a way to explain all that, Taryn’s presence in his mind dwindled to a dim buzz. Hareem winced, knowing that he’d once again disappointed his lover.


  But there was nothing he could do about it now. He would not follow Taryn’s urge to take an official mate. It would mean betraying Taryn more than he already had. At the very least, he could use the turmoil in the paranormal world to postpone a decision in that regard.


  For the moment, Hareem couldn’t just wait here and wallow in his own misery. No matter what happened, he was still emperor. If he aimed to one day fix this seemingly unfixable situation, he had to take matters into his own hands.


  Taking a deep breath, Hareem got up and left the throne room. He refused to leave his tasks up to Talrasar and Kaelezrin. No. For his mate and his child, he would get to the bottom of this. And then, maybe, just maybe, he’d be able to face his mate and ask for forgiveness.


  Chapter Two


  


  Taryn lay in his bed, staring at a random spot on the wall without really seeing it. In his mind, he absently watched his mate’s actions. He knew he probably shouldn’t be doing so. He was only hurting himself by it, by acknowledging how close, yet how far away, his mate was. He shouldn’t even have spoken to Hareem through their mate bond, but he hadn’t been able to help himself. And he’d ended up telling Hareem to find someone new, even if that was the opposite of what he actually wanted.


  Whimpering, Taryn curled around a pillow, feeling more miserable and wretched than ever. Tears threatened at the corners of his eyes, and he futilely tried to push them back. His emotions were a mess as of late, and without Hareem by his side, he felt like a leaf being thrown around in a hurricane.


  The only thing that kept him going was his child. Taryn patted his stomach, where a slight bump had already appeared. He hadn’t expected this to happen, not when he’d accepted Hareem in his body and in his heart. From the very beginning, their relationship had been tumultuous and unequal, with Taryn more than aware that his position in Hareem’s life was risky and uncertain.


  He was fairly certain his baby would be a boy. Prince Sareltae had said that it was too soon to tell for sure, but that his magic felt the child would be male. Taryn believed him, since he couldn’t imagine why the fae would lie. And even if nothing was certain, he realized all too well that if Taryn had been draechen, this child would also have been treated differently. He might have become the heir of Ornoz.


  Taryn didn’t care about power. He just wanted him and his baby to be loved. In fact, he’d have taken any scraps of affection Hareem wanted to throw his way. It wasn’t that he didn’t have any dignity, or that the mate bond forced his will away, but rather, the exact opposite had happened. When Hareem had opened his heart, Taryn had seen that, no matter what the draechen might show to the public, Hareem truly meant well. He wanted a better future for Ornoz, for all of them. Without his father stifling him, he actually had the power to change the world now.


  Hareem was a good man, torn between his duty toward his people and his genuine affection toward Taryn. Unfortunately, draechen didn’t appreciate kindness. Perhaps they instinctively sensed it within Hareem and recoiled, comparing Hareem with the previous emperor and finding him lacking. It was so very stupid, and it angered Taryn, more so because it forced Hareem to pretend to be someone he was not.


  Taryn would have done his best to support him through it, but his condition made it impossible for him to stay with Hareem. He knew that. He’d known it for quite a while. And yet, Hareem’s sending him away still hurt, so very much.


  A million memories drifted through Taryn’s mind, crystal clear, like they’d happened just the day before. A part of Taryn fixed on their separation, on the last good-bye they had shared. Hareem had been torn apart by the poison, and Taryn was unable to help him. But Taryn didn’t want to think about that. Squeezing his eyes shut, he remembered the first day they’d met, how beautiful, awful, and dangerous it had been. From the moment he’d met Hareem’s gaze, Taryn had known he would never be the same again.


  


  * * * *


  


  Taryn struggled and writhed as the two guards dragged him through the darkened corridor. “Let me go!” he shouted. “Let me go, you bastards.”


  Predictably, they ignored him. Not that Taryn had expected anything different. They’d received a very clear command from a superior, and they would fulfill it.


  Truly, Taryn didn’t even know what he was protesting, their actions, or the command behind it. He just felt that this was all wrong. It seemed like he’d fallen into a nightmare, a particularly cruel one that had shattered most of his dreams.


  Taryn wasn’t afraid of draechen. He’d lived most of his life on the run, always aware that any moment now, he might be caught. True, Monroe had protected him, but not even his brother was omnipotent, as proven by Taryn’s current predicament. He had accepted it and had been biding his time, waiting for the right moment, an opening that would allow him to escape.


  And then, it had happened. The strange man had entered his cell, and Taryn’s wolf had immediately howled “mate.” For a brief instant, he’d allowed himself to hope, to believe that the man he had been waiting for all of his life had miraculously found him in his enclosure. But the illusion had quickly shattered when the Dog-Catcher—Shtamakarein Tersain—had entered his cell, and called the stranger by his name. Hareem.


  Taryn’s mate was the heir apparent of Ornoz, Prince Hareematek Tersain. It was a bitter irony, and Taryn knew better than to believe that the ice dragon would suddenly confess to needing a mate bond with him.


  Perhaps it was that knowledge that urged him to struggle so desperately. In spite of his efforts, though, the guards continued on their way. They led him out of the basement, where the cells were located, into the house and up a flight of stairs. Finally, they reached a room with more soldiers in front of it. One of them opened the door and shoved Taryn inside.


  Courtesy of his werewolf abilities, Taryn didn’t fall, finding his balance at the last moment. He turned and glared at the soldier who’d followed him inside. Since his words obviously didn’t affect the draechen, he spat in the guard’s face.


  The guard’s eyes flashed with anger. “You little slut.” A fire bolt bloomed in his palm, ready to be launched in Taryn’s direction. “I’ll teach you a lesson you’ll never forget.”


  “Will you now?” Taryn taunted the man. “Come on. Do it. Maybe it will make you feel better about your own pointless existence. It probably feels good to abuse people who are smaller than you. Let me guess. You’re feeling physically inadequate, right? Your prick simply isn’t doing the job. Is it your size, or does the equipment simply not work?”


  The draechen took a threatening step forward. He’d have undoubtedly launched the spell at Taryn, but then, the sound of approaching footsteps reached Taryn’s ears. The guard must have heard it as well, since he allowed the spell to fade. “On second thought, I’ll let His Highness teach you that lesson. And once he’s through with you, I’ll show you just how small my prick isn’t. Mutt whore.”


  Taryn didn’t have the time to provide a comeback. The door opened, and his mate stepped inside. Prince Hareematek’s eyes were like chips of ice as they settled on the guard. “Out,” he ordered simply.


  The previous aggression in the draechen soldier died out. “Yes, Your Highness,” he said with a bow.


  For a few moments, Taryn actually experienced a pang of satisfaction as he watched the guard scurry away like a rat. When the soldier abandoned the room, though, it became obvious that his presence wasn’t the real problem.


  As soon as the guard was gone, Prince Hareematek turned his attention toward Taryn. “What’s your name, werewolf? Speak.”


  Every inch of Taryn wanted to follow that command. He wanted to get to know his mate, to nuzzle close to his side, claim him and be claimed. But fate had decreed that Taryn would never have that. “You mean your valuable sources didn’t provide you with every bit of information about me?”


  Hareematek shrugged. “That’s not my department, but my brother’s, and for the moment, I’d prefer to keep my interest in you away from prying eyes.” His full lips twisted into a small smirk. “Besides, I’d much rather draw out the information from you myself. So, I repeat. What. Is. Your. Name?”


  Taryn swallowed around the sudden knot in his throat. He wanted to stubbornly refuse answering the question, to show the draechen prince that not everyone would obey him. But Hareematek’s icy gaze seemed to pierce his very soul. Taryn couldn’t resist it, so he glanced away. He did manage to hold his tongue, so that stratagem worked, at least for about half a second.


  Then, the prince walked to his side and grabbed his arm. Before Taryn even knew what was going on, Hareematek pushed him against a nearby wall, pinning him there with his larger bulk. “Tell me,” he whispered huskily in Taryn’s ear. His breath was hot, and his body hard and unyielding in all the right places. His hard dick nudged Taryn’s hip, pointing out that he’d been honest about his confession of interest. If nothing else, he was sexually drawn to Taryn.


  Of course, Taryn had known that from back in his cell, but he still hadn’t been prepared to handle it. It occurred to him that an ice dragon shouldn’t be so warm. He also realized that he should be putting up more of a fight, that for all his bravado, he hadn’t tried to pull away at all since the draechen had first touched him. It was like his wolf had rolled over and exposed its belly in submission, and Taryn couldn’t help but follow its example.


  “T–Taryn,” he stammered. “Taryn Lovington.”


  Hareematek chuckled. “Nice name. It suits you. You’re as lovely as it suggests.”


  The prince’s words surprised Taryn. The draechen had no reason to show him any kindness, let alone woo him. He really didn’t know how to react to that compliment, and Hareematek didn’t give him the time to shake off his confusion. “Do you know who I am?” he asked Taryn.


  Taryn just nodded, not trusting himself to speak. He wouldn’t be able to suppress his resentment with having been forced into this position, into the arms of a mate he desired as a wolf and as a man, but whom he’d been taught to loathe.


  “Say it,” the draechen prodded. His tongue swirled around the lobe and he bit down slightly, making Taryn shiver. “I want to hear my name from your lips.”


  Where was the man going with this? What did he want to prove, that he had Taryn at his mercy? That was already quite obvious. Much to his shame, Taryn’s body begged for the draechen’s touch. He was so hard it hurt, and he wanted to weep at the shame of it, and at the realization that he even experienced shame at something as natural as desiring his mate.


  Prince Hareematek might have freed him from his prison, but he was still trapped, and this time, he had no chance to escape. Nothing Taryn did would change the fact that the draechen was his supposed other half.


  Intellectually, Taryn knew that not all matings worked out. Although mates were supposed to be perfect for each other, sometimes, it simply didn’t happen that way. Why did Taryn have to be one of those exceptions? A werewolf and the heir of the Ornozian Empire? Truly, it was almost a cruel joke.


  A single tear slid down his cheek before he could stop it. Suddenly, the draechen froze. He faced Taryn, scanning his face earnestly. His ice-blue eyes glittered with an emotion that Taryn didn’t dare name.


  “Sweeting…are you all right?”


  As he spoke, he brushed his thumb over Taryn’s cheek, wiping that lone tear away. Taryn’s heart very nearly stopped. He hadn’t thought that this could get harder to handle and understand, but here it was. A part of him had almost preferred it when the draechen had been treating him with the same arrogance he likely did everyone else. This unexpected gentleness made Taryn’s barriers crumble and his resolve fade away into nothing.


  “Prince Hareematek Tersain,” he whispered softly.


  The draechen shot him a puzzled look. “What?”


  “Your name,” Taryn clarified. “It’s Hareematek Tersain.”


  For a few seconds, the draechen just stared at him. Then, his lips twisted into that now familiar smirk. “Call me Hareem, sweeting. I believe we shouldn’t dwell on formality, given that you and I are just about to get to know each other really well.”


  He illustrated his point by rubbing against Taryn, his prick coming into contact with Taryn’s. Taryn’s breath caught, and he threw his head back, moaning. He knew he shouldn’t be surrendering like this, but he couldn’t help it. The scent of Hareem’s arousal was like a drug, making Taryn forget about everything that wasn’t his mate.


  Hareem released a low growl and licked a wet stripe over Taryn’s neck. Taryn almost thought the draechen would claim him on the spot, but it didn’t happen. Instead, Hareem briefly pulled away and released a low groan. “You’re too tempting for your own good.”


  Taryn forced himself to look at his mate, finding Hareem’s icy eyes strikingly hot. He had no words, his vocal chords having seemingly frozen. But they didn’t have to talk to communicate. Their bodies could do all the speaking.


  Now more than ever, Taryn became aware that he was next to naked, the only thing keeping him halfway decent being a sort of loincloth wrapped around his groin. Since it wasn’t doing a very good job of hiding Taryn’s interest, his cock strained obscenely against the material. Still, even that garment seemed too much. Taryn wanted to rip it off, to spread his legs and offer himself for Hareem’s pleasure. Gods, he could imagine it now, how perfect it would be to have Hareem’s dick inside him, to move with Hareem as the draechen fucked him over and over.


  His face flamed as he acknowledged his own daring desires. He’d never been with anyone before, and yet, his body knew what it wanted. Maybe that was what finally gave him back the ability to speak. “I don’t believe tempting you is a bad thing,” he said.


  Hareem’s nostrils flared. He lifted Taryn in his arms, supporting him against the wall. Taryn instinctively wrapped his legs around Hareem’s waist and his arms around the draechen’s neck. “I suppose we’ll find out,” the draechen mused.


  Those words were the only warning Hareem gave Taryn before he crushed their mouths together. Taryn’s eyes drifted shut as he surrendered to Hareem’s desire. The draechen licked over the seam of Taryn’s lips, demanding entrance, which Taryn gladly gave. As Hareem thrust his tongue into Taryn’s wet cavern, Taryn clutched his mate’s shoulders, needing more.


  Hareem’s clothes rubbed against Taryn’s chest, taunting him with what they hid. Every time Hareem rubbed against Taryn, his motions stimulated Taryn’s nipples, which seemed to have a direct connection to his dick. All the while, Hareem kept devouring his mouth, so hungrily and deeply that even breathing became irrelevant.


  It was Taryn’s first kiss, and it tasted like winter, lust, and desperation. To a certain extent, it reminded Taryn of the way he’d once played with snowflakes, catching them on his tongue, laughing as they melted. Monroe had been with him, watching and shaking his head at Taryn’s antics.


  The memory snapped Taryn out of his trance. He broke the kiss and shook his head, trying and failing to dispel his lust for his mate. “We shouldn’t do this,” he whispered brokenly. “It will never work.”


  “Do you think so?” Hareem inquired. “I think we’ve been doing just fine.”


  Pointing out the meaning of his words, Hareem tore off the scrap of cloth that covered Taryn’s nudity and discarded it on the floor. Now completely naked, Taryn could do nothing but tremble under the lustful appreciation of Hareem’s gaze.


  Hareem slid his free hand between their bodies and gripped Taryn’s dick. Doubts dissipated as Hareem rubbed his thumb over the leaking tip. Taryn became fixed on the pleasure, on the rhythm of Hareem’s caresses, on the delicious friction, and, most of all, the longing to touch Hareem back. He writhed between the need to come and the desire to take this further, to pleasure his mate in every way.


  “P–please,” he begged. “I want… I need…”


  He was completely incoherent, but that was in no way a surprise. Fortunately, Hareem must have understood him, because he murmured, “Soon, sweeting. Soon.”


  Hareem’s voice was breathy, like he struggled with a very heavy burden. Taryn’s wolf saw his advantage and decided to pursue it. “Now,” he insisted. “Fuck me.”


  Three simple words, three syllables that Taryn didn’t even know how he’d managed to utter. He didn’t know how he’d surpassed his shyness and apprehension, but he had. It was what he wanted, and he felt so sure of it, more certain than he’d ever felt of anything in his life.


  Fortunately, his words worked like a charm. Something seemed to snap inside the draechen. Holding Taryn tightly, Hareem carried him to the bed and dumped him on the mattress. Taryn glanced up at Hareem and licked his lips, waiting to see what his mate would do next.


  The draechen didn’t disappoint. Never glancing away from Taryn, he practically tore off his expensive shirt, revealing his muscular chest to Taryn’s greedy gaze. As Hareem toed off his shoes and started to work on his slacks, Taryn’s mouth went dry, his entire body trembling in anticipation. He itched to touch every inch of delectable skin, but he was simply hypnotized by the show and couldn’t reach out to take what his wolf demanded.


  His mate didn’t torture him for long. He shimmied out of his pants, and as the material pooled at his feet, Taryn realized his mate hadn’t been wearing any underwear. His mind just about melted at the first sight of Hareem’s dick. True, he’d felt it against his body and had guessed that the draechen would be gifted in that department, but he still hadn’t been ready for it. Gods, Hareem’s cock was huge, easily nine inches, perhaps more. Taryn didn’t even know whether to feel mind-numbingly excited or scared out of his wits. Surely, that thick dick wouldn’t fit for the destination Hareem had in mind.


  Hareem must have guessed Taryn’s apprehension, because he shot him a comforting smile. Now completely naked, he joined Taryn on the bed, pinning him down and boxing him in with his strong arms. “Don’t worry, sweeting,” he said. “We’ll go slow. I won’t force you into anything. Now, tell me. What do you want?”


  As Taryn gazed deeply into his mate’s eyes, he saw a million different feelings there, ranging from lust, to honesty. It was a striking thing, to see a man known for his coldness show such raw emotion. It settled Taryn’s heart, but at the same time aroused him and gave him enough clarity to provide a response.


  “I want to touch you.”


  Hareem brushed his lips over Taryn’s in a ghost of a kiss, then, much to Taryn’s surprise, pulled away. He sat back on the pillows and beckoned Taryn closer. “I’m all yours,” he said.


  A tiny part of Taryn wanted to ask, “Really? Are you?” But he refused to let his insecurities ruin this moment. His heart thundering, Taryn crawled between Hareem’s legs. There was so much he wanted to do, so many things he ached to taste and explore. In the end, his gaze fixed on Hareem’s jutting dick. It already leaked generous amounts of pre-cum, and the translucent fluid beading at the tip drew Taryn in like a moth to the flame. Breathless with anticipation, Taryn lowered his mouth over Hareem’s cock and took it all the way into his throat.


  Or, at least he tried to. He failed abysmally at it and gagged, tearing up as he choked on his mate’s generous cock. He’d have felt embarrassed, but his mate was right there, guiding him through the process.


  “Slowly, sweeting,” Hareem told him, his hand gentle in Taryn’s hair. “Don’t force yourself.”


  Hareem’s voice was strained, arousal thick in his tone, and it occurred to Taryn that, even if he hadn’t been able to fully take Hareem’s dick, he still had the draechen at his mercy. He controlled Hareem’s pleasure. He might have been a prisoner just hours before, but now, he was free.


  The thought empowered him, and he focused on his prize. Instead of forcing himself to swallow down Hareem’s prick—something he clearly wasn’t ready for—he licked it from head to tip, tracing the largest vein on the side. He swirled his tongue over the glans, sucking lightly and moaning when his mate’s flavor hit his taste buds. Hareem rewarded him for his efforts by tightening his hold on Taryn’s hair. The pain in Taryn’s scalp just added another layer to the already maddening sensations.


  Lost in Hareem’s pleasure and his own, Taryn started to bob his head up and down his mate’s prick. His jaw ached and he still couldn’t take his mate completely, but that didn’t really matter. He used his hands on what he couldn’t suck down, and Hareem certainly wasn’t complaining. In fact, at first, he tried to hold back, but as Taryn continued his thorough suction, the draechen’s precious control finally broke. Holding onto Taryn’s hair, he began to fuck Taryn’s mouth in earnest.


  Surrendering to his mate’s mastery, Taryn became a conduit of pleasure. He felt like he was drowning in an ocean of his passion, and he never wanted to reach the shore. Life beyond this moment became irrelevant. Taryn was pure need, his skin sizzling with sexual energy and unprecedented desire.


  He rubbed his needy dick against the sheets, the friction both incredible and insufficient. He almost wanted to reach for himself, but that would have meant releasing his hold on Hareem’s dick, and that thought was simply unbearable. It was just that his body craved more, a complete union with Hareem. He hungered, and nothing could sate his lust except Hareem’s touch.


  Hareem must have guessed his thoughts, because out of the blue, the draechen pushed Taryn away. Disconcerted, Taryn blinked at his mate, wondering if he’d done something wrong. “Hareem, what—”


  His mate didn’t give him the chance to finish the phrase. He stole Taryn’s words with a ravishing, almost brutal kiss. He simply devoured Taryn, thrusting his tongue into Taryn’s mouth, taking no prisoners. It didn’t last long, but when Hareem pulled away, Taryn was left breathless, dazed, and not even knowing which way was up.


  Hareem took advantage of Taryn’s distraction to reach into the nightstand. He quickly came up with a tube of lubricant, and Taryn snapped out of his trance upon realizing what was about to happen.


  He half expected to panic again, but he didn’t. Instead, he met Hareem’s ice-blue gaze. There was a question in those beautiful eyes, one that Taryn answered with a small smile. Taking a deep breath, he spread his legs and offered himself for Hareem’s pleasure.


  The draechen released a low growl, and the sound swept over Taryn like a physical caress. He fell back on the mattress, unable to speak but hoping that Hareem would understand regardless.


  Hareem did, and he crawled in the cradle of Taryn’s legs. Much to Taryn’s surprise, though, he didn’t immediately open the tube of lubricant. Instead, he lowered his body over Taryn’s and started to brush featherlight kisses over his face, cheeks, and eyelids. Taryn’s arms went around Hareem as if of their own accord, because the rest of him couldn’t have moved to save his life.


  His lover lingered briefly over his lips, apparently unable to keep himself from kissing Taryn. Not that Taryn had anything against that. His tongue met Hareem’s as he tasted his mate with as much greed as Hareem himself displayed.


  When Hareem broke their kiss, Taryn released a small moan of protest. It melted into a gasp of pleasure when his mate licked over his collarbone, sucking on the hollow of his throat. Taryn hadn’t realized he’d had an erogenous spot there. But then, he hadn’t realized many things, such as the fact that a true mate bond could surpass anything—even the differences between a draechen prince and a werewolf prisoner.


  His thoughts melted into incoherence when his mate’s hot mouth engulfed his right nipple. The damn thing seemed to have a direct connection with his dick, since Taryn’s cock throbbed following the rhythm of Hareem’s suction. The bud that didn’t benefit from this treatment wasn’t ignored, as Hareem tweaked it with his hand, pinching and rubbing.


  And Hareem didn’t stop there, oh no. Just when Taryn thought his mate was going to make him come just by sucking on his nipples, the draechen released the bit of flesh he was suckling on. His mouth traveled lower down on Taryn’s body, until it finally hovered over his dick.


  Taryn couldn’t help it. When Hareem sucked his dick all the way into his throat, he screamed. Unlike Taryn, the draechen had no trouble with gagging. He alternated slow motions and lazy licks with strong, almost ruthless suction. His skilled mouth tormented Taryn, making his entire body alive with sensation.


  It was too much, too good, too torturous, sweet agony that threatened to send Taryn over the edge. He writhed, burying his fingers in Hareem’s hair, unable to hold back, shoving his dick in and out of Hareem’s wet cavern. He was so close he could almost taste the climax, see it just within his reach.


  Through the haze of pleasure, Taryn distantly registered a click and a snap. The sound didn’t really process until a slick finger prodded at his nether hole. Maybe Taryn should have tensed. No one had touched him there before, and although he wasn’t exactly naïve with regard to what happened between two men in bed, he had no practical experience with it. But as the digit slid inside Taryn’s channel, he only registered the pleasure. His body opened up to the slight invasion, all fears forgotten, blown away by Hareem’s ruthless passion. And then, Hareem’s finger brushed against Taryn’s special spot, and Taryn simply exploded. With another cry, he came, sending his spunk down Hareem’s throat.


  Hareem drank it all down, not missing a drop, as if he was greedy for Taryn’s taste. By some sort of miracle, Taryn managed to stay conscious throughout it all and took in the mind-numbing fact that he had the heir of Ornoz swallowing his cum. No. Not the heir of Ornoz. His mate. That was the only thing that mattered, their bond, which Taryn could see so very clearly now.


  As he floated through the haze of the afterglow, he had the urge to pinch himself, to make sure this wasn’t a dream. He did feel a little disappointed when his mate released his dick from his mouth. But Hareem wasn’t done with him just yet, and Taryn’s musings melted into renewed arousal when Hareem added another finger into his channel. His body was completely relaxed after the orgasm and accepted it, but without the distraction of Hareem’s suction, Taryn became more aware of the burn and the unfamiliar feeling of penetration.


  It didn’t bother him, though, not at all. Instead, it only excited him, assuring him that this was truly real. And when Hareem rubbed his fingers over Taryn’s prostate, the slight discomfort vanished in the onslaught of returning ecstasy. Once again, Taryn’s dick went rock hard, and he pushed back against Hareem’s fingers, needing more, needing everything.


  His mate added a third finger, still tormenting Taryn’s special spot and showing no intention to take things further. Whimpering, Taryn lifted his legs and bent himself nearly in half, wordlessly begging for the relief only Hareem could provide.


  Thankfully, Hareem at last took mercy on him. He removed his fingers from Taryn’s channel and reached for the lube again. This time, he used a generous amount to slick up his cock, never once looking away from Taryn’s face as he did so. Taryn met his mate’s gaze, his heart beating so fast it threatened to burst out of his chest. He almost forgot how to breathe when his mate supported his legs on his shoulders. And then, Hareem positioned his dick at Taryn’s opening and slid inside.


  He went slowly, just like he’d said he would, but still, Taryn tensed a little. His mate’s girth was simply too much for him to take. Or so it seemed at first. Hareem gave him time to adjust, whispering sweet encouragement in his ear, and Taryn found himself relaxing. His channel stretched to accommodate his mate’s cock, until at last, Hareem buried himself to the hilt inside Taryn. It seemed impossible, and it kind of felt like that, too. Taryn was just so full, every muscle in his body surrendering to Hareem’s mastery and every inch of skin buzzing with sexual energy.


  By this point, Taryn was even beyond screaming. If he was uttering any noise, it didn’t really process. He could only focus on his union with Hareem, and the world itself outside the here and now seemed irrelevant.


  Hareem stilled inside Taryn, still scanning his face with those surreally blue eyes. Arousal had turned them aquamarine, as if the ice of Hareem’s nature melted in the heat of their passion. Distantly, Taryn wondered what his mate saw when he looked at him that had caused this reaction, but he couldn’t really bring himself to focus on a foolish dilemma like that.


  Instead, he lost himself in their shared passion. Clutching his mate’s shoulders, he nodded slightly, wordlessly telling his mate that he was ready. This time, Hareem didn’t wait any longer. He pulled out of Taryn’s body and thrust back inside, so hard his teeth actually rattled.


  Pleasure exploded through Taryn as his mate hit his prostate. His world went white around the edges, and he actually thought that he might come right then and there. He managed to hold back only because he didn’t want this to be over so soon, and due to his earlier orgasm, but he suspected his resilience wouldn’t be able to withstand Hareem’s passion.


  His guess was confirmed moments later, when Hareem started a nearly punishing rhythm. He pounded in and out of Taryn, his lips bared in a near grimace, his eyes glittering with a nearly unholy glow. Hypnotized, Taryn could only lose himself in Hareem’s strength and let go.


  Over and over, Hareem fucked him, increasing the speed and strength of his motions. The draechen’s cock filled Taryn so perfectly that he didn’t even know where he ended and Hareem began. Every second seemed to stretch into an age, and every breath seemed to last an eternity. Taryn lingered on the edge of orgasm again, clawing through the substance of a reality that no longer made any sense.


  In that moment, something came to him with great clarity. It didn’t matter that Hareem was a draechen and Taryn a werewolf. It didn’t even matter that they’d been strangers before today. Taryn wanted Hareem to claim him. This was right. He could see it in Hareem’s eyes, feel it in his own heart.


  He tilted his head, one single word spilling from his lips, strikingly coherent. “Hareem…”


  In response, Hareem thrust inside him one last time, once again hitting his prostate. “Come for me,” he whispered.


  Much to Taryn’s dismay, his body responded to Hareem’s words. A tumultuous and cruel wave of ecstasy swept over him, and he went rigid as he came again, even harder than he had the first time. And yet, his wolf couldn’t help but whimper and howl in disappointment that his mate hadn’t claimed him, hadn’t taken him up on his offer.


  When he started to come down from the high of the climax, Taryn opened his mouth to ask Hareem why he’d done that, but then, Hareem slid out of him and kissed his temple. “Sleep, sweeting. I’m here.”


  The words were so gentle and comforting that Taryn allowed his doubts to fade away. He was being foolish. He and Hareem had only just met. Of course it was wiser to wait. By rights, Taryn should have had a little more self-control and not allowed his libido to take over like that. But he’d followed his wolf’s lead, and he knew in his heart that he’d made the right choice. Hareem would claim him eventually, and then, their union would be even more perfect than the one today. Perhaps he wouldn’t even have to wait for long. His mate might be planning to mate him when he woke up.


  Clinging to that thought, Taryn closed his eyes and cuddled close to Hareem’s side. Before he knew it, he surrendered to exhaustion, sleep taking over his tired body. If he dreamt, he didn’t remember it.


  


  * * * *


  


  They hadn’t mated that day, or the next. Weeks had passed without Hareem claiming him. Taryn had never outright demanded it, because he had acknowledged Hareem’s position. When it had finally happened… It had been the happiest day of his life. But that bliss hadn’t lasted. It never did.


  Of course, Taryn had to admit that, from the very beginning, the chemistry between them had been perfect, so much so that he’d given his virginity to Hareem when they were basically strangers. But to this day, he didn’t regret it. At a visceral level, the two of them fit, like halves of a single whole. Their circumstances, though, and their society, tore them apart.


  Taryn shook off the memories, not wanting to recall either happy memories, or heart-breaking ones. He was out of tears to cry for Hareem’s sake. The most painful problem was that he still loved Hareem so very much, and Hareem loved him back. But nothing had truly changed since that day when they’d met. In fact, Taryn could almost say the situation had almost become worse. Taryn might have been able to compete with the influence of an emperor, but not with an empire itself. In the end, he couldn’t even blame Hareem for his choices, because his mate’s motivations were always more selfless than Hareem himself realized.


  There was one thing Taryn did know. He had to snap out of his funk. Hareem wasn’t coming back to his side anytime soon, and Taryn couldn’t be selfish enough to demand it. He might not have been an important figure in his pack, but he understood that the situation Hareem was struggling with appeared to be very serious indeed. Taryn couldn’t help him, not like a true consort would have. So he had to at least stop distracting his mate.


  With a sigh, Taryn slid out of his bed and walked to the desk. His room in this particular draechen mansion had been outfitted with every possible commodity, and the soldiers guarding him were instructed to provide him with anything he needed. Out of everything he’d been offered, he most liked the computer. It wasn’t the technology itself that he appreciated, but something else he’d discovered through it.


  Taryn grabbed his laptop and carried it to the bed. He booted it up, and when the system loaded, he found the folder where he’d saved his recent e-book purchases. He’d discovered them just a little while ago, when he and Prince Sareltae Norrenddare had been waiting here together for news from Draechenburg. A completely random search had led him to a website that sold romance novels. Gay romance. With shifters. Dragons and werewolves. How could Taryn resist?


  When Sareltae had been here, Taryn had been granted access to the Internet, so he’d managed to download some of the books, at Sareltae’s expense. Now, he filled his lonely hours with reading, imagining himself as a hero of these books, dreaming that one day, he, too, would have a happy ending.


  He was curled in bed with his laptop, engrossed in a passage where the main characters were finally reunited, when something completely unexpected happened. Out of the blue, Taryn had an ominous feeling, like there was a strange tension in the air, the silence before the storm. Frowning, he set the laptop aside, wondering if he should go look for a guard or if he was just imagining things.


  “Sweeting, what is it?” his mate’s voice asked in his mind.


  Sometimes, Taryn tried to ignore his mate. Under rare circumstances, he decided to reply. Now, he didn’t even have to think twice. “I’m not sure,” he answered. “Something doesn’t feel right.”


  He’d barely finished the phrase when an explosion shook the entire building. Outside, the sound of gunfire erupted and Hareem’s panic rushed through their connection. “Taryn!”


  As the sound of alarms reached his ears, Taryn jumped off the bed and quickly shifted into his wolf form. It was not the first time he faced a serious threat, and in this shape, he could handle it much better. The door burst open, and a group of strange men ran inside. How had they passed the defenses of the draechen so quickly? It seemed impossible.


  “Come with us quietly, wolf,” one of them said, “and you won’t be harmed.”


  Taryn just growled at them. He didn’t recognize them, but he recognized what they were. Vampires. He could smell them, the scent of the bat familiar to the wolf. They were his mate’s enemies, and therefore, also his.


  Slowly, Taryn paced around them, seeking a way past the intruders. They were blocking the door, and Taryn could swear he saw more of them around the windows. It seemed clear that they’d come en masse. Taryn needed to be very careful. He couldn’t allow himself to succumb to fear, but neither could he take too many chances. He had his child to think about.


  “Stall, sweeting,” his mate told him. “I sent Rachen to New York. He should be close by.”


  “I don’t think I have the time to wait for your brother,” Taryn replied. He was trying not to panic, but if these men wanted to harm him, they could easily kill his child. That was his worst fear now, not for himself, but for his unborn baby.


  The vampires must have noticed his hesitation. One of them beckoned him closer. “We only want to make a little trade with your mate. If the emperor gives us what we want, we’ll free you.”


  “Fallon,” Hareem concluded. “They want me to free Fallon and the other vampires. I’ll do it. I’ll do anything.”


  “You can’t promise that,” Taryn reasoned with his mate. “You need them to figure out what’s going on. They’re important to Ornoz.”


  “Nothing’s more important than you,” Hareem answered.


  The draechen was wild with panic, having already abandoned his previous task and heading out of Draechenburg. Of course, there was no chance he’d actually reach New York in time, but that was beside the point. His reaction still filled Taryn with warm strength and affection, like the knowledge that he was loved gave him renewed courage. He could do this. He had to.


  Taryn whined slowly and approached the vampires, his tail lowered between his legs. He pretended that he planned to submit, and it must have worked, because they shared pleased looks. “That’s it. Good boy.”


  It was all Taryn could do not to snarl at the vampires. He wasn’t a dog. Even the draechen understood that. Some of them had actually started to treat him decently, if only because he was in the inner circle of the emperor. Then again, for those draechen, just like for the vamps, he’d become only a tool to be used to get access to the emperor. Some mate he was. Instead of being Hareem’s strength, he was a weakness.


  But he wouldn’t allow that to happen. He was capable of more than spreading his legs. If nothing else, he could defend his baby. Because most of all, Taryn realized all too well that he couldn’t trust these men to leave him unharmed if he surrendered.


  The vampires reached for him, ready to grab him. Taryn allowed their approach, but when they got within his reach, he struck. With a snarl, he leapt forward and buried his fangs in the flesh of the one closest to him. The man fell, more out of surprise, rather than because of Taryn’s bulk. His companions cursed, their somewhat friendly demeanors melting into hostility.


  Taryn dodged their attack, already on the move. He was smaller than his brother or other members of their pack, but that wasn’t always a disadvantage. It made him faster, wilier, and had often helped him evade draechen patrols. It was only Shtamakarein Tersain who’d ever managed to catch him, and these vampires certainly couldn’t be as powerful as the famous Dog-Catcher.


  So, in spite of the vampires’ efforts, Taryn managed to dance out of their reach. They had underestimated him, and Taryn unashamedly used that. Still, when he actually succeeded to bypass them and leap out of the room, he himself was a little surprised.


  Of course, he didn’t allow that slight shock to push him into a vacillation that could cost him. As soon as he was out of the quarters that had been his gilded cage, he turned and ran down the corridor. He bypassed unconscious guards, but he didn’t give them a second look. He couldn’t afford to worry about the obvious fact that he faced a foe who’d basically swept aside all of the defenses of the draechen. Taryn’s only chance was to seize the moment and hope that he wouldn’t run into other groups of vampires that wouldn’t be so easily duped.


  Sadly, his luck didn’t hold. He’d just veered off a different corridor when he ran into a large force of vampires, probably more than three times in number than the ones who’d originally found him.


  Taryn started to back away, but the tallest of the group—who until that point had been holding a draechen soldier up with one single hand—turned toward him. “That’s the wolf,” the man pointed out, completely uselessly in Taryn’s opinion. “Get him.”


  It didn’t take a genius to realize that the man was a leader of sorts. In fact, if Taryn had to guess, he’d have said that the stranger was related to Fallon. Taryn might not have met the vampire prisoner personally, but he’d seen Fallon in Hareem’s memories. Besides, the fierceness with which this leader spoke suggested a personal vendetta. So… Family. Great.


  Taryn didn’t even think twice. He ran in the direction opposite to this new opponent. Unfortunately, this time, his speed failed him. A strong hand gripped his nape, stopping him in his tracks. Taryn yelped as his captor pulled him back. Frustrated and angry, he rolled in midair, clawing at the chest of the vampire who’d caught him.


  The action only served to anger the other man, who Taryn now realized was exactly the leader. Apparently, the stranger had decided to take things into his own hands. Panic flared brightly inside Taryn, both his own and Hareem’s. He flailed, desperately trying to free himself.


  Predictably, he was unsuccessful. With a sneer, the vampire hit Taryn against the wall once, twice, three times, again and again, until Taryn couldn’t even tell which way was up. Dazed, he couldn’t hold onto his wolf form, and he shifted into his human shape.


  The vampire dropped him to the floor, scoffing in obvious distaste. He lifted his foot, ready to knock Taryn out. Taryn curled into a ball, hoping that at the very least he’d avoid any harm coming to his child. Instinctively, he reached out to his mate, who was trying to contain his own fear, but failing abysmally.


  “I love you so much, Hareem,” he said.


  “I love you, too,” Hareem replied. “Don’t worry. I’ll get you out. Just hang in there.”


  “I know. I trust you.”


  He waited for his opponent to act, but the blow never came. Out of the blue, the vampire stopped. He tilted his head and pinned Taryn with a glance. His dark, piercing eyes fell on Taryn’s stomach, and he smirked. “Oh, this is interesting. The emperor will be desperate to get you back, isn’t that right, little wolf?”


  Taryn winced. He’d managed to hide his pregnancy by wearing loose clothes and not shifting within sight of other draechen. It hadn’t been very obvious, but even if Hareem and he hadn’t argued, he still would have been forced to leave Draechenburg, because now, it was definitely showing.


  “You would use an innocent child for your purposes?” he asked the vamp.


  “It’s only fair,” the other man answered. “An eye for an eye and all that.”


  By that, Taryn could make an educated guess that this man was likely Fallon’s father. Of course, this didn’t help Taryn in any way, even if he was correct in his assessment. He’d still ended up out of the frying pan and into the fire.


  The vampire reached for him again, but he didn’t get the chance to grab Taryn. A spell struck him, sending him flying against the wall. Taryn glanced in the direction of the blast’s origin and gaped as he saw a group of draechen stepping into the corridor, led by Prince Rachen. Dark flames burned in Rachen’s palm as he narrowed his eyes at the vampires. “Why don’t you take on someone your own size, bat?”


  “You…” The leader of the group got up, ignoring his injury altogether. He turned toward Rachen, that one word he’d uttered holding so much hatred and loathing that it took Taryn aback. “This is all your fault.”


  Somehow, Taryn doubted the man was referring to Rachen’s intervention in the battle today. Either way, Taryn grabbed his chance. Turning into his wolf form, he dodged the vampires now focused on Rachen and ran toward the draechen prince. He’d never have thought that one day, he’d do this, but circumstances really put things into perspective.


  “Run,” Rachen told him. “We can handle this.”


  What could Taryn do? He ran, clinging to the hope that Rachen’s forces could withstand the vampires’ attack. It was with great dismay that he noted that the battle had spilled into the courtyard, which had now become a true warzone. As rainclouds gathered in the sky, Taryn knew that his escape wouldn’t be so easy.


  Chapter Three


  


  “Today’s lesson will be on the Sand Creek Massacre. Take notes, as it will be on the midterm.”


  Jude Murdock scanned the classroom with keen eyes, watching his human students. Most of those present were too enraptured with the sound of Jude’s voice to even protest the potential exam. It was an entirely unintentional effect, but Jude had hope that he wasn’t wasting his time here. He wanted these young men and women to learn at least a part of the truth, what little information he could provide without disturbing the secrecy of the paranormal world.


  Many American Indians actually had a deep connection with the supernatural. Some were shifters themselves, while others had a more profound awareness of the mystical. While their beliefs had been admirable, their society had become targeted because of the werewolves mingling among their midst.


  Back then, it had been easy for the emperor of the Ornozian Empire to manipulate the chaos of the greedy humans for his benefit. Many of those who had been killed then had been shifters, although, of course, the innocent Native Americans had also suffered the effects.


  That Sand Creek Massacre battle had been one of great significance for Jude. He hadn’t participated in it, but when he’d heard of the culling, he had realized just how much the principles guiding the paranormal world had become corrupted. From that point on, he had attempted to campaign for the rights of the less privileged. One hundred and fifty years later, here they were, with the situation worse than ever, and Jude exiled from his people.


  He didn’t know what had made him give this particular lecture. It was like picking at a wound that had never really healed, scratching it until the scabs yielded into bloody skin. Perhaps he always wanted to remember his failure, and the reason why he could never go back. Perhaps he meant to garner enough courage to return and face what he hadn’t been able to. Maybe it was just recent events that had him on the edge, pointing out that his own mistakes and judgmental nature could easily lead to something worse.


  Either way, on the whole the lecture went well. His students actually took notes and on occasion even seemed touched by the rawer of his descriptions. By the end of the class, he felt a little more exorcised of his negative emotions, confident that he’d done something to convey a message of peace and understanding at least to these young humans.


  “That will be all,” he said as he finished the material. “Remember to review this chapter and the previous ones for the midterm. You’re dismissed.”


  The students gathered their materials and slowly started to trickle out of the classroom. Some of the members of Jude’s fan club lingered, clustering around his desk.


  “Your lecture today was very interesting and moving,” one of the girls said, while thrusting her generous cleavage in Jude’s direction.


  Jude would have very much liked to tell her to stop wasting her time. Even if he hadn’t been an elf, she wouldn’t have had a chance. As humans put it, he was as queer as a three dollar bill. To top that off, his supernatural nature made any potential liaison between them dangerous. And she was his student. So both she and her friends were in for quite a disappointment if they thought anything would come of this.


  Nevertheless, he offered her his best teacher smile and nodded. “Thank you, Julie. I’m glad you enjoyed it.”


  Raul’s appearance saved him from having to withstand the attention of the rest of the chickadees. “Ready to go, Mr. Murdock?” his friend asked from the doorway.


  “Yes, of course,” Jude replied. “I’m sorry I have to leave you, ladies. I promised Mr. Gomez a favor.”


  The girls made protesting noises, but Jude extracted himself from their hold and escaped the classroom. On occasion, they exhausted him so much that he actually considered leaving the college job. Today was one of those times, but thankfully, Raul had intervened.


  “I appreciate you giving me a hand in there,” Jude said. “Just between you and me, I’d rather face a draechen than a group of those girls.”


  Raul chuckled. “I know what you mean. But you are getting through to them. That’s what matters. Anyway, let’s not talk about that. Would you like to come with me to grab a bite?”


  Jude threw a glance Raul’s way. The offer startled him, although, in truth, it shouldn’t have. Raul was gay, too, and there had always been a shallow level of attraction between them. Jude had never bothered to pursue it, and neither had Raul. As much as he realized it wasn’t healthy to keep being a hermit, he didn’t have the energy to dedicate to a relationship. Just the thought of making nice for the purpose of a date tired him, and that was enough to make him say no.


  “Maybe another time,” he answered. In the end, Raul was a genuinely nice guy and he deserved better.


  “Sure.” Raul didn’t look particularly surprised at the rejection, or really disappointed. He just offered Jude a small, enigmatic smile that could have meant anything at all. Sometimes, the fae was really a mystery to Jude. They’d known each other for years, ever since Jude had moved to New York and started to work part time at St. Anne’s College, teaching human children, but in some respects, they still kept to themselves. Maybe that was why they got along so well, because they respected each other’s privacy.


  As they exited the school and exited the parking lot, Raul added, “Just be careful.”


  “Thanks,” Jude answered, wondering exactly what had urged Raul to make that comment. It could have been any number of things, given the recent chaos in the paranormal world. “I will.”


  As Raul got into his car, Jude put on his helmet and climbed onto his bike. Absently, he looked up at the sky. Dark clouds were gathering, looking ominous, even eerie. Jude scented the air, unsettled. He didn’t like it. He wouldn’t have exactly said that it was unnatural weather, but something was definitely amiss.


  Shaking off his apprehension, Jude started his bike. He was just about to drive out of the parking lot when his phone rang. With a groan, Jude checked the display. He could only think of a handful of people that would call him when he was at the college, or at all.


  As it turned out, the caller was one of his coworkers, Mary. Jude sighed. Whenever she called him, it usually meant that she needed some sort of favor from him. No sooner had he greeted her than she made her request. “Jude, you know I love you, right?”


  Jude interrupted the unavoidable praises that usually came with her pleas. “What do you need?” he inquired.


  “I have this amazing date tonight, and I really need someone to take over my shift at the museum,” she said. “Would you mind terribly?”


  Jude knew he should have said no, but in the end, he had nothing and no one waiting for him at home, not even a pet. His job at the museum and his teaching at the college were what kept him going. “Fine,” he heard himself say. “I’ll be right there.”


  Mary thanked him profusely and ended the call. Now feeling even more down, Jude drove off, heading toward the museum. It was only hours later that Jude finally left his second workplace. By now, he was pretty exhausted and more than ready to go home.


  Fortunately, this time no one interrupted him to ask for random favors. Jude rode from the museum, heading toward his place, a small cabin just out of the city. He had found the little gem after a great deal of searching and far too long a period spent living in a high rise. The house itself was small and, compared to the luxuries Jude had once been used to, quite unremarkable, but it bordered a small forest and that made it all worthwhile.


  Ironically, in the process he’d become the neighbor of one of the most important draechen figures in the world. Hareematek Tersain, former heir apparent of Ornoz, now the draechen emperor, owned a property nearby. While he wasn’t in the residence often, on the rare occasions he did live here, something bad always happened. Jude wouldn’t have been surprised if he learned that Hareematek had decided on a surprise visit. It would certainly explain his unease.


  As he drove, the sound of thunder rumbled above. Lightning flashed through the sky, tearing apart the thick clouds. Instants later, heavy rain began to fall, settling over Jude like a heavy curtain. Visibility had already been bad, but now it became nearly abysmal. If not for his keen elf eyesight, Jude didn’t doubt that he’d have crashed his bike.


  The storm didn’t frighten Jude, but it did worry him. He hadn’t seen such an unleashing of elements since Hurricane Sandy. Naturally, this tempest wasn’t as strong as the hurricane had been, but the suddenness of its appearance concerned him.


  It was actually frustrating for him to be unable to enjoy the simple pleasure of feeling the soft caress of the rain on his skin. He’d once enjoyed it very much, and he still did. But today, there was something dangerous about the rain. Or maybe it wasn’t the rain itself that bothered him, but the strange feeling that it hid something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. Jude wanted nothing more but to get behind closed doors and relax on his couch with a cup of hot cocoa.


  He left the city behind with far more speed than was advisable under these weather conditions. As he entered his small property, he went even faster, so much so that he didn’t see the animal running straight into his path until it was too late.


  With a curse, Jude hit the brakes, struggling to avoid hitting the creature. In spite of his skill with motorcycles, he lost control of the vehicle, as the road was slick with the water and he’d been going quite fast. The bike skidded dangerously, and Jude managed to narrowly avoid the animal before he fell off his motorcycle.


  A bike accident could be very dangerous, even lethal for a human, but Jude had the advantage of his elf nature. He was on his feet in seconds and rushed to see if the beast he’d nearly hit was all right.


  As he threw off his helmet, the rain struck his face mercilessly, but for a few moments, he caught a glimpse of a canine figure in the middle of the road. Then, out of the blue, the beast-like form melted into a very distinctive human one and fell against the tarmac.


  Once again, Jude swore. His mind whirled as he knelt next to the unconscious person who had just seconds ago been an animal. A werewolf. Great, this was just great. How in the world had the stranger wandered onto his land, and what was he to do about it?


  For the moment, the answer was a clear one. The wolf had suffered some sort of injury. Jude didn’t think he had hit the stranger, and wolves were, in general, exceedingly resilient creatures. So Jude surmised that something very serious must have happened to… to him.


  Because it was more than clear to Jude that his peculiar guest was male. It didn’t take a genius to figure that out, even if, for a wolf, the stranger was quite small. Various cuts and abrasions seemed to litter his body. And perhaps the most important thing was the strangest and the most mind-numbing fact. He was pregnant.


  Jude couldn’t imagine how a male wolf-shifter had gotten himself pregnant, but now was not the time to figure out this dilemma. The situation wasn’t ideal, and he certainly wouldn’t have picked this as his chosen activity for the evening. Nevertheless, he had to help the stranger. It was his chance to make a difference, and he wouldn’t let it go to waste.


  


  * * * *


  


  Draechenburg, Germany


  


  Kael had been deep in conversation with the emperor when it happened. It came with absolutely no warning. True, Hareematek had been somewhat distracted, but in that way only a mated shifter could recognize. Kael had guessed the emperor must have been communicating with his mate, which was a good thing.


  But as they approached the matter of the organization of the forces outside Draechenburg, Hareematek went rigid. All the blood drained out of his face. From Kael’s side, Talrasar asked, “Majesty, are you all right?”


  The emperor didn’t answer. He just pushed past Kael and Talrasar and stalked away, bursting through the doors of the barracks and into the corridor. There was only one thing that could make Hareematek act like that, his werewolf mate. Something was wrong with Taryn.


  Kael shared a concerned look with Talrasar. They didn’t even have to speak to know how serious this was. The emperor had already been very affected just by Taryn’s absence. If Taryn got hurt… Kael couldn’t even imagine the consequences on a political level. And if he wanted to be perfectly honest, he liked the couple. He didn’t want them to lose each other, like he and Talrasar once had. Somehow, he and Talrasar had to go help.


  However, the soldiers in the barracks noticed the abrupt departure of their leader. Restless murmurs exploded all around them, and Kael’s heart sank. There was only one thing they could do.


  “I’ll go with him,” Talrasar said, brushing a quick kiss over Kael’s lips. “Don’t worry, love. No matter where I go, we’ll still be together.”


  Kael knew that, but it was still hard to let go of his mate, especially after they’d just been reunited. He’d sworn he’d never again sacrifice his time at Talrasar’s side. Alas, it couldn’t be helped. In the end, he couldn’t have kept Talrasar from assisting the emperor, because his lover was, at the very core of his being, a healer.


  And so, Kael kissed Talrasar back, and then released him. “Go, and come back to me soon.”


  Talrasar nodded and rushed after the emperor. Kael watched him go, and then shook himself, knowing he couldn’t moon over his mate forever. There was simply too much at stake here, too much they still didn’t know and too much they had to handle, especially now.


  He turned toward the soldiers and fixed them with his best glare. “His Imperial Majesty’s presence is required elsewhere. Is there a problem?”


  Truly, he was reluctant to take command just like that, but he couldn’t exactly ask for the emperor’s permission, and technically speaking, his lineage gave him the authority to act on Hareematek’s behalf when the emperor wasn’t around. Well, that was his story at least, and if someone questioned him, he’d stick to it.


  A few of the draechen opened their mouths, obviously intending to ask something. When Kael looked at them, though, they must have realized that such an approach wouldn’t be beneficial, because they quickly backed off. Fortunately, no matter what, the people of Ornoz responded to power.


  Kael gestured for the other draechen to continue their activity, and the soldiers did. Carefully watching them, Kael reached out to his mate, who was now boarding a plane, ready to follow the emperor. Naturally, Hareematek had already taken off from Draechenburg in shifted form.


  “I wonder what happened,” he mused.


  “Well, we have two options. Vampires or whatever scared them so badly that it pushed them into attacking draechen.”


  Kael’s first guess had been vampires, too. A part of him had anticipated this was going to happen. Even if Hareematek had sent Taryn away, Lieutenant Sagenamadeen Zager had known about the strong bond between the emperor and his werewolf, or at least, suspected the truth. Therefore, his naga mate had found out, too, and this memory must have been accessible to the vampires while Sage and Camden had been imprisoned by them. However, Kael hadn’t expected such a quick and daring move from the vampires, more so since Taryn had been under heavy guard. Well, Kael had been wrong before.


  “Be careful, Tali. Whoever this is, they’ll likely be very dangerous.”


  “It’s all right,” Talrasar replied. “Judging by the way the emperor’s acting, I’m likely not the one in danger.”


  Kael hoped and prayed that was the case, because if his mate was harmed again while trying to help someone else, the world would have another foe to worry about, and one less ally.


  


  * * * *


  


  Meanwhile, Rose Noire, France


  


  “I’m really not sure if we should have left Draechenburg,” Sari told his mate through their bond. “I just keep thinking that something’s going to happen.”


  Karein took his hand and kissed it. “I know how you feel. Literally. But we have to trust that our family will be able to handle anything that happens without us. They’re all capable men. They can do it.”


  With a sigh, Sari leaned into his mate’s embrace and glanced out of the window of the tiny jet. Rose Noire was in view now, and while a part of Sari was excited at visiting his birth home, he couldn’t help but be anxious for the people he’d left behind. Who’d have thought that one day the draechen imperial family would be so close to his heart?


  At last, the plane started to descend and Sari forced his thoughts away from glum musings. He’d come here as a messenger from Draechenburg, and he had to focus on political affairs and stop being childish.


  Karein snorted. “Right. Because being worried about the people you care about is childish. That must make me five years old then.”


  Sari couldn’t help it. He shot Karein a smile, imagining how his mate would have looked at age five. That thought process naturally led him to think about how their child would look. So far, he only knew that their baby would be a boy, and while Jenarra had given him a vision on his family, he was still breathless with anticipation at imagining a son with Karein’s strength and laughter.


  “And your eyes,” Karein added through their bond. “Don’t forget your eyes. I’d really much prefer it if our baby looked like you, because you’re the beautiful one in this mating.”


  It was Sari’s turn to snort. He’d have actually been pissed if he wasn’t well aware that Karein’s modesty had nothing to do with the self-loathing that had once plagued the draechen and more with his near worshipfulness of Sari. As it was, he smiled, feeling a bit more encouraged.


  As the plane landed, Karein and Sari removed their seatbelts and made their way out of the aircraft. Outside, they found Sari’s half siblings waiting for them on the runway. Unsurprisingly, none of them looked very happy to see Sari, but Sari found that he was happy to see them. The last time they’d been face-to-face, Sari’s involvement in Caelyn’s escape had drawn the attention of the sprites to his siblings and gotten Misael in trouble. Fortunately, Misael hadn’t been hurt, but Sari knew how much they’d risked and how close they’d been to disaster.


  So, he smiled as he approached Darian, Charlize, and Misael. “Hello, brothers, sister,” he said. “It’s very nice to see you again.”


  “And you,” Darian replied in a strikingly sedate voice. His gaze turned to Karein, and dread instantly filled Sari.


  “What is it?” he asked. “What’s wrong?”


  “You should probably go see Father and High Priestess Eanera,” Charlize said. “They wish to speak to you at once.”


  Just the way Charlize mentioned Sari’s mother suggested something had changed in Rose Noire. Or had there been an unknown development in Draechenburg after Karein and Sari had left? Sari didn’t know, and that scared him.


  “All right,” he replied. “Thank you.”


  His half siblings wordlessly led him and Karein inside and headed directly toward the temple. When they reached their destination, they found, as always, female guards in front of the doorway.


  With a pang, Sari realized he wouldn’t be able to take Karein with him inside. “Don’t worry about it,” Karein told him. “I’ll be right here, and we have our bond to communicate.”


  Sari supposed he was right, but it still wouldn’t be the same. Not only that, but he realized all too well that Karein felt reluctant to leave him. He hadn’t thought it possible, but as Sari’s pregnancy advanced, the draechen grew even more protective of him and tended to cling to Sari’s side twenty-four-seven.


  In spite of all that, though, Sari nodded and kissed Karein’s cheek. He was grateful for the fact that he had a mate who respected the ways of his people, even when it brought both of them a measure of discomfort.


  Darian and Misael stepped aside, obviously meaning to wait here with Karein. Much to Sari’s surprise, though, the female guards followed their example. “Prince Shtamakarein is allowed inside, as a special order from His Majesty, King Selbrian.”


  Karein was surprised, but he didn’t even blink or show it in any way. “Thank you very much. I’m honored by Ivenia’s trust.”


  The guards just bowed, leaving Charlize, Sari, and Karein to enter the temple. Inside, the priestesses gave Karein a few curious looks, but there was no hostility in their stance, which suggested that Sari’s mother must have notified everyone beforehand.


  With every step he took, he grew more apprehensive, wondering what his parents were going to tell him. At last, they reached his mother’s quarters. The door opened, and his father gestured them all inside. “Come. We need to speak at once.”


  Sari couldn’t remember when was the last time a man outside their family had entered his mother’s room. In fact, he didn’t think it had ever happened. For it to occur now meant something of significance had just occurred.


  Together, he and Karein stepped into the room. Oddly enough, Charlize didn’t follow. She just nodded at Sari and bowed in front of their father. “With your permission, Your Majesty…”


  “Go, Charlize. I’ll join you soon.”


  Sari didn’t ask any questions as he watched her go. In fact, he said nothing at all, at least not until he and Karein stepped inside his mother’s quarters. As his father closed the door, though, he allowed himself to vent his concerns. “What’s going on, Father?” he asked. “Why are they acting like that, and what do you want to tell me and Karein?”


  “I’m very sorry for disquieting you, dear child,” a familiar female voice replied in Selbrian’s stead. Sari turned, only to see his mother step into the room for the adjoining bed chamber. He couldn’t help but gasp when he took in her pallor and the sharpness of her cheekbones that hadn’t been there when they’d last seen each other.


  “Eanera, you shouldn’t be out of bed,” Selbrian chastised her.


  “I know my limits, my king,” she replied with a small smile. Her expression sobered and her eyes, so much like Sari’s own, fixed on him. “Besides, we have much to discuss.”


  She took a deep breath, as if she wanted to say something else. However, before she could speak, she swayed and her knees actually gave out. Sari rushed forward to catch her, but Selbrian reached her so quickly that Sari’s intervention was unnecessary. Still, he felt a little dizzy himself. Seeing his mother like that shook him more than he’d have liked to admit.


  Selbrian helped Eanera to a nearby couch and Karein took Sari’s arm, guiding him there and practically radiating concern.


  His mother gave him a knowing look. “Don’t worry so, dear child. My condition is just a passing problem. I don’t want you to make yourself sick because of me.”


  Sari nodded automatically and struggled to calm down. He knew that he needed to be mindful of getting too stressed out, lest it affect his baby. Still, he couldn’t help being worried. She was the High Priestess of Jenarra. What could possibly harm her like this?


  “Now listen closely,” Selbrian said. “Your mother has been trying to figure out what is going on and what is coming our way. As you can see, it’s been affecting her, so I’ve been forced to order her to stop pushing herself. However, she has managed to garner some pieces of information.”


  “I don’t believe Talbot Stervos attacked the draechen out of his own free will,” Eanera said calmly. “In fact, I’m fairly certain that by the time he stepped in Draechenburg, there was very little of him left in his body. Our opponent is very powerful, so much so that I can’t see his actual identity.”


  Sari peered closer to her face, for the first time realizing that something about the way she looked seemed familiar. “Mother…you left yourself open to his or her magic while trying to find an answer, didn’t you?” His voice trembled as he spoke. “You can’t do this again. Promise me.”


  Eanera released a heavy sigh. “Don’t lecture me, Sari. I get plenty of that from your father. And it’s not actually because of that. I’ve managed to keep myself distanced from this person, whoever he or she is. However, we’ve been working on reinforcing the wards. In any case, I’ll stop forcing myself for now. But that’s not what I wanted to discuss. I did get one more vision that’s not strictly connected to this. Prince Shtamakarein, your brother is in trouble.”


  Sari felt Karein’s surprise as his own. “Rachen? What happened?”


  “Not your twin.” Eanera frowned, then revised her statement. “Or, not only your twin. Emperor Hareematek. His mate was attacked by vampires. He’s on his way to the United States now. Prince Talrasar is with him, but it’s safe to say that he’ll need your support.” She paused briefly. “I suppose that Prince Rachen will require some assistance as well.”


  Sari didn’t even know what to address first. “Attacked?” he finally asked. “Is Taryn all right?”


  “I…I think so.” Eanera rubbed her eyes tiredly. “I’m afraid my vision was sketchy with regard to the details. I can’t be certain about any of them.”


  “Either way,” Selbrian said, “it seems increasingly obvious that all of our loved ones are in jeopardy, either from the vampires, or from this mysterious force. I’ll need the two of you to be very careful, and to warn Prince Talrasar and Taryn of the risks they face.”


  “Why them in particular?” Karein inquired, focusing on the exact part of the phrase that had drawn Sari’s attention.


  “Because they’re going to have children,” Eanera replied, “just like you. A new life is very sensitive, especially under these circumstances.”


  Sari had known about Taryn’s pregnancy, but not about Talrasar’s. His mother must have guessed his confusion, because she explained, “It’s very recent for Prince Talrasar. He still doesn’t realize it, and I only know it because Jenarra showed me.”


  “But if Taryn and Prince Talrasar are in danger, so is Sari,” Karein pointed out.


  Sari’s parents shared a look. Instantly, Sari’s heart fell and he started to shake his head. “No. I won’t leave Karein.”


  “No one is asking that,” Selbrian said kindly. “We were merely suggesting that you stay here for now, where it’s safe.”


  Eanera nodded and leaned against Selbrian’s shoulder. She looked a little better, some color having returned to her cheeks. “We would never ask you to abandon your mate. It’s just safer for you to be here now, since there are strong wards around Rose Noire.”


  Sari opened his mouth to refuse adamantly, but then, Karein squeezed his hand and forced him to turn around. “Perhaps they’re right, baby,” the draechen said through their bond. “I need you and our baby to be safe, and here, you’ll be under the best of care.”


  For a few moments, Sari just stared at his mate. In his heart, he’d known this was a possibility. Karein always worried about him, and although as a general rule, they both thought Sari was safest at Karein’s side, things didn’t always work out like that. Sometimes, Karein’s duty got in the way.


  It would be unfair of Sari to make demands, when he knew all too well how much Karein loved and worried about him. He also realized that Karein was already itching to run to his brothers’ aid. And while Sari would have liked to go help, too, he also had to think about his son.


  Sari pressed his forehead to Karein’s chest and inhaled deeply, taking in Karein’s familiar scent. Karein smelled like the storm, and when he closed his eyes, Sari could easily imagine that he and Karein were all alone, standing together in the forest, safe and unseen by anyone.


  Karein’s scent gave Sari the strength he needed to do what was right. “Very well,” he said as he pulled away. “I don’t like it, and I won’t enjoy it, but at the very least, I’ll be here and help with what’s needed.”


  Never mind that his parents would likely not allow him to do much, and he himself knew it would be risky to use his powers too much. He was safe here, and so was his son. His mate needed to know that to be able to help his brothers.


  Karein brushed a brief kiss over his lips, so sweet it brought tears to Sari’s eyes. “I love you so much, baby. Wait for me. I won’t be long.”


  Sari just nodded quietly. Karein turned toward Sari’s parents and said, “Your Majesty, Your Holiness, I truly must go now. If you’re right, and I have no doubt that you are, Hareem needs me. Should there be anything else, you can contact me directly through Sari.”


  “Go, Prince Shtamakarein,” Eanera said. “And be very careful. This foe is unlike anything you’ve ever seen before.”


  Karein got up and bowed in front of Sari’s mother and parents. He stole another kiss from Sari, then turned on his heel and left the room without looking back.


  Sari didn’t watch him go. Unfortunately, his pregnancy hadn’t only brought the joy of impending parenthood, the discomfort of dizziness and the increase in sexual need, but also frustratingly erratic emotions. Already, tears pooled at the corners of his eyes, and Karein hadn’t even left Rose Noire yet.


  “Oh, baby,” Karein said through their bond. Sari could practically hear the way the other man’s dragon was roaring to stay at Sari’s side. “I’m so—”


  “Don’t you dare say you’re sorry,” Sari replied, interrupting him. “This isn’t your fault, none of it. I’ll stay here, with my family, where it’s safe, and you’ll focus on your brothers. With luck, it will be over before we know it.”


  As he mentally watched Karein get on the plane, he gave his parents another look. “So…tell me. What can I do to help?”


  “I’ll be leaving to get Onyerre from her mansion,” Selbrian replied. “It’ll be up to you to care for your mother in the meantime. All right, Sari?”


  Sari nodded, although for some reason, he was invaded by a feeling of apprehension. “Of course, Father. I understand.”


  He met his mother’s gaze and saw a similar knowledge in her eyes. Exactly what was going on? Sari desperately wished he knew, but he suspected that once he found out, he’d hate the answer.


  Chapter Four


  


  The vampire was good, better than Rachen had expected. Rachen smirked as he dodged another claw attack. It was kind of fun to fight with someone who could actually hold his own against him. Of course, he’d never have expected a vampire would be that person, but stranger things had happened.


  When Rachen avoided the blow, the vampire leapt back and avoided a counterattack from Rachen just in time. He bared his fangs at Rachen, emanating cold anger. “Come on, you monster. Take responsibility for your actions and fight me. You need to die for what you did.”


  Rachen snorted, all the while keeping a close eye on the rest of his men who were fighting his opponent’s companions. He’d taken skilled warriors with him from Draechenburg, so they were handling the situation in spite of their inability to shift in the small space inside the building. Of course, he also hadn’t expected an attack of this magnitude anywhere, and he was fairly certain the people he’d left outside to control the rest of the vampires would need help. Lieutenant Sagenamadeen Zager was there to lead them, and Rachen trusted the ice dragon’s skills.


  “I’m not the one who started this,” he pointed out. “Your people initiated hostilities. You have only yourselves to blame for what happens next.”


  The stranger released a barking laugh that held no amusement. “You still don’t realize it. That’s fine. Your people will fall, and when they do, it’ll be on your hands.”


  “I’m sick and tired of your riddles.” Rachen growled. “If you know something I don’t, just come out and say it.”


  His opponent shook his head. “I think not. You deserve your fate.”


  Rachen narrowed his eyes at the man, something ugly stirring in his chest at the vampire’s words. He didn’t bother to answer, instead summoning another fire spell. He shot the bolt at his opponent. Predictably, the other shifter dodged, but Rachen had expected it. The spell provided him with the opening he needed to jump his foe.


  He grabbed the vamp in a chokehold, squeezing the air out of his lungs. He knew by now that his energy draining powers—borrowed from his twin—wouldn’t work on this particular foe, but that was all right. Rachen’s entire body was a weapon, and he still had his natural fire magic to work with.


  Another spell burned in his hands, and the vampire released a groan of pain as flames licked over his shoulders and neck. Still, he tried to fight Rachen, more determined than Rachen himself had expected. He head butted Rachen so hard stars burst into his vision.


  But Rachen didn’t let go. Instead, he shoved the vampire against the wall over and over, just like the man had done earlier to Taryn. Rachen had only caught a glimpse of it, since he’d arrived toward the end of the whole thing, but it had made him so angry he couldn’t see straight. That fury returned now, hotter and brighter than ever. Rachen might be a monster, but he’d never lift a finger against a helpless, pregnant man. Not to mention that the man in question was, indirectly, family. Taryn Lovington might not be Hareem’s consort, but he was the emperor’s mate, and that made him very much Rachen’s concern.


  That brought to mind the fact that he needed to find Taryn as soon as possible. The werewolf had run outside, but the battle was still raging. Rachen trusted Taryn had been able to escape—members of the ninth caste were always far stronger than they looked—but that didn’t mean Rachen didn’t feel anxious about it.


  Well, he had the man who seemed the leader of the group. He could use that and pressure the rest of the vampires into surrendering.


  “Bats, hear me,” he called out. “If you don’t stop fighting right now, your leader’s dust.”


  All of the vampires froze as they saw Rachen threaten their beloved ruler. Apparently, Rachen had been correct in his guess. Smirking, he gestured his men to use this opportunity. The draechen didn’t delay in complying and took advantage of the situation to immobilize the vampires.


  As his men wrapped up the problem indoors, Rachen headed outside. He repeated the call, all the while scanning the courtyard for any sign of black fur. Taryn was nowhere to be seen, but his ploy worked and the vampires gave up the fight.


  Or they did, until something completely unexpected happened. Out of the blue, a piercing pain exploded in his shoulder. Rachen had been shot by magical bullets before, but the agony still took him by surprise. His spell died, and he staggered, losing his focus.


  The vampire immediately went into action. He pushed away from Rachen and raked his claws over Rachen’s chest. He might have done more, but Rachen’s people were there, surrounding them, growling ominously.


  “Retreat,” the vampire Rachen had immobilized said. “Hurry. Retreat.”


  Upon hearing those words, the rest of Rachen’s foes started to disperse and change into their second shape. Rachen’s opponent did so as well, with striking ease given the size difference between his two forms.


  Rachen registered all this distantly. He’d fallen on the ground, breathing hard and darkness encroaching on his vision. Overlords, he hated magical bullets. The worst thing was that in spite of the fact that he’d fallen, the shower of bullets hadn’t stopped, and it was all directed at him.


  Lieutenant Zager noticed his predicament and threw an ice spell his way. It missed the vampire, but it did create an ice shield around Rachen that allowed him to retreat. The enchantment didn’t hold when faced with magical bullets, but it did buy Rachen some time. He tried to find refuge somewhere, and in the end, crawled behind a nearby vehicle.


  His head was spinning, and his entire body seemed to radiate pain, but he refused to be ruled by it. He hated that he’d been taken by surprise, but he wouldn’t allow it to defeat him. He’d bypassed death itself—granted, with some help—but he wouldn’t be so easily sent to his knees.


  Suppressing his nausea, Rachen went around the courtyard, noticing that his men were already trying to find the source of the gunshots. They didn’t get the chance to fully zero in on his or her location, because the shots stopped. However, in a surprising development, the vampires hadn’t left yet, as if they wanted to give the shooter time enough to pull back.


  Fortunately, Rachen had a better idea of where his attacker was located. He did wish he could have ordered his men to stop the leader of the group, but there was no time for that now, as that particular vamp was nowhere to be seen. Or so Rachen thought, until he at last spotted the person who’d shot him. His vampire opponent was right next to the man, apparently having some trouble sticking to his shifted form. Rachen must have done more damage than he’d realized, because the second man had abandoned his gun in favor of offering his neck to the vampire. It was a strikingly intimate gesture, and Rachen might have actually felt guilty about interrupting if he hadn’t been all too aware that this vamp would have had no qualms about using Taryn’s baby against Hareem.


  Rachen didn’t even think twice. He shot a spell at the vampire, propelling him back. The second man gasped and turned, reaching for his gun again. With a measure of dismay, Rachen realized the shooter was a fae. And here he’d thought that the Ivenians were on their side. When would he learn that sweeping generalizations never helped anyone?


  Gathering every drop of strength, Rachen lunged at the fae. By some miracle, or rather, through the element of surprise, he managed to steal the gun from the man. He struck the fae’s temple with his fist and hissed in pain when instead of hitting him, he struck a shield.


  Realizing that, in his condition, he couldn’t very well bypass the shields of an obviously experienced Ivenian soldier, Rachen pointed the gun at the man. He knew by now that the projectiles could bypass most shields. The only one who seemed exempt from this was Prince Talrasar, and no matter how powerful this fae might be, he certainly wasn’t Talrasar.


  “Move a muscle and you’re dead,” Rachen said.


  The vampire released a low growl and looked like he wanted to attack Rachen. He was welcome to try. Rachen wouldn’t bat an eyelash at shooting him, or the treacherous fae. Normally, he disliked firearms, but right now, he himself had been shot, and that put him in a pretty bad mood.


  Besides, all he had to do was stall until the rest of his men gathered around him. Even if the combat was still ongoing, they’d find him soon without much effort. Hell, they just had to follow the blood.


  He smirked at the vampire. “Just try it, Dracula. I’d love to return the favor and pump your boyfriend full of holes.”


  He wasn’t even bluffing, and it must have shown. The vampire was far enough from him that he wouldn’t be able to reach either of them if Rachen decided to shoot. Of course, Rachen was also bleeding from several wounds and barely standing, but that made him more trigger happy and even angrier. He was clinging to consciousness through sheer will and the knowledge that, if he caught these men, he might be able to return to Draechenburg and take a brief leave of absence. Perhaps one he could spend at Alwyn’s side. That sounded a little heavenly, really.


  Regardless, if his foes wanted to attack him, they’d have to take quite a chance, and they must have realized it. “Run,” the fae gasped out. “Your people need you, Stanton.”


  Stanton—the vampire who’d led the attack—took one look at Rachen’s face and then at the fae. Something painful shifted in his eyes, something Rachen could almost empathize with.


  “Let him go, draechen,” the vampire said. “He has nothing to do with it.”


  “I beg to differ,” Rachen answered between gritted teeth. Overlords, he was in so much pain, but he had to hang on. This was important, and could provide them with the answers they’d been seeking for so long. “He got more than involved when he shot me.”


  “It’s your own fault,” the vamp fumed.


  “So you said,” Rachen replied. “You know what? If you don’t want your boyfriend to become a new brand of Swiss cheese, you’ll stay and provide some explanations.” A thought occurred to him and he smirked. “Hell, perhaps my brother won’t even eat him when he arrives. I think you said it to Taryn, right? An eye for an eye?”


  He couldn’t be sure the fae was the vampire’s mate. Mostly, he was just mouthing off, stalling and using his pain… constructively. Sort of. However, guessing by the shock on both their faces, he’d called it right.


  Truly, Rachen would have laughed if he’d had the energy for it. Instead, he kept his focus strictly on the fae, occasionally stealing glances at the vampire when Stanton looked like he was going to move. “Careful now,” he drawled, pointing the gun straight at the fae’s heart. “You wouldn’t want me to twitch.”


  The vampire watched him like a vulture, just waiting for the moment when Rachen slipped up. Rachen suspected that he wouldn’t have to wait for much longer. The gun felt terribly heavy in his hand. But Rachen summoned the memory of Alwyn’s voice, telling him to come back. He recalled the way the beautiful sprite’s lips had pressed against his own in that chaste, shy kiss. He had to hang on, for Alwyn, for the man his dragon recognized as his mate.


  Those memories kept him focused for the time he needed until at last, his men reached his side. “Get them,” he ordered. “The fae is the shooter and is the vampire’s mate.”


  He didn’t need to say anything else. His soldiers already knew what to do. They surrounded Stanton and his fae like quiet shadows. Meanwhile, Lieutenant Zager approached Rachen.


  “Are you all right, Highness?” he asked.


  Rachen nodded, even if he didn’t really feel all right. The bullets were still embedded in his flesh, and until he got the projectiles out, he wouldn’t be able to heal or even shift. The last time, Talrasar had been there to help him through it, but now, there was no healer around. This had obviously been a mistake, and if—when—Rachen got out of this, he’d make sure that every time a company of draechen left on a mission, they’d have a fae with them. After all, it had worked well enough in the previous war with the werewolves and vampires.


  Then again, the fae didn’t seem very friendly now. Rachen would have very much liked to have Sari or Talrasar’s attention, but that didn’t seem likely, not any time soon.


  Realizing that even he had his limits, Rachen made a quick choice. As a rule, Rachen didn’t trust underlings just like that. He might not have been alive in his own body for too long, but he’d watched them work even when he’d been inside Karein. This time, however, he had no choice but to trust them to handle this.


  And so, Rachen handed the gun to Sagenamadeen. His mind still on Alwyn’s soft lips, he prayed that the draechen guards would manage to hold onto the captured prisoners, finally surrendered to the pain, and crumbled to the ground.


  


  * * * *


  


  Hareem was desperate. He couldn’t remember ever feeling so frightened, lost, angry and… There were so many emotions in his heart that Hareem couldn’t even identify them all. Mostly, he could just hear his dragon, roaring for vengeance, urging him on and demanding to find Taryn at once.


  How could he have been such an absolute idiot? Yes, the New York mansion was one of the safest draechen headquarters in the world. Otherwise, Hareem would have never sent Taryn there in the first place. But he should have expected something like this. He should have realized the vampires would strike back, and really, the New York base was far more vulnerable than Draechenburg itself. Not to mention that if the vampires had Taryn as a bargaining chip, Hareem would do practically anything.


  Angry with himself, but mostly scared out of his mind, nearly feral with the terror, Hareem flew over the ocean. His wide blue wings were starting to ache, but he was only aware of it at a distant, intellectual level, as if a veil existed between him and his own body. He knew that several aircrafts were following him, but he couldn’t be bothered to care. Really, he wouldn’t have minded if humans saw him and he accidentally revealed the existence of the paranormal world. For him, only Taryn and their baby mattered now.


  The last thing he’d registered was, fortunately, Taryn running away from the battle. However, his mate had been battered, bruised, and exhausted. And then, he’d run into that motorcycle, and Hareem had lost track of him.


  Not even in his darkest nightmares had Hareem thought he’d experience such hellish terror. He could actually understand now what had pushed Karein into nearly murdering their father after he’d thought something had happened to Sari. He wanted to hunt down the guilty party behind this attack, too. But more than anything, he wanted to find his mate, to make sure Taryn and their child were both all right.


  He flew for what seemed like forever, at one point becoming aware that more planes were coming toward him, this time from the American continent. Likely, this must be the work of one of his underlings, making sure that Hareem didn’t lose it and let the entire world know about the existence of the draechen. It was fortunate that draechen had agents all over the world, handling things like customs and flight plans, because otherwise they’d have been discovered long ago. Hareem couldn’t have cared less, just like he didn’t care about the empire. Whom had he left in charge of Draechenburg? Hareem couldn’t remember. In fact, he remembered very little except his mate’s beautiful face, his kindness, his intelligence, his innocent sensuality. A memory drifted into Hareem’s mind, of the way Taryn’s eyes had glittered with unshed tears when they’d last seen each other.


  


  * * * *


  


  Nauseous, Hareem clutched his mate’s arm and tried to hold himself aloft. His body seemed heavy and sluggish. He felt trapped in a form not his own, bound by restrictions he shouldn’t have had. Nevertheless, he tried not to let it show. Straightening his back, he glanced at the assembled group. “Rest assured that we will get to the bottom of this,” he said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I will be retreating to my quarters.”


  He turned his back on his guests and headed out of the room, Taryn by his side. He could barely walk with his body in this deformed state, but his mate helped him along. Prince Talrasar trailed after them, and Hareem clung to the hope that the fae would manage to find a solution for this. It seemed to take forever, but at last, they reached his rooms.


  “Please,” Taryn said to Talrasar, “help him.”


  “I will do what I can,” Talrasar said, “although I must admit I’ve never seen such magic before.”


  That wasn’t very comforting. Hareem tried to be optimistic, but he had a feeling that whoever had planned this entire ploy had anticipated fae magic.


  His guess proved to be correct. Hareem obediently went through the entire healing process, but at the end, Talrasar disappointingly said he couldn’t help. And to add insult to injury, when Hareem tried to kiss his mate, he swept his tail over the floor, nearly harming Taryn in the process.


  In that moment, Hareem realized there was only one thing he could do. He’d been foolish to believe that his position as emperor gave him the freedom to do what he pleased. He remained bound by traditions and expectations. While he was willing to pay the price, he couldn’t allow Taryn to be harmed because of it.


  “Guards!” he cried out. “Get Prince Shtamakarein.”


  His love for Taryn had always been impossible, but now, it had become a peril for the werewolf. There was only one thing he could do. In his selfishness, Hareem had tried to avoid the inevitable, but no longer. Taryn had known. He’d realized it much sooner. Werewolves didn’t belong with draechen, and no matter how much it hurt, Hareem would have to let his mate go.


  Taryn clutched his arm, pleading eyes fixed on Hareem’s face. “No! Don’t do this, Hareem. Don’t send me away.”


  “You wanted to go,” Hareem pointed out.


  “I was mistaken,” Taryn answered, this time through their bond. “We belong together, Hareem. You know that. We both do. This is just a temporary problem. It’ll be fixed.”


  Distantly, Hareem registered Talrasar slipping out of the room, but his focus remained on Taryn. Freeing his arm from Taryn’s grip, he replied, “Even if it is, there’s no telling what will happen next. My people will never accept a ninth caste as an emperor’s consort. Fate played a trick on us, Taryn. We simply can’t be together.”


  “But, Hareem…” Tears glittered in Taryn’s eyes, tearing Hareem apart, hurting him more than any spell ever could. “I love you.”


  There were so many things Hareem wanted to say, to do. He ached to take his mate in his arms, to hold him close and kiss the tears away. But that wasn’t possible anymore. Hareem was a monster, and that knowledge gave him the strength to do what was needed. He couldn’t deny his feelings for Taryn, since the werewolf would see right through his lie, so he didn’t even try. Instead, he said, “And I love you.” No longer using their bond, he added, “But it’s not enough. You can only ever be a concubine for me, and in my condition, there’s no point in keeping you here.”


  Jagged pain coursed through Hareem, emanating from his bond with Taryn. Hareem forced himself to ignore it, telling himself that it was for the best, that his lover and child would be safe because of this sacrifice.


  “I will be continuing my search for an official mate once more pressing political matters are solved,” he added. He did his best to keep his emotions in check, although he couldn’t fully manage it.


  A tear slid down Taryn’s cheek. “So in other words, you don’t want us anymore?” He shook his head stubbornly. “No. I don’t believe that.”


  “Believe what you will, and I will do what I must.”


  Before Taryn could say anything else, a knock sounded at the door. “Enter,” Hareem called out.


  Karein slid into the room, his dark eyes filled with wary regret. He must have guessed what Hareem had in mind. Or perhaps Prince Talrasar had told him about it. Either way, it didn’t really matter. Nothing, not even his brother’s intervention, could change Hareem’s decision now.


  “You summoned me, brother?” Karein asked in a strikingly subdued voice.


  “Yes,” Hareem replied. “I need you to take Taryn out of here. Fly him to New York in absolute secrecy and safety. I want him out of here as soon as possible.”


  “Are you—”


  “I’m certain,” Hareem cut his brother off before Karein could even finish speaking. “Now go, and please take Taryn with you. I need to be alone.”


  “Hareem, don’t do this,” Taryn begged one more time. “We need each other. Surely, you can see that.”


  Even if his heart was breaking, Hareem turned away from Taryn. He had to think about what was best for Taryn, not what he himself wanted.


  “Come on, Taryn,” Karein said behind him. “Let’s go. You need to do some packing. Really, it’s better this way.”


  Taryn didn’t say anything else. Likely, he wasn’t convinced by Karein’s encouraging words. Nevertheless, he didn’t protest again. Instead, he allowed Karein to take hold of his arm and drag him away.


  Even if he knew he was being a coward, Hareem didn’t watch him go. He squeezed his eyes shut, monitoring Taryn’s progress through their still very strong bond. Taryn couldn’t have missed the brush of Hareem’s consciousness, but he didn’t react in any way. It hurt, but Hareem had expected it. He steeled himself against the pain, gritting his teeth as his dragon reared out of him.


  It wasn’t easy. In this twisted form, Hareem’s beast was even closer to the surface. It roared at him to stop this madness. Taryn and their child belonged by Hareem’s side. How could Hareem give up on his own mate, just like that?


  Hareem reminded his beast that if Taryn stayed, he’d become a target. This poisoning scheme was likely just the beginning. Besides, breeding outside one’s own cast was against the law. Eventually, Hareem would have had to send Taryn away, even if it was just to maintain the secrecy of their child’s existence.


  Still, in spite of this knowledge, Hareem couldn’t bear to see Taryn walk away from him and out of his life. Only when the door closed behind him did he finally turn and open his eyes. The room seemed strikingly empty without Taryn in it, like Hareem’s existence. But being an emperor came with a burden that Hareem had vowed to carry. And no matter what, that burden couldn’t fall on Taryn’s shoulders. Hareem wouldn’t allow it. He’d rather die before he allowed Taryn, or his child, to suffer because of his choices.


  


  * * * *


  


  It hurt to remember what he had done, to know that, in trying to protect Taryn, he might have made things worse. Overlords, what would Hareem do if he never found his mate?


  By the time New York was finally in sight, Hareem was beyond despair and slowly losing the last of his sanity. The only thing that kept him going was the knowledge that his mate remained alive. Hareem could feel it, deep inside. He knew that, if Taryn stopped breathing, Hareem’s own heart would cease beating.


  Night had already fallen by the time his tired wings carried him to the mansion. Thick columns of smoke still hovered above the structure, although it seemed obvious that the main conflict had ended. Hareem landed in the courtyard, drawing startled gasps from the draechen guarding the area.


  “Where is my mate?” Hareem sent out without even shifting forms. “Where’s Taryn?”


  Sagenamadeen Zager rushed to his side and bowed lowly. “I’m afraid he’s missing, Your Majesty. We’re doing our best to track him, but the rain has made things very difficult for us, wiping away his scent.”


  Hareem released a loud roar. He didn’t want to hear that they couldn’t find his lover. His dragon knew better. His dragon sensed that Taryn was near. He launched himself into the air, again, ready to go look for Taryn.


  Before he could do so, the draechen lieutenant stopped him. “Wait, Majesty. What do you want us to do with the prisoners and your brother?”


  “Prisoners?” Hareem repeated. “My brother?”


  The words didn’t really make sense. In fact, there was very little that did, except his burning need to find his beautiful lover. True enough, if his men had taken captives, they could provide useful information, not to mention that Hareem could enact his revenge. But right now, his priority was Taryn.


  The small part of him that remained rational pointed out the second part of Sagenamadeen’s inquiry. Taking a deep breath, Hareem forced himself to think. “What happened to Rachen?” he inquired.


  After all, Rachen wasn’t just another soldier. He was family. Taryn would be disgusted with him if he treated the situation dismissively.


  “He was gravely injured in the battle,” Sagenamadeen reported. “We’ve managed to detain the shooter, a fae, but Prince Rachen’s condition is still delicate.”


  Hareem felt like a hammer had struck him in the chest. He’d only just started to get to know Rachen, and while, in many ways, he still distrusted the man, he’d been of the firm belief that everyone deserved a second chance. Now, he was torn between his family and his mate, yet another bitter choice standing in his way.


  But was there really a choice at all? Truth be told, Hareem could do very little to help Rachen. He was no healer, and as much as he’d have liked to see his brother, the fact remained that he’d basically be useless. Besides, his first loyalty was to his mate and child.


  So many times, he’d ignored that. If he hadn’t, perhaps they never would have gotten to this point in the first place. He’d done his best to be a good mate, but his position as an emperor had always gotten in the way. Even now, his supposed future empress was waiting for him in Draechenburg. He never had asked Elina Eretar to marry him, but she’d likely known what to expect.


  Either way, it didn’t matter anymore, because Hareem was sick of compromises. True enough, the last time he’d tried this, he’d gotten poisoned. But he would come up with a way. He could no longer place his hopes in a vague, obscure future. He would mend the rift between him and Taryn. He just had to.


  For that purpose, though, he needed to find his mate first. “Contact Draechenburg and Rose Noire if you haven’t already done so. Make sure Prince Kaelezrin and Prince Shtamakarein are made aware of the situation. Have healers sent here and keep an eye on Rachen to the best of your ability. In the meantime, the prisoners are to stay in the cells and given no sustenance.”


  “Yes, Your Majesty,” Sagenamadeen said. “It will be as you command.”


  It was actually quite fortunate that Lieutenant Zager was here. Hareem had been reluctant to separate the man from his naga mate so soon, but Sagenamadeen was one of his best soldiers, and his absence had been quite a blow for the Wyverns. Fortunately, both the lieutenant and his lover understood this and had never argued against the necessity of Sagenamadeen’s departure.


  As they spoke, the planes that had accompanied Hareem from Draechenburg finally landed. From one of them, Prince Talrasar emerged, and just like that, one of Hareem’s problems was solved.


  Having given his instructions to Sagenamadeen, he launched himself into the air and flew away from the mansion, following his natural instinct that pulled him toward his mate. He just had to summon his memory of Taryn, his beautiful Taryn, the lovely werewolf who’d never truly given up on him. The night when they’d mated had been the happiest one in Hareem’s entire existence. It still came to him, as bright and clear as the ocean he’d flown over throughout his trip, those moments when Hareem and his mate had finally become one.


  


  * * * *


  


  Taryn sighed as he flopped down on the bed. His lower lip stuck out in the ghost of a pout. He looked so cute that Hareem desperately wanted to taste that plump mouth. Not that Hareem had any plans of making any comment on it, even if he did kiss Taryn. Anything could set off Taryn these days, including any insinuation that Taryn was, in any way, weak.


  This time around, though, Taryn’s struggle to appear strong in Hareem’s eyes seemed to have ceased to matter. “Do you have to go?” The werewolf’s voice trembled as he spoke. “Can’t you at least delay it?”


  “I’m sorry, sweeting, but I can’t,” Hareem replied. “I’m fairly certain my father is planning to marry my brother off again. Overlords only know what other things he has up his sleeve, what with everything that happened last time.”


  Taryn fell silent, curling in a small ball on the bed. Hareem swallowed around the sudden knot in his throat and abandoned his packing. He joined his lover on the mattress and caressed his mate’s soft hair.


  He didn’t have to ask what was bothering Taryn. He already knew that Taryn was mourning the deaths of Graham Powers and Caelyn Sutharlainn. In truth, Hareem mourned them, too, not because he’d felt particularly affectionate toward the couple. Rather, the fact that his brother had killed them suggested Karein was on the edge and would likely not survive his two hundredth birthday. True, Karein had kind of been forced to do it, but in his heart, Hareem had thought his brother would find another way. Karein might not show it, but he wasn’t actually as cruel as he seemed. And Hareem might not have had a clear relationship with his younger sibling, but he cared about Karein, in his own way.


  “They shouldn’t have died,” Taryn finally said, his voice barely audible now. “Their only sin was loving each other.”


  “I know, sweeting.” Hareem lay down next to his mate and pulled Taryn against his chest. “Believe me, I understand how you feel.”


  Taryn turned toward him, pinning Hareem with angry green-gold eyes. “Do you, Hareem? Do you really? I knew Graham. We might not have been best friends, but I knew him. He was a good man. He only wanted what was best for his pack.” Those beautiful orbs now shone with unshed tears, and he actually started to struggle against Hareem’s hold, punching his chest with small fists. “Your brother killed him, and you allowed it. Will you allow him to kill me, too?”


  Hareem’s insides turned to ice, and he caught Taryn’s wrists and pinned them above his head. He rolled on top of his mate, holding him down with his bulk. His gaze met Taryn’s, and he fiercely answered, “Don’t even joke about. I’d rather die before I allowed anything to happen to you.”


  Taryn’s tears started to die, and he stared into Hareem’s eyes with something akin to distressed awe. As always, Hareem was completely incapable to resist him. Even if he knew he should have been doing something else entirely, he crushed his mouth to Taryn’s, taking his lover’s lips.


  The werewolf moaned and granted him access. Hareem thrust his tongue inside his mate’s wet cavern, sampling Taryn’s delicious taste. His lover’s dick nudged against his hip, and Taryn writhed against him, biting on Hareem’s lip, making small, delicious noises that made Hareem’s arousal soar.


  Hareem never wanted to stop kissing his mate. Taryn’s flavor was his own personal aphrodisiac, and Hareem simply wanted to lose himself in his lover’s scent and lust. But it was not enough, not nearly enough. Their lip-lock tasted like despair and tears, and Hareem wanted to wipe that away with his body, his heart, and his soul.


  With a growl, Hareem tore his mouth away from Taryn’s. The werewolf released a low whine of protest, but it turned into a moan when Hareem started to nibble on his earlobe. Holding his mate’s wrists immobilized with a single hand, Hareem used his free one to explore his lover’s smooth torso. His palms reached Taryn’s groin and he rubbed the werewolf’s cock through the material of his pajama bottoms. He wasn’t wearing anything else, which was fortunate because Hareem’s patience was reaching its limits.


  Taryn tried to wiggle out of the garment, but because of Hareem’s hold on him, it didn’t really work. His frantic motions did have quite an effect, though, as the friction caused sparks of pleasure to shoot all over Hareem’s already oversensitized body.


  Wild with need, Hareem ripped off his mate’s pants, discarding the remnants on the floor. He enveloped Taryn’s leaking prick in his fist, rubbing his thumb over the weeping tip. Taryn arched his back and cried out, “Oh! Hareem… More! Please!”


  Taryn’s beautiful cries were like a blaze melting away the ice around Hareem’s heart. Hareem couldn’t hope to resist them. In fact, he couldn’t hope to resist Taryn, period. Ever since he’d first met Taryn’s beautiful gaze, he’d been enraptured with him. Whether Taryn knew it or not, the little werewolf had enslaved him. Hareem craved him more than he did his next breath.


  He didn’t delay in complying with Taryn’s request, even if it meant releasing his lover’s wrists. He needed both his hands free if he was going to love Taryn like the sweet werewolf deserved.


  As he freed his mate from his hold, he stole another kiss from Taryn’s sweet lips. His mate almost seduced him into lingering more than he’d planned, but through some sort of miracle, Hareem managed to pull away. He brushed his lips over Taryn’s chin, then lower down, exploring the hollow of his throat, his collarbone, his Adam’s apple. When Taryn tilted his head to the side, wordlessly demanding more, Hareem was terribly tempted to bury his fangs in Taryn’s flesh on the spot. So far, he’d resisted claiming Taryn, half because of his awareness of the countless differences between them, but mostly due to the knowledge of Taryn’s enduring resentment toward his people.


  However, that wasn’t about to change anytime soon, and Hareem didn’t want to wait any longer. If his mate still wanted it, Hareem would claim him today, just like he should have weeks ago. No delays, no excuses.


  But first, he wanted to make love to Taryn, to show his beautiful wolf what was in his heart. He licked down Taryn’s chest, unable to keep himself from stopping over Taryn’s beautiful nipples. Lately, the tiny buds seemed to be even more sensitive than usual, and Hareem loved taking advantage of it. He sucked on one of the bits of flesh while tweaking the other one with his free hand.


  Taryn’s cries escalated as the werewolf’s hips thrust up, seeking more of Hareem’s touch. It wasn’t exactly easy to synchronize jacking Taryn off with playing with his nipples, but Hareem had gotten pretty good at it, and Taryn certainly seemed appreciative. Sweat beaded his brow, wetting his dark hair, and his green-gold eyes had gone nearly black with lust. His clawed hands reached for Hareem, tangling in his hair, obviously wanting to guide him lower down. Yet again, Hareem complied, but quicker than Taryn expected.


  Releasing Taryn’s nipple, Hareem went straight for the gold. In mere seconds, he crawled down Taryn’s body and took his lover’s cock all the way into his throat. Taryn released a choked noise that sounded like a cross between a snarl and a whimper. There was something both wild and vulnerable in that sound, reaching out to the deepest, visceral part of Hareem. His dragon reared its head, roaring to claim Taryn, to take him, fuck him, and mark him.


  At the same time, Hareem craved the flavor of Taryn’s essence. He wanted to taste his lover’s spunk, to feel Taryn spend himself in his mouth. Hareem bobbed his head up and down Taryn’s prick, devouring him.


  Taryn seemed to make every attempt to hold himself in check, his body trembling with the effort not to thrust into Hareem’s mouth. In some ways, Taryn still didn’t fully trust himself with Hareem, at least not in the beginning. But as Hareem continued to suck on his mate’s cock, the werewolf surrendered to him. He started to shove his dick into Hareem’s throat, Hareem’s name a litany on his lips.


  Taryn was close now, so very close. Hareem could smell it. He could hear it, taste it, feel it at the very core of his being. Groaning around his mouthful of cock, Hareem spread his lover’s legs. Taryn went further than Hareem had wordlessly instructed. Instead, he bent himself in half, exposing his nether opening to Hareem’s exploration.


  Hareem didn’t delay in taking his mate up on the invitation. He rubbed a dry finger over his lover’s anus, pushing in ever so slightly. The pressure was enough to send Taryn into the abyss. The werewolf arched his back and, with another inarticulate cry, came, filling Hareem’s mouth with salty-sweet spunk.


  In spite of the fact that they hadn’t completed their bond, Hareem almost came as well, just at the taste and sight of Taryn’s pleasure. He hung on just because he wanted to be inside Taryn when he finally spent his seed.


  Releasing Taryn’s dick from his mouth, Hareem licked his lover’s prick clean of every drop of cum. By the time he was finished, Taryn’s dick had hardened again. The werewolf released little pleading whimpers that made Hareem’s urgency increase even more.


  He reached for the nightstand and opened the drawer, grabbing the tube of lubricant from inside. Taryn shivered when he saw what Hareem was doing. He was still holding his legs up, but it couldn’t have been easy for him to remain in this position for so long.


  Hareem dropped the tube on the bed, knowing he couldn’t prolong this for much longer. No matter how much he’d have liked to make this moment last, he had to take his mate now, to bury his aching prick inside his lover’s beautiful body.


  He briefly pulled away from Taryn, intending to pull off his clothes. A whimper from the werewolf had him moving faster than he himself had thought he would. He practically ripped off the fine garments, uncaring that it had been an expensive uniform prepared for the purpose of going to Draechenburg.


  That thought was so distant now that he couldn’t even remember why he’d ever wanted to leave. He tossed the material on the floor, never once looking away from Taryn’s beautiful face. Taryn licked his lips, releasing another beautiful whimper, and Hareem couldn’t take it anymore. He pounced, supporting his lover’s legs on his shoulders.


  Grabbing the tube of lubricant, he uncapped the bottle and poured a generous amount on his fingers. He reached between those tempting cheeks and rubbed the slick digits over his mate’s opening. Taryn’s body seemed to want to draw him in, opening to him like a flower, demanding everything he had to give.


  Hareem slid one of his fingers inside Taryn’s channel. It was his turn to hiss when his mate’s heat clenched around his digits. He could practically imagine how good the tight velvet of his lover’s body would feel around his dick. Growling, he added two more fingers, scissoring them inside Taryn, stretching his lover so that he wouldn’t cause the young werewolf any pain. Even if this meant waiting a little more, he was fine with it, because, in the process, he found Taryn’s prostate.


  The werewolf nearly shot off the bed, his scream of ecstasy echoing against the walls of the room. “Hareem! Gods… Please!”


  How could Hareem resist him? It would have taken a man far stronger than Hareem to hold back at this point. An ice dragon he might be, but he had no chance when faced with his and Taryn’s shared desire.


  Removing his fingers from his lover’s channel, Hareem positioned his dick at Taryn’s hole. As Taryn’s clawed hands reached for him, Hareem impaled his mate in one single, hard thrust.


  The pleasure that exploded through him was nearly too much to withstand. Gritting his teeth, Hareem stilled inside Taryn. It was both for his own benefit and that of his mate, because Hareem suspected Taryn was close to coming, too. Even if his mate had just climaxed, his responsiveness to Hareem’s touch had reached such extents that Hareem had once made him come just by sucking on his nipples. The fact that Taryn’s dick was already furiously hard once more came as no surprise, but still aroused Hareem to no end.


  Taryn’s claws dug into Hareem’s flesh, and any sort of control Hareem might have hoped to maintain shattered in a million pieces. Arousal bubbling thick inside him, he pulled out of his mate and thrust back inside. Taryn practically howled, his grip on Hareem tightening so much it must have drawn blood. The pain just fueled Hareem’s lust. He increased the pace, fucking his lover harder and harder. He felt as if he couldn’t get deep enough, no matter what he did, but he kept trying, shoving his prick into his lover’s channel with far more violence than he’d have liked. Taryn moved with him, impaling himself on Hareem’s dick. They fell into a perfect rhythm, the scent of sweat and sex enveloping them in a protective cocoon. The sound of Taryn’s now-inarticulate cries, of flesh slapping against flesh combined with Hareem’s own lustful grunts, creating a carnal symphony that seemed to caress his skin like a physical touch.


  In no time, the overwhelming pleasure became too much to withstand. Hareem’s balls ached with the need to come, every nerve ending sizzling with sexual energy. His dragon grew impossibly impatient, its instincts closer to the surface than ever before. And then, Taryn tilted his head, offering himself to Hareem, and that splintered the lingering traces of Hareem’s reason.


  Lost in the sensations, he buried his fangs in Taryn’s neck, while thrusting one last time inside the werewolf. Sweet blood invaded his mouth, the taste of it bringing absolute rapture. With a muffled groan, Hareem came, pumping his lover full of his seed.


  It didn’t stop there. Hareem actually felt the bond click into place, uniting his mind, body, and soul with Taryn’s. Wet heat splashed over Hareem’s belly, signaling the werewolf’s climax, but Hareem also experienced it himself as it echoed through their new bond. It seemed to go on and on, Hareem’s memories and emotions mingling with Taryn’s. In that moment, no barrier existed between him and the beautiful wolf. Hareem could see and feel each and every one of Taryn’s insecurities, his quiet pain, but also his selfless love.


  In turn, Taryn could get a glimpse of how Hareem felt about him. While normally Hareem kept up a façade of icy calm, this time, he made no attempt to hide the truths hidden deep within his heart. Together, they shuddered through their shared orgasm, one more powerful than anything Hareem had ever experienced. It went beyond the carnal, into something that Hareem couldn’t identify.


  And there was another light between them, one that nearly brought tears to Hareem’s eyes. Even as the afterglow started to fade, that light still lingered, and for the first time in his life, Hareem experienced true happiness.


  When he slid out of his lover, he could only ask himself why he’d waited so long to claim Taryn in the first place. And then, Taryn said something that almost managed what the orgasm hadn’t—to knock Hareem out.


  “Hareem…I think I’m pregnant.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The memories were so strong that they nearly choked Hareem. At first, he hadn’t been able to believe Taryn’s words. They’d argued about it, and even if Taryn had explained that there was magical blood in his family, Hareem still hadn’t fully accepted it.


  It had taken him a while to appreciate this amazing gift, the gift Taryn had given him. Too long, in fact. Truth be told, he’d never fully given Taryn his rightful place. Taryn had only ever been a shameful secret, and he deserved so much better than that.


  Roaring in self-loathing, Hareem flew faster. He used all of his torturing memories to focus, seeking the beautiful werewolf starring in them. He had to find Taryn, to tell his mate how much he loved him.


  Behind Hareem, several other draechen joined his expedition. This time, whoever stood in his way would pay, and if, in the process, Hareem caused an international incident… well, he could deal with that. Right now, the support of the Ornozian army aside, he was no longer an emperor, just a man, a mate, and a father, a desperate draechen in love. Right now, he realized all too well that Taryn should have long ago been granted the position of consort, no matter what it meant for Ornoz. If Taryn paid the price for Hareem’s hesitance, Hareem would never forgive himself.


  Chapter Five


  


  Taryn was running through the darkness. Behind him, footsteps followed, slow, barely distinguishable, but still so very close. “There’s nowhere to escape, little wolf,” a voice was saying. “I’ll make you pay. I’ll take your baby from you.”


  Whimpering, Taryn ran faster, but his paws felt heavy, and he felt like he was fighting against a strong current. A huge, powerful hand grabbed his neck, and he found himself facing a giant man, easily the size of a skyscraper. Only, he wasn’t really a man, because his face was that of a bat and two large bat wings were attached to his back. He held Taryn up by his fur, baring his fangs. “An eye for an eye.”


  Taryn screamed as the bat creature’s claws reached for his belly. He tried to fight back, but he was so small and insignificant. Suddenly, he was on the cold, wet floor, naked and in his human form. The bat still loomed ahead, not looking at him, holding something small in his claws.


  Terrified, Taryn palmed his stomach. It was flat, all signs of the life that had been growing inside gone. “No!” Taryn screamed. “Give my baby back.”


  The frightened wails of a child reached his ears, and Taryn tried to crawl forward, to reach his baby. But he wasn’t fast enough, and the darkness surrounded him, swallowing him whole. The bat creature disappeared into the darkness, the last echoes of its laughter and the whimpers of Taryn’s child soon fading away. Finally, all was silent, and Taryn screamed in agony as he realized what he’d lost.


  “No!”


  


  * * * *


  


  “No!”


  Taryn’s eyes shot open, and he struggled to breathe to escape. “Please, no!”


  A hand landed on his shoulder, and Taryn blindly jumped forward, clawing at the creature that had stolen his baby. “Give him back! Give him back now.”


  Strong hands caught his wrists, keeping him from making any progress. “Calm down,” an unfamiliar but composed voice said. “You’re going to hurt yourself. I don’t mean you any harm.”


  Taryn wouldn’t have believed the strange voice. His wolf howled that it was all deception. But then, his connection with Hareem flared to life. “Taryn? Sweeting? Oh, thank the Overlords. I thought I’d lost you.”


  The darkness of panic slowly faded under the warmth of Hareem’s love. Taryn blinked and found himself facing… well, a complete stranger, one he was trying to strangle and whose eyes he’d tried to claw out.


  “Are you feeling better now?” the stranger asked.


  “I attacked you,” Taryn pointed out blankly.


  “So you did,” the other man answered. “You seemed to be having a nightmare.”


  Those words triggered a flashback in Taryn’s mind, and he started to struggle, pulling back from the guy’s hold. Fortunately, he was released without much fuss. As he fell back, Taryn touched his stomach and almost sobbed in relief when he still felt the bump.


  “Sweeting,” Hareem whispered in his mind, “you’re fine. Our child is fine. I…I almost can’t believe it.”


  Taryn focused on his mate bond with the draechen. Their arguments, their mistakes and differences didn’t matter. He could still feel the nearly insane terror Hareem had experienced, the lingering doubt that existed in Hareem’s mind that he’d truly lost it and this was only a beautiful dream.


  “It’s not a dream,” Taryn said. “If it had been, we’d be together right now.”


  “You have a point,” Hareem mused. “But don’t worry. That’s going to change soon enough. I’m coming your way.”


  “Do you know where I am?”


  “My dragon can pinpoint your location now,” Hareem answered. “I knew you were close, but I couldn’t quite find you.”


  That reminded Taryn that he himself had no idea where he’d ended up. “Where am I?” Taryn asked the stranger.


  “You’re in my home,” the other man answered, getting up. “My name is Jude Murdock. I found you injured while on my way back from work and brought you here.”


  The name resonated in Taryn’s mind. He’d never had much contact with elves, as this magical race was usually quite dismissive of ninth-caste members. However, through some information that slipped into his mind from Hareem’s, connecting the man in front of him with his real identity, elven prince Jud’enealh Murdokain. The elf had been behind some of the weapons crafted specifically against draechen, but now, he had a tentative truce with the Tersain.


  Taryn wouldn’t have been inclined to trust him, except the elf had helped him in his hour of need. He’d been quite injured after the confrontation with the vampires, and while his shifter abilities would have helped him heal eventually, the sanctuary the elf had provided kept Taryn’s baby safe. In the end, that was what mattered most.


  “Thank you, Prince Jud’enealh,” he said softly. “You didn’t have to help me, but you did, and that means a lot to me.”


  The elf arched a brow. “I don’t know why I keep trying to maintain anonymity. Lately, everyone seems to know who I used to be. But please, call me Jude.”


  Taryn smiled slightly. “I don’t think you should worry about secrecy, Jude. But I suppose I’m forgetting my manners. My name is Taryn. Taryn Lovington.”


  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Taryn,” Jude replied, stepping closer to the bed. “I admit your appearance surprised me, especially given your…condition. Did the draechen do something to you?”


  A low growl sounded in Taryn’s mind, Hareem’s jealousy and protectiveness rearing their ugly head. “You don’t have to answer that,” Hareem said. “You don’t owe him any explanations.”


  Taryn hesitated. For the first time, he realized Jude had a wicked-looking crossbow strapped to his back. He wasn’t afraid, but neither did he know how to explain his story to a man who was likely predisposed to believe the worst of draechen.


  He opened his mouth to mention the vampires, when suddenly, the feeling of a familiar presence reached out to him, warm and protective. Surprisingly, it wasn’t Hareem, but someone else entirely.


  With a gasp, Taryn turned on his heel and rushed out of the room. Finally, he would see the man whose affection had anchored him all throughout his youth. Finally, he would be with his brother again.


  


  * * * *


  


  Monroe Lovington watched the small cabin from behind one of the trees. He sniffed the air and closed his eyes as a mix of relief and misery swamped him. Yes, definitely his little brother was in there. At last, after all the search, they’d found Taryn.


  The draechen always made it their business to make the rebel werewolves suffer when one of them was caught. Unfortunately, after an incursion a few months back, Taryn had been captured. Since then, Monroe had continuously been trying to find and rescue him. However, the blasted draechen kept moving him. At one point, Taryn had even been in Draechenburg, and according to what Monroe had been told, he’d been the slave of the current emperor.


  Monroe hadn’t been able to do anything about that, since individual packs of werewolves weren’t strong enough to attack Draechenburg. But now, his wolves were all clustered around him, and his little brother was in the building ahead. Today, Monroe would get Taryn back.


  “He’s close,” Monroe’s beta, Thomas, whispered.


  Monroe nodded. “Let’s hope it’s not a trap.”


  Thomas hummed, sounding deep in thought. “Do you really think the elf would play the draechen’s games?”


  Monroe shrugged. He had heard of the famous prince Jud’enealh, exiled by his people for supposedly wanting to fight for the rights of the lower castes. Honestly, he’d have liked to believe that the elf genuinely had good intentions and for that reason, had helped Taryn in his hour of need. Even on a regular day, he was disinclined to trust anyone not a werewolf, and lately, recent rumors spoke of serious problems in the underground paranormal world.


  As for elves, whatever aid they could have provided for werewolves, they’d long decided to withhold for their own benefit. To a certain extent, Monroe understood the reasoning. Anyone who helped his kind drew the anger of the draechen onto them. But from Monroe’s point of view, that just made everyone else untrustworthy. Prince Jud’enealh was no different. In fact, rumor had reached Monroe’s ears that the man had grown far more reluctant to cooperate with opponents of the draechen regime. Monroe didn’t know why that was, but whatever the reason behind the elf’s actions, Monroe knew he had to free Taryn.


  “Come on,” he said to his wolves. “We’re going in, getting him, and leaving this damn place as soon as possible. Just watch yourselves. Remember the draechen have a residence nearby and they might show up at any moment.”


  “If that doesn’t clearly point out this is all a trap, I don’t know what does,” Thomas’s sister, Elena, said, curling her lip in disgust.


  “They certainly must know that he’s here,” Elena’s mate, Johnny, added.


  Personally, Monroe didn’t much care about anything else the draechen had planned, but he couldn’t abandon caution. He was Alpha, and at all times, he needed to be careful. Of course, he hadn’t taken his entire pack on this expedition, but each and every member mattered. He needed to keep all of them safe, not only his brother.


  Holding onto that thought, he melted into his wolf form. Behind him, Thomas and the others followed his example, turning into their animal shapes as well. Swift and quiet like shadows, Monroe and his companions slipped through the night, heading toward the elf’s cabin.


  Monroe did his best to stay downwind so that he and his pack members would avoid detection, just in case draechen patrols were nearby. He and his pack were close to their target now. Soon, if all went well, he’d be reunited with Taryn.


  But as he approached the cabin, a sense of profound restlessness burst to life within him. His wolf grew impatient, almost giddy. Monroe might have blamed it on the enthusiasm of finally having his brother so close, but something told him it was not the case.


  He stole a look at the other wolves, searching for any sign that they sensed the same thing he did, but as far as he could tell, there was no difference. Thomas gave him an inquiring glance, and Monroe nudged his beta with his snout. “It’s all right,” he sent to Thomas through his mental abilities. “Go.”


  Thomas couldn’t answer, since Monroe’s power was a prerogative of Alphas. Perhaps if he’d been able to, he’d have called Monroe up on his lie. As it was, he continued on his way, while Monroe struggled with his confusing emotions.


  This strange excitement bubbled inside Monroe, almost making him want to wag his tail and yip like a carefree pup. Monroe had never actually been carefree. He’d grown up in the chokehold and under the threat of the draechen, and he’d never had time to be happy or in any way joyful. The only one who’d ever managed to stir glee in his heart had been Taryn. But he’d never experienced this peculiar sensation before, not even around his little brother.


  Still, he was so distracted by the strange feeling that he almost missed the presence of the sensors until it was too late. Only when Thomas nipped his shoulder did he realize that, in his eagerness to get closer, he’d nearly stepped in the range of what must have been some top notch security systems.


  All right, so the elf had safety measures in place. This was a factor Monroe hadn’t expected, although, in hindsight, he probably should have. Nevertheless, it didn’t mean Monroe couldn’t break through. Likely, it would take a little more time, but he’d manage.


  Unfortunately, one of the wolves in his pack wasn’t so cautious and accidentally triggered a sensor. Alarms started to screech all around the house, weapons emerging out of nowhere and pointed in the direction of Monroe and his men.


  Monroe didn’t even have the time to signal evasive maneuvers, because the alarms were quickly silenced and the weapons disappeared. Apparently, this was the elf’s way of telling them it was safe to approach.


  It might have still been a trap, but Monroe didn’t care anymore. He didn’t hesitate for a second further and burst forward, running toward the cabin. He reached the house without too much trouble and burst inside. The first person he saw upon entering the house was his little brother. Taryn stood just a few feet away from him now, dressed in clothes that were obviously not his own, his eyes swimming in tears.


  “Oh, Monroe,” he said.


  Instantly, Monroe changed into his human form and hastened toward his brother. Taryn met him halfway, and for the moment, as they embraced, Monroe was gripped by a sensation of peace and relief he hadn’t experienced in a long time.


  It didn’t last. Two things shattered the illusion. The first was the distinctive feel of a bump against his brother’s belly, and the second the lingering excitement that seemed to have had nothing to do with Taryn.


  When he felt someone watching him, he broke away from his brother. As he turned, Monroe found himself facing the handsomest man he’d ever seen in his life. But no, not simply a man, an elf.


  Jud’enealh Murdokain, for he was undoubtedly the person in question, took Monroe’s breath away. A bright golden gaze met Monroe’s, shining with curiosity and a dash of unrestrained desire, and Monroe allowed himself to look his fill as well. The elf’s human style clothing did nothing to disguise his toned physique. His full lips seemed to have been made for kissing, and the sharp tips of his ears drew Monroe in, making him wonder how Jud’enealh would react if Monroe bit them. The elf’s cheekbones looked so sharp they could have cut glass, and his aristocratic bearing and the flawless elegant features screamed of his royal origins.


  But this was no pampered and harmless prince, as the crossbow he held clearly illustrated.


  Monroe tensed and struggled to shake off the haze of lust. It probably didn’t work, and judging by the way the elf’s gaze traveled up and down his body, the other man clearly appreciated the view. Taking a deep breath, Monroe struggled to ignore the throbbing of his more-than-interested cock, and asked, “What in the world is going on in here?” His own inquiry reminded him of what he’d sensed earlier from Taryn. “Are you…pregnant, Taryn?”


  He had to struggle with the word, because the entire thing was completely unexpected. Intellectually, Monroe knew there was a perfectly rational explanation for it. Few people knew that the Lovingtons had sprite blood coursing through their veins, as Monroe had never thought he’d be confronted with a clear proof of it. His own magical abilities were poor at best, and Taryn’s practically nonexistent. But apparently, Taryn had inherited something else from his Elusian blood.


  “Obviously,” Taryn replied blandly. “I won’t get into how it happened, since you can probably guess for yourself.”


  Monroe’s heart fell at the words. Yes, he could guess, because he knew where Taryn had been. Undoubtedly, this child had been fathered by the emperor. A forbidden baby, one who would be killed if his existence became common knowledge. “Taryn…”


  “No, don’t,” his brother said. “Don’t you blame yourself for this. Don’t you dare.” He glanced at the other wolves, obviously uncomfortable. “We’ll talk about it later. For the moment, stop giving Jude the evil eye. He’s only trying to help.” Turning toward the elf, he added, “And on this note, let me introduce you. Prince Jud’enealh Murdokain, this is my brother Monroe Lovington. His companions are Thomas Palmer and Elena and Johnny Barton.”


  “It’s an honor,” Jude said. “I found Taryn while I was heading home. He was injured, and I couldn’t just leave him.”


  As Jude related the tale of how he’d met Taryn, his voice flowed over Monroe like hot chocolate, and it was all Monroe could do not to shiver or, preferably, to pounce on Jude and bury his dick in the snug hold of the elf’s body. Gods, what was wrong with him? He’d never had such a strong reaction to anyone before. He should be focusing on his brother, for fuck’s sake, not on the strange elf who’d somehow ended up tangled in their mess.


  “What about the draechen?” Monroe asked, swallowing around the strange knot in his throat. He couldn’t believe someone had knowingly taken such a chance for a man he didn’t even know. He was torn between the anger he felt at the knowledge of Taryn’s ordeal and another emotion he couldn’t quite identify. “Do they know where Taryn is?”


  “They know,” Taryn replied quietly. “They’re coming.”


  There was something behind Taryn’s words, a silent guilt that set Monroe on the edge. But he had to get his brother alone before he could discuss it. Not to mention that the draechen were dangerous for Taryn’s well-being.


  Obviously the elf must have been thinking something similar. Alarm flashed over Jude’s face. “You have to be gone by the time they arrive.”


  Monroe acknowledged the urgency of the situation, but Jude’s words unsettled him in more than one way. “Uh-huh… And what happens to you after that?”


  Jude actually looked surprised, having obviously not expected Monroe to worry about him. Hell, they were merely strangers. But Monroe owed Jude a great debt of gratitude. At least, if someone asked, that would be his excuse for his failure to find a way out of his place as soon as possible.


  “I’ll be fine,” Jude replied with a shrug. “It’s not like they’ll kill me. I’m still a prince, and as you must have noticed, I can protect myself.”


  “You can’t rely on that, Jude,” Taryn warned him. “It might not work.”


  “When that happens, it’d at least be for a good reason,” the elf answered, not seemingly bothered in the slightest. “But anyway, the draechen haven’t been so inclined to go against me lately. I very much doubt they’d start anything because of Taryn.”


  No one seemed convinced. In fact, even the rest of Monroe’s pack appeared to be uncomfortable. Monroe himself didn’t feel inclined to trust the draechen’s goodwill. “No offense to you, Prince Jud’enealh, but—” Thomas started to say.


  “Call me Jude,” the elf said. “And seriously, you need to go. If the draechen are aware of your location, it isn’t safe for you to be here.”


  It was, in all honesty, humbling to see how much Jude had become invested in Taryn’s well-being. Monroe could have understood it from a pack member. Werewolves were like that. They protected their own, no matter what. But for an elf to jump to a wolf’s defense under such circumstances… It was unheard of. An uncomfortable emotion wormed its way into Monroe’s heart, following the warm glow of the gratitude.


  Monroe couldn’t figure out Jude’s reasoning, and he didn’t have time to try. He’d have liked to do so. He’d have wanted to touch Jude, to see if his golden blond hair was as soft as it looked and if Jude’s lips would surrender to his when they kissed, or if Jude would fight him for supremacy. But Elena said, “Alpha…”


  It was a reminder, one that Monroe didn’t need but acknowledged regardless. Still, he couldn’t just leave without even saying an appropriate good-bye and expressing his honest gratefulness. Taking a deep breath, Monroe went to the elf’s side and pressed his hand to Jude’s shoulder. “Thank—”


  The words died in his throat as out of the blue, knowledge erupted in his mind. Mate, his wolf howled. Mate. Mine.


  Monroe’s knees went weak as the wave of emotion swamped him. Meanwhile, Jude’s breath caught and his eyes widened. He obviously realized what Monroe did, that they were fated to be with each other.


  Truth be told, Monroe didn’t even know why he hadn’t seen it from the very moment he’d stepped inside. He could only blame it on the fact that he’d been so very focused on Taryn. Right now, though, his wolf was clearly pointing out what an idiot Monroe had been to miss the obvious. He opened his mouth, aching to say so many things. He never got the chance.


  The alarms began to sound again, sensors announcing that they had intruders coming in. Jude cursed, clutching his crossbow like a life-line. “It’s the draechen. They’ve come.” He broke free from Monroe’s hold, and Monroe felt it stronger than any spell the draechen could conjure.


  “Go,” he told Monroe again. “I’ll hold them off for as long as I can.”


  He rushed to the fireplace, and with the press of a button, revealed a control station that likely monitored the security systems outside. It must have been the same one the elf had used to allow Monroe and his pack passage, because Taryn didn’t look surprised upon seeing it. As Jude’s fingers flew over the keyboard, explosions sounded outside. On the monitors, Monroe caught glimpses of the chaos outside, and knew that they were severely outnumbered.


  Monroe identified a particularly large blue dragon, and realized that the beast in question could very likely be the emperor. “Attack that one,” he told the elf. “He’s the leader.”


  As Jude complied, Monroe shifted into his wolf form, readying himself for battle. His pack did the same, but before he could come up with the perfect strategy to handle the situation, Taryn released a cry. “No!”


  He pushed Jude away from the controls, frantically trying to stop the weapons that were now aimed at the emperor. Outside, Jude’s inventions shot various bolts of what seemed to be diamond-tipped arrows at the blue dragon. Taryn released a low whine, at the same time seemingly attempting to mimic Jude’s earlier dismissal of the alarms.


  When he had no success, he turned pleading eyes toward Jude. “Stop this. Stop hurting my mate.”


  For a few seconds, Monroe couldn’t even breathe. Blood roared in his ears as he tried to take in what Taryn was saying. It couldn’t be true. His brother couldn’t have given his heart to the monster who’d separated them.


  He must have conveyed some of that to Taryn through his mental abilities, because his little brother shot a glance his way. There was no regret in his gaze, so much like Monroe’s own, just urgency and a plea for understanding. “Monroe,” he whispered simply.


  Monroe turned into his human form once again and directed his attention toward his own mate. “Do what he says. Stop the attack.”


  His words weren’t necessary, because Jude was already on his feet and typing away at the main console. Outside, the explosions finally stopped, and the draechen miniature army landed in front of Jude’s cabin.


  The doors burst open, a blizzard sweeping into the room, chilling Monroe to the bones. He hoped he’d done the right thing. No matter what the Tersain claimed, in Monroe’s eyes, they hadn’t changed a bit. One of his own had been killed just because he’d fallen for someone claimed by a Tersain. Monroe hadn’t forgotten it, and he would die before he allowed his little brother to suffer a similar fate.


  Of course, the two situations weren’t really comparable. Still, Monroe had to handle the matter with care. He understood that shifters didn’t really have a choice with regard to the identity of their destined mates. However, he simply couldn’t imagine fate matching someone as gentle as Taryn with Emperor Hareematek Tersain. It had to be some sort of Stockholm syndrome, caused by Taryn’s captivity. His pregnancy couldn’t have helped, since Taryn likely loved the child very much. Either way, Monroe had to make Taryn see the truth, but without upsetting him too much and accidentally risking the baby’s life.


  It was easier said than done. Taryn shot forward, rushing past Monroe and making a mad dash toward the door. Monroe caught his brother before the younger wolf could reach his destination, keeping him from leaving the cabin.


  “Not so fast, little brother,” he told Taryn. “Whatever you might say, the draechen are dangerous. They could have easily fooled you.”


  Taryn’s lower lip trembled, his eyes glittering with unshed tears. “Don’t you trust me?”


  “Of course I do,” Monroe answered. “Otherwise, we never would have stopped Jude’s weapons.”


  As he spoke, Monroe glanced at his mate. He didn’t want to think about how meeting Jude might have affected his decisions. More importantly, he hated that his agreement to Taryn’s plea might come at a great personal cost to him.


  Taryn must have sensed his anxiety, not that it was very hard. “Don’t worry,” he murmured. “Hareem is a good man. He loves me. You’ll see.”


  He sounded like he truly believed his own words, so much so that Monroe had trouble coming up with a reply. His hesitation cost him, as before he could come up with something eloquent, a tall, muscular man entered the cabin. He was completely naked, but Monroe doubted he’d come here to flirt. His chilly blue eyes and his dark-blue hair spoke of his ice dragon nature. Right then and there, Monroe couldn’t imagine how his little brother had ever thought this man could love anyone. Because it seemed clear to him that he now faced Hareematek Tersain, the draechen who’d once stolen Taryn away and turned him into a slave. This time, though, Monroe wouldn’t allow the story to repeat itself. He would show the draechen emperor a thing or two about werewolf loyalty. By the time Monroe was done with him, Hareematek would rue the day he’d ever touched Taryn.


  


  * * * *


  


  Hareem stalked into the cabin, a man on a mission, more than ready to reclaim his mate. He was distantly aware that there were other people inside the room, but he couldn’t have cared less about them. They were just obstacles in his path, obstacles that he could easily remove. He didn’t even bother to summon his army to him. This was his fight, his mate, his right.


  Having his foes attempt to thwart him in his quest to retrieve Taryn angered him, and his rational side remained anchored only because of his bond with Taryn. However, his dragon threatened to break free when he saw one of the other men had grabbed Taryn’s arm and was essentially holding him captive.


  “I’d let him go if I were you,” he said with a growl. This man was his foe. He was trying to claim Taryn, and judging by the affection Taryn felt toward him, he might just succeed. “You’ll find that I’m not someone you want to cross. If you touch a hair on his head, you’ll be sorry.”


  “Calm down, Hareem,” Taryn sent to him. “This is my brother, Monroe. He’s not a threat to you.”


  Brother. Hareem blinked and tilted his head, analyzing Monroe Lovington from head to toe. Now that Taryn mentioned it, he could see the resemblance. Even if Taryn was far smaller than his muscular brother, they were very much alike. The sharp angle of their cheekbones, the full lips, and especially the gold-green eyes Hareem had once fallen in love with were identical. Hareem’s dragon settled down a bit, acknowledging the fact that Monroe was, essentially, family. As much as he hated it, Monroe had a say in Taryn’s welfare, too.


  Not that Hareem would allow him to get in the way, but he knew how important Monroe was for Taryn. He had to play nice.


  Monroe didn’t seem inclined toward good sentiments. “I’m not afraid of you, draechen. And you have got to be joking. You’re the one who’s dangerous for my brother, not me.”


  “I would never hurt Taryn,” Hareem said slowly, walking further into the room. The other werewolves present bared their fangs at him, but Hareem ignored them. He did throw a glance toward the elf who stood among them, pointing a wicked-looking crossbow at Hareem.


  “I am in your debt, Prince Jud’enealh,” he said. “You saved my mate and my child. For that, I thank you, and I will take your attack on me as a symptom of your protectiveness toward Taryn.”


  The elf narrowed his eyes at Hareem. “I didn’t help Taryn to earn your gratitude. I believe you owe everyone here some answers, Your Imperial Majesty, at least if you want our tentative truce to stand.”


  As he spoke, Jud’enealh lowered the crossbow, although he didn’t put it away. Hareem didn’t miss the betrayed look Monroe threw toward the elf, or the growl that emerged from the wolf. He wondered why that was. To Hareem’s knowledge, Monroe and Prince Jud’enealh hadn’t met until today, so Monroe shouldn’t have had any expectations regarding how the elf would behave. Besides, Jud’enealh hadn’t suddenly declared Hareem his best friend. He was merely giving Hareem the chance to present his case, so to speak.


  “It is really quite simple,” he answered. “Taryn is my mate. Unfortunately, his connection to me drew some unwanted attention on him, but I’m here for him now.”


  He turned and glanced toward Taryn, who remained standing by his brother, watching Hareem as if hypnotized. “I’ll always be here,” he added softly.


  He wasn’t speaking to the elf any longer. In fact, everyone but Taryn had melted away again. This was ridiculous and unnecessary. He hadn’t come here to provide explanations. His dragon ached for Taryn, and he didn’t care who saw and knew.


  With no hesitation, Hareem lunged forward, practically pouncing on his lover. A large form intercepted him, but Hareem pushed the intruder aside, not giving him a single thought. In the process, he broke the hold his supposed rival had on Taryn, something that pleased his dragon tremendously.


  Growling, he pushed Taryn down, paying close attention so that the young werewolf wouldn’t hit the floor. Once he had his mate where he wanted him, he crushed their mouths together, tasting Taryn like he’d craved for what seemed like ages.


  Taryn released a gasp, and Hareem took advantage of it to thrust his tongue into his lover’s wet cavern. The werewolf’s arms went around Hareem’s neck, and he melted against Hareem like he always did. For a few beautiful moments, they left time, forgetting all about everything and everyone else, focusing solely on their bond and on the beautiful baby they had created through their love.


  At first, Hareem ravished Taryn, exploring his mouth with greed, taking no prisoners. Soon, though, Hareem’s instincts to claim yielded to his protectiveness. He remembered that his lover had just gone through a very traumatic experience and being mauled by Hareem was likely not what he needed right now.


  Slowly, Hareem gentled the kiss, turning it into a closemouthed lip-lock. When he tried to pull away, Taryn wouldn’t let him, his libido having apparently been awoken by Hareem’s caresses. Hareem allowed it for a while longer, but then, he reluctantly broke apart from his mate. However, his heart wouldn’t allow him to abandon his mate’s side. He brushed his lips over Taryn’s cheeks, his eyelids, his forehead, and then his sweet mouth once again. After that, he went lower down, kissing Taryn’s swollen abdomen. As he caressed the swell of his mate’s belly, he could have sworn he felt an answering warmth echoing inside him, melting whatever ice might have lingered in his heart.


  He couldn’t even imagine what he’d been thinking when he tried to send Taryn away. The sacrifice had been for Taryn’s own good, or so Hareem had thought at the time. But it seemed that no matter how much he tried, Taryn would always become a target, just because of their bond. It just wasn’t something that could be hidden. It was too powerful, and much too intense to be contained by societal norms.


  “I’m sorry, sweeting,” he said through their bond. “This is all my fault. I should have never pushed you away.”


  Taryn’s expression started to sober up. “I know you had your reasons for what you did, Hareem, and they haven’t changed, no matter what the vampires did. I’m still a werewolf, and you’re still the draechen emperor.”


  Hareem took a deep breath, not allowing himself to panic. “Give me a second chance, Taryn.” He mentally did a count, then revised his statement. “Well, a third chance. Or is it a fourth one? Overlords, sweeting, I know I fucked up. I know I don’t deserve you or the beautiful gift you’ve given me. But I want to fix this. I want to fix things between us. I know we can find a way somehow.”


  “You tried, and it didn’t work out,” Taryn pointed out. “What’s changed?”


  Hareem mused over his answer and finally chose honesty. He pulled away from Taryn, giving his mate a little space to breathe. “Nothing, really, except me. I understand now what Prince Kaelezrin has been trying to tell me all along. The most important part of my life is you and our child. I never forgot that, but I got lost in trying to do what was best for everyone else that I ended up fucking us both over.”


  “You’re an emperor, Hareem,” Taryn whispered, grabbing his arm and keeping him from going any further. “I understand. You’re stuck between a rock and a hard place.”


  The words held so much understanding that it just about broke Hareem’s heart. He didn’t want Taryn to understand. He didn’t want his lover to accept anything except the spot he deserved. The Directive be damned, Hareem would make Taryn his consort. Even if it meant leaving his throne, he would make that choice before he pushed Taryn away again.


  Taryn gaped at him. “Hareem, you can’t be serious,” he gasped out. “I can’t ask you to do that. Your people need you.”


  This time, Taryn actually spoke out loud, and their companions seemed to take that as a cue to intrude on their conversation. Of course, up until that point, Hareem had completely forgotten they existed, but Monroe Lovington seemed to have quite a skill in getting himself noticed.


  The werewolf now stood in front of Hareem and Taryn, glaring, his hands clenched into fists. “Get off my brother. Right. This. Instant.”


  He was obviously angry that he’d allowed Hareem to bypass his defenses, but he didn’t actually move to pull Hareem away. Hareem could only guess that the older werewolf must have thought Taryn was being manipulated, and Hareem’s behavior had taken him by surprise.


  In fact, it seemed apparent that no one had expected Hareem to act like this. They had surrounded Hareem and Taryn, and the hostility emanating from the werewolves might have made someone else wince. However, they weren’t attacking, and neither was Monroe. That meant something, although Hareem couldn’t rely on it any more than on goodwill from the part of draechen lords.


  He wasn’t afraid of Monroe, and he had no intention to allow the werewolf to get between him and his mate. However, in deference of the obvious affection Taryn had toward his brother, he did get up. Much to his relief, Taryn followed and stepped into his embrace, cuddling to his side.


  It was an automatic gesture, which gave Hareem the strength he needed to face not only these shifters, but an entire army of them. “Is there something you’d like to say to me?” he asked, arching a brow.


  Monroe took a threatening step forward, his pack gathering around him. They were all snarling angrily, but Hareem held his ground and didn’t even blink. A different time, he might have called them feral dogs, but now… Now these people meant something for him, because they were important for Taryn.


  “Let’s not play games here, Emperor,” Monroe said. “I don’t know what your angle is in this, and what you’re trying to prove, but you haven’t convinced me in the slightest.”


  He wasn’t the one Hareem was trying to persuade, but he refrained from pointing that out. Regrettably, Taryn’s brother was predisposed to hating him, and nothing Hareem said would change his mind.


  Slowly, Hareem began to pull his mate away. “Let’s talk somewhere private, sweeting,” he coaxed. “I want you to come home with me. I want to show you that you can trust me.”


  Taryn turned wide green-gold eyes at him. For a few seconds, he didn’t speak at all. He glanced at Monroe and the others, then at Hareem again. Finally, much to Hareem’s dismay, Taryn released him and stepped away. “I’m sorry, Hareem,” he said. “I do trust you. But some things are never going to change. You can’t leave your people, not right now. You’d never forgive yourself, or me. You know as well as I do that you were born for this. And I would have waited. I would have risked everything. But I have to think about my child. This is my chance, Hareem, and I’m going to take it.”


  Hareem looked at Taryn’s beautiful, familiar face and listened to the words, barely comprehending them. This was exactly what Hareem had been saying all this time, but for some reason, they sounded different from Taryn’s lips. Perhaps it was arrogant of him to feel that way, but he couldn’t help it.


  “Taryn,” he said out loud. “Sweeting…”


  Taryn shook his head and leaned against his brother. Tears flowed over his cheeks now, and Hareem ached to wipe them away. He didn’t, though, since he suspected the gesture wouldn’t be welcome.


  “I want to be with you,” Taryn said, “but how long until Ornoz gets between us again? I know you love me, Hareem. I don’t doubt that. But you love your people more.”


  Hareem opened his mouth to deny that. It wasn’t true, and Taryn knew better than to say so. There was nothing and no one Hareem loved more than he did Taryn.


  But he hadn’t exactly done the best job at proving it, had he? Did he have the right to expect his mate to accept his excuses yet again? It was easy to make promises, so fucking easy, but up until this point, Hareem hadn’t done much in terms of actually fulfilling them.


  His dragon writhed angrily inside him, tormented by Taryn’s words, threatening to run amok. Hareem leashed it, accepting the agony that came with denying his instincts. Taryn was the only one who mattered now, not himself.


  “You’re still at risk, sweeting,” he said. “I won’t be able to protect you if you’re not by my side.”


  “He doesn’t need your protection, draechen,” Monroe replied in Taryn’s stead. “We were doing just fine until you came along. I can take care of him on my own. Now let him go.”


  Hareem just narrowed his eyes at the werewolf. “What are you going to do, Mr. Lovington? This cabin is surrounded by draechen, in case you’ve forgotten. It’s only because of my command that they haven’t already burst in here.”


  Well, that, and the fact that Taryn wouldn’t have been too happy about his mate putting his brother in such a situation. Besides, he didn’t want to point out that Monroe hadn’t done such a great job with protecting Taryn before. After all, Karein had captured Taryn without too much trouble, and up until this point, Monroe hadn’t been able to do shit about it. Could Hareem really trust Monroe with the safety of his mate and child?


  As he looked at Taryn, though, Hareem realized one thing. He didn’t have much choice in that regard. If Taryn wanted to go with Monroe, the only way Hareem could prevent it was by forcing him to stay. No matter how things seemed, Taryn had long ago stopped being a prisoner. He meant so much more to Hareem, more than he himself had ever expected, perhaps more than anyone else would ever know.


  But no, Hareem wouldn’t think of it that way. He couldn’t believe that this was the end for him and Taryn. He just didn’t want to let go, and he wouldn’t, even if Taryn did leave him.


  The truth was that every cell in his body screamed against the possibility of another separation between him and Taryn. But this was what his behavior and decisions had led to. There was no middle ground anymore, nothing that could justify him trying to change his beautiful lover’s mind, no matter how much he wanted to.


  In the end, Monroe wouldn’t be the only one working for Taryn’s safety. Hareem would weed out each and every last one of his opponents. He’d crush them under the sole of his boot until they regretted ever being born. He could almost see it now, the way they would beg and plead, first for life, then for death. It would be so sweet, so very sweet. Then and only then could he hope to reach out to Taryn again.


  Hareem blinked and shook himself as the thought passed through his mind. He couldn’t allow himself to lose sight of his goal. He was an ice dragon, and a Tersain. He had to get a grip, even if he felt like he’d had his wings cut off and was falling into an abyss of darkness. He had to believe in himself, in Taryn.


  The young werewolf broke free of Monroe’s hold and came to Hareem once again. He brushed his thumb over Hareem’s lower lip, looking so beautiful, so torn and crushed that Hareem would have gladly died to prevent him any further pain.


  “I don’t want you to die,” Taryn murmured. “I want you to live, for us, for our baby.”


  Even if he felt broken inside, Hareem forced a smile. “I will. This is only temporary.”


  “Right. Temporary.” Already, Taryn seemed to be regretting his choice. “I don’t want to go with them, Hareem. I don’t want to leave you.”


  Hareem wished he knew what to say. He wanted to fall to his knees and tell his sweet lover that everything would be all right. But those were just words, and Taryn hadn’t believed him the first time around.


  Words and promises were no longer enough. Tentative deadlines had become practically an insult. Taryn was right. Until Hareem had something palpable, until he could truly say with an open heart and a clear conscience that Taryn would never be treated like a dirty secret again, he didn’t deserve his mate. It all amounted to that, and to Hareem’s failure at balancing his priorities. He understood now why Karein had refused the throne. It came with a burden that Hareem didn’t wish on his worst enemy.


  Still, they couldn’t rush into this. He had to consider things carefully. In his haste to reach his lover’s side, he hadn’t been at all discreet regarding what Taryn meant for him. By now, those who hadn’t known Taryn was Hareem’s true mate would certainly find out. It was likely that Taryn would be hunted down.


  No, this was all wrong. He could already imagine Taryn running through the darkness, all alone and pursued by Overlords knew how many foes. Hareem couldn’t allow it.


  “I’ll be fine,” Taryn reassured him. “You can’t control everything, Hareem, and you and I both know that right now, I’d just distract you from what needs to be done. I can’t force you to make that choice. I won’t.”


  The sad thing was that, a while back, Taryn would have welcomed such an offer from Hareem. But it was too late now, and there was too much between them. It all boiled down to one thing, the fact that Ornoz did need a leader. If he abandoned the draechen now, who would become emperor? Prince Kaelezrin? Karein? Perhaps. But they would be questioned, perhaps even more so than Hareem himself. He wanted to say fuck it, like his brothers and Prince Kaelezrin had urged him, like he should have a long time ago. But he’d lost that chance, if he’d ever had it. Perhaps if he’d seized the moment earlier, if he’d never hesitated in claiming Taryn, his mate wouldn’t be doubting him now. As things stood, Hareem couldn’t blame Taryn for his choice.


  Hareem quickly banished any thoughts that would imply putting blame on Taryn, but he knew Taryn felt guilty for the situation anyway. It was, sadly, what could have been called a lose-lose situation. There was no perfect solution, no guarantee that things would turn out the way they wanted it. But then, where Taryn was concerned, Hareem’s plans always tended to fail spectacularly. The only thing he knew for sure was that none of this was Taryn’s fault.


  Wrapping an arm around Taryn’s shoulders, he whispered through their bond, “Try to stay close to draechen settlements. I’ll have men of my utmost confidence stationed there, so that they can lend a hand if needed.”


  “That would defeat the purpose of me leaving, wouldn’t it, Hareem?” Taryn asked. The words might have sounded dismissive, but inside, he felt so very wretched and vile that Hareem would have given him Ornoz itself if it meant pushing away that pain.


  Taryn offered him a tremulous smile, obviously intercepting that thought. “You’re sweet when you’re earnest,” he said, patting Hareem’s cheek. “I want to stay so badly right now. I don’t even know what to do anymore.”


  “Yes, you do,” Hareem replied. “You’ve known for a while now. We’ve been struggling against the inevitable, unable to decide, blaming ourselves, each other, but in the end, you knew, and so did I.”


  The world wasn’t ready for what they had yet, and that little life growing inside Taryn could so easily be squashed by people who didn’t understand. Hareem had realized that a long time ago. He’d actively planned to discuss sending Taryn to Monroe for the period of his pregnancy. He just hadn’t realized it would be like cutting off his heart and serving it to Monroe on a platter.


  This wasn’t right, and not the way their reunion was supposed to go. But he couldn’t cling to the dreams he had himself had thrown away. He had to build up to a different future, one that was actually achievable.


  Hareem dared to embrace Taryn one more time. Taryn buried his face in Hareem’s chest, inhaling deeply. For a few moments, they just held each other like that. Hareem was the one who broke the embrace, because he knew that if he didn’t, he’d just grab Taryn, drape him over his shoulder, and get the hell out of here.


  Studiously not glancing at anyone else, he whispered, “I love you.”


  He didn’t even know if he said it out loud or through their bond, but it didn’t matter anymore. Hareem took one last look at Taryn’s beautiful face, then directed his attention toward Monroe. He’d never thought he’d be in such a position in his life, but Taryn had changed his perspective over many things.


  “Take care of them,” he said. “Whatever you might think of me… Please, take care of them.”


  Monroe gaped at him, but nodded. Not waiting for another reply, Hareem turned on his heel and stalked out of the cabin, leaving behind his heart and soul.


  Chapter Six


  


  Taryn stared after his mate, frozen in pain and stupor. He still couldn’t believe he’d done that. He didn’t know what he’d expected, perhaps that Hareem would refuse to let him go or insist on him staying.


  In the end, he was lucky that he had a mate who respected his desires. Right now, though, he didn’t feel very lucky. In fact, he felt miserable. And the worst thing was that his own pain was amplified by Hareem’s. The chaotic emotions bubbling in Hareem’s heart made Taryn wonder how Hareem even managed to step away from him like that.


  No, that wasn’t the real question. Taryn knew how. Hareem had basically trapped his dragon inside him, suppressing the instincts that demanded to steal Taryn away. At this rate, though, Hareem would only hurt himself. Taryn couldn’t allow that.


  “Well, that was easy,” someone said behind him.


  Distantly, Taryn realized his pack mates had changed into their human forms and could now communicate with him. Undoubtedly, they had a lot of questions, but Taryn couldn’t be bothered with that now.


  Instead, he took off running, bursting out of the cabin after Hareem. His mate was still there, in front of the group of assembled draechen. He was still in his human form, which confirmed what Taryn had been thinking earlier. Hareem turned toward Taryn, fixing him with those familiar blue eyes. How had Taryn ever thought Hareem was cold? There was so much emotion in his gaze now that Taryn almost forgot what he wanted to say.


  In the end, their bond saved him from remaining there, standing like an idiot.


  “Promise me you won’t do anything stupid,” he said. “I don’t want you to suffer.”


  It was kind of too late for that, but Hareem knew what he meant. He nodded slightly, still gazing at Taryn, his entire posture rigid. Taryn wanted to go to him, but he didn’t. He knew that Hareem always preferred to keep public displays of affection at a minimum. Even if Hareem had taken a great step in coming here and practically roaring to everyone that Taryn was his mate, Taryn didn’t want to make any assumptions.


  “I won’t,” Hareem replied. “I still have too much to live for.”


  Taryn’s heart nearly stopped when a smile warmed his mate’s eyes. He didn’t get the chance to say anything else, because Hareem finally melted into his dragon form. A large majestic beast now stood where Taryn’s lover had been before. It was hard to believe that a few months back, Taryn would have been frightened at the sight, when now, all he felt was longing and love. For what seemed like the millionth time, Taryn wondered if he’d done the right thing, if he wasn’t just childishly pushing Hareem away in some sort of punishment for Hareem’s previous decisions.


  Burdened by doubt, Taryn placed his hand on his abdomen. He had to think about his child first, and his own torn heart later. This wasn’t the end, and he needed to stop being such a drama queen about it. He and Hareem just had separate responsibilities for now. It was perfectly rational and reasonable of them to choose to handle things this way.


  Even knowing this, though, Taryn still couldn’t stop the tears that began to flow when the dragons took off, with Hareem leading the way. Taryn watched them go, clenching his fists, feeling stupid and helpless.


  “Your daddy is a fuckup, baby,” he told his child. “Such a huge, idiotic fuckup.”


  “You’re not a fuckup,” came the instant reply.


  At first, Taryn wasn’t even sure who’d spoken to him. It seemed obvious that Hareem had addressed him, because the answer had sounded in his mind, but he’d also registered through his physical hearing. For a brief instant, he experienced the ridiculous hope that Hareem had come back for him, before turning and realizing that his brother was now standing behind him and had inadvertently echoed Hareem’s mental words.


  It was almost funny, and under different circumstances Taryn would have burst into laughter. As it was, the dam holding his emotions in check finally broke. He fell in his brother’s embrace, his tears flowing freely now. He hated being this weak, hated failing Hareem, Monroe, his child, everyone, but he couldn’t help it.


  Mercifully, Monroe just held him, caressing his hair and not speaking, much like he had when Taryn had been only a child who didn’t understand why his parents didn’t want him anymore. Since then, Monroe had been his protector, and if there was anyone Taryn trusted in this world other than Hareem, it was Monroe.


  In that moment, Taryn realized something nearly ridiculous in its simplicity. He truly trusted Hareem. Why in the world had he insisted on this then? Why separate himself from Hareem when he’d known how much it would hurt?


  Of course, that trust had been partially the one pushing him into this decision. The paranormal world was on the brink of war. If anyone could handle it, it was Hareem. Taryn had done the right thing. His mind told him he had. His stupid heart didn’t agree, though.


  Shaking himself, Taryn broke away from his brother’s embrace. He had to stop doubting himself and finally take his life in his own hands. His child was relying on him. Right now, Hareem needed to be an emperor, and Taryn understood that. As much as he hated it, he knew he couldn’t have done anything different.


  “You really love him, don’t you?” Monroe asked in the ensuing silence.


  Taryn nodded, scanning his brother’s face for a reaction to that revelation. Monroe wrapped an arm around his shoulders and kissed his temple. “I admit I don’t understand what’s between the two of you, but back there, I saw something real,” he said. “I have no idea how that fits with the Hareematek Tersain I know, but I won’t argue against it any longer. Just know that you have my support, as always, for whatever you need. No questions asked.”


  Relief swamped Taryn, and he managed a weak smile for his brother. He realized there were a lot of things about Hareem that Monroe didn’t know. Taryn couldn’t reveal all of them—after all, they were secrets Hareem had shared with him in confidence—but he could tell Monroe bits and pieces. Perhaps one day, Monroe would come to care about Hareem, too, at least a little. If by it, Taryn would fall in love with Hareem more… well, no one but he and Hareem would know.


  


  * * * *


  


  Hareem flew away from the elven prince’s cabin, still monitoring his mate through their link. His wings seem to grow heavier the farther he went from Taryn, but he kept going by sheer power of will. His dragon was dizzy with emotional pain and need, tormented between relief, hope and agony.


  Slowly, his mind started to clear, and he realized he felt proud of Taryn. It was horribly hard to do as Taryn had asked, yes, but his mate’s independence spoke volumes of his determination to protect their baby. That gave Hareem a measure of calm. Ironically, Monroe Lovington’s appearance soothed him. The older werewolf’s presence helped Taryn and by extension, Hareem.


  By the time he reached the Tersain mansion again, he was actually capable of thinking of something else except the nearly choking desire to return to Taryn’s side. Not that he at any point forgot about it. That would never happen, not in a million years. He just had to focus on his rational side, and not on his emotions. Instead of suppressing his dragon, like he had attempted, he allowed the chillness inherent to his element to take over. It numbed him to the pain, leaving only the warmth of the bond cracking a chink in his icy armor, keeping him alive. It wasn’t easy, but he had to find a balance, if only because he needed to keep his lover from blaming himself for this even more than he already did.


  As he landed in the courtyard, though, he was reminded that another loss threatened his family. By some miracle, his mate had escaped the attack without significant injuries, but Rachen hadn’t been so lucky. The fact that Hareem had forgotten that, even for a moment, shamed him. In the end, Rachen was his brother, and his wounds had come as a sacrifice in Hareem’s service.


  Lieutenant Zager met him in front of the mansion. “Your Imperial Majesty,” he said with a bow, “everything has been dealt with as per your commands.”


  Hareem shifted into his human form. Draechen already rushed around him, providing him with a cloak he wrapped around his shoulders. Distantly, Hareem wondered why his people worried about frivolities like that under such serious circumstances.


  “How is my brother?” he asked the lieutenant.


  Sagenamadeen gestured him inside. “He’s…I couldn’t really say, Your Majesty. Prince Talrasar has been with him ever since his arrival, and he’s mostly kept us away. In fact, everyone except me and him can’t even get close. His powers seem to be leaking out of him.”


  Hareem cursed. That wasn’t good news. Rachen hadn’t originally been a black dragon. His natural affinity toward fire had combined with Karein’s powers throughout his existence in Karein’s body. Or so Karein had explained. But what would happen if Rachen couldn’t handle those borrowed abilities? He was already unstable. Overlords, Hareem didn’t even want to imagine it. He didn’t want to think about treating his youngest brother as a black dragon who’d run amok.


  At the corner of his mind, he felt his mate stir, and the fact that in spite of their recent separation, Taryn still lingered within their bond, anchored Hareem. He wouldn’t allow any further harm to come to Rachen. His family had hurt itself already far too much. It was time for a new policy.


  Lieutenant Zager gave him an enquiring look, mercifully not pointing out the huge potential problem that could appear out of this. Hareem met his gaze and said, “My brother will receive the best medical attention. He’s strong. I have faith that he’ll manage to recover.”


  Sagenamadeen nodded. “Until then, Majesty, I must bid you to be careful in approaching. Please, allow me to check on him for you.” He stopped Hareem in the middle of a corridor. “He’s just ahead now. If Prince Talrasar hasn’t managed to stabilize his condition yet, it would be dangerous for you to go further.”


  Hareem bristled. He’d always hated being treated like he was frail or powerless, especially when compared with Karein. Of course, he intellectually knew there was a good reason for the lieutenant’s ability to withstand Rachen’s energy sapping powers, but that didn’t help Hareem’s temper.


  Fortunately, before he could do something stupid like blasting Sagenamadeen with an ice spell, a door in front of him opened. A tired-looking Prince Talrasar appeared in the doorway. “Greetings, Your Imperial Majesty. Come on in. It’s safe.”


  Forgetting about his frustration with Sagenamadeen, Hareem walked to Talrasar’s side. He had to admit he didn’t like Talrasar’s pallor, but he was no healer, and he could do very little about it.


  Sagenamadeen joined them and they shared a concerned look. No one had forgotten how much Talrasar had done for them and the effort he’d put into helping Hareem himself when he’d been poisoned. He would hate it if, now, Talrasar overextended himself and suffered because of it.


  When his gaze fell on the bed, though, he understood the reason of Talrasar’s condition. He hadn’t seen Rachen before he’d been injured, but even now, he was writhing on the bed, crimson and black flames licking over the headboard and the floor closest to him. It was miraculous that the entire place hadn’t exploded by now.


  “He seems better,” the lieutenant said, much to Hareem’s shock. What the fuck? If that was better, how much worse had his brother been?


  Talrasar offered them a small smile. “He’s proven to be responsive to my powers. He still feels close to me because of the fact that he shared some memories with Kael.”


  His smile faded as he took another look toward Rachen. “Sadly, my presence and efforts are also somewhat counterproductive. I’ve fixed his physical injuries, but the strain the wound put on him broke the tenuous balance he’d gained over his psyche.”


  “You’re talking in riddles,” Hareem said. “What’s going on?”


  “At the most basic level, Rachen doesn’t know who he is,” Talrasar explained. “His dragon can’t even decide which element to align itself to. The fact that I helped with his healing did assist him in removing the damage the magic bullets did, but it also stirred his confusion regarding me, and in some ways, Sari.”


  Hareem’s breath caught. “What exactly are you saying? What would you have me do?”


  “He needs something I can’t give him. There is one person who can help, Emperor Hareematek. I have seen it in his heart when I healed him. The best thing we can do right now is to urgently transport him to Draechenburg.”


  There were a million questions Hareem wanted to ask, and he planned to do exactly that. But first, he had to get things moving. Hareem turned toward Sagenamadeen. “Make all the arrangements. Prepare a plane for our return to Draechenburg.”


  The lieutenant saluted and fled the room, obviously understanding the extent of Hareem’s urgency. Once he was gone, Hareem directed his attention to Talrasar once more. “What person?” he asked.


  “Your resident sprite. Alwyn Cyraltin. I believe that he is Rachen’s mate, but Rachen’s hasn’t fully accepted it. I…”


  Suddenly, Talrasar paled and trailed off. Hareem opened his mouth to ask what was wrong, but before he could say anything, Talrasar swooned. He’d have fallen if Hareem hadn’t been there to catch him.


  Hareem cursed as soon as Talrasar landed in his arms. The fact that his mate had left him was already bad enough. Now his family was getting hurt, and Hareem still hadn’t figured out the real guilty party.


  One thing was certain, though. That vampire who’d dared to start this attack would pay. Hareem would make sure of that personally.


  But first, he had to focus on making sure Talrasar wasn’t actually injured. Slowly, he lowered the Ivenian on a nearby couch. His heart clenched as he scanned Talrasar’s pale face. It was too easy to imagine Taryn in his position, the way he must have been when the elf had found him.


  He wanted to call for help, but there was likely no one close enough to provide assistance. Fortunately, Sagenamadeen returned in record time. He gaped in shock when he saw Hareem holding the still-unconscious Talrasar in his arms.


  “You said there was a fae involved in the attack,” Hareem said without preamble.


  “Yes,” Sagenamadeen answered. “In fact, I didn’t get a chance to tell you sooner, but according to Prince Rachen, this fae is actually the mate of the vampire leading the attack.”


  Oh, finally, some good news. Hareem found himself smiling. “Excellent. Bring the fae, and his mate. I won’t allow any more pain in our family, not if I can help it. Take as many guards as you need to ensure there are absolutely no risks.”


  Of course, taking such a step without acknowledging the dangers it entailed would have been foolhardy. But Sagenamadeen understood what Hareem meant, and why he’d chosen this. Hareem could see it in his eyes, and he felt lucky that he had the other ice dragon here. At the very least, there was someone who could back him up if things went to shit. Besides, the lieutenant was personally involved in this, too. Hareem could trust him to follow through on his word, if only because of his need for revenge.


  Once again, Sage abandoned the room. Hareem itched to do the same, to take matters into his own hands and hurry things along, but now was not the time to be rash. Or so he told himself. Right now, it was really hard to remember that, when all he wanted to do was to track down the people guilty for this and squeeze the life out of them.


  He couldn’t afford to do that, though. He’d already lost enough today, but he couldn’t allow his personal pain to cloud his reason more than it already had. It wouldn’t help Talrasar and Rachen. It certainly wouldn’t help Taryn. Most of all, Taryn needed him to be levelheaded now, so as to find the best solution for Ornoz’s problems and finally, finally be the mate Taryn deserved.


  It seemed to take forever, but at last, Sage returned, followed by a pretty large group of draechen. They were escorting two prisoners, one of whom was a fae, the other a vampire. Hareem didn’t bother to get up just yet. Instead, he beckoned the men closer, analyzing both of them. Anger burned brightly inside him as he recognized the vamp as the man who’d dared to hurt Taryn.


  It would have been so easy right now to tear the vampire apart. Even if he was obviously a powerful man, right now, he was in Hareem’s hands. But no, Hareem would take great pleasure in making this guy suffer. After all, the vampire’s favorite philosophy seemed “an eye for an eye.” Hareem very much looked forward to applying it. If he could draw some uses of his foes first, well, that would be even better.


  “Do you know who I am?” he finally inquired.


  “I can guess,” the vampire replied between gritted teeth. “Let us go. You’re going to regret this, draechen.”


  Hareem scoffed and slowly got up, careful so as not to jar Talrasar. “There’s very little that you can do to me at this point that would hurt me. I, on the other hand, could make your life very difficult.” He turned his gaze toward the fae. Reports from Karein claimed that the fae resident in New York had been cooperative, but apparently, that wasn’t exactly the case. “Tell me your name, fae.”


  The fae stubbornly held his tongue, but Hareem wasn’t one to give up so easily. He gripped the other man’s chin and met his dark eyes. The stranger’s Hispanic looks weren’t very common among fae, and Hareem suspected he already knew the man’s identity.


  “You know what?” he asked. “Forget about it. I don’t care who you are. We’ll discuss that in detail later. For the moment, you’ll tend to my brother and Prince Talrasar. With. Everything. You. Have.”


  The fae threw a gaze toward the bed. “I might be willing to assist the prince, but you’re more of a fool than I thought if you think I’ll heal that creature.”


  The draechen guards tensed at the insult, but Hareem just chuckled. “I don’t think you understand.” He grinned ferally and released the fae’s chin. He walked to the vampire’s side and grabbed his shoulder. Spikes of ices erupted from his fingers, piercing his foe’s flesh. With one hard shove, he forced the vampire to his knees. Out of thin air, he created a blade made out of pure ice. “It wasn’t a request.”


  “Don’t,” the vampire said. “You know what’s at stake here.”


  Hareem pressed his icy knife to the vamp’s throat. “Oh, yes. He certainly knows that. No pun intended, right? Raul.”


  The fae’s nostrils flared when Hareem used the name, and Hareem congratulated himself for the guess. Then again, given the way Raul was looking at his vamp mate, the last thing on his mind was Hareem realizing his identity.


  Hareem used the moment to clarify the situation further. “Oh, and don’t even think I’m bluffing. Your beloved mate messed with the most important thing in my life. So you’d better give me a reason to keep him alive, because if you don’t… well, suffice it to say, I’m going to enjoy myself very much.”


  “Raul, don’t listen to him,” the vampire insisted. “You know Talrasar is as guilty of this as the rest of them.”


  Anger flared through Hareem, and he nudged his foe’s neck with his blade. “You would let that man die if you could, when he once sacrificed his life and that of his mate for the good of the entire world?”


  “He and his famous mate enslaved my people,” the vampire replied without missing a beat. “I have no loyalty toward him.”


  “Clearly.” Hareem glanced at the fae once more. “What about you? Do you have any loyalty toward your heritage? Or maybe I should ask something different. Do you care about what happens to your mate?”


  Finally, Raul took a deep breath and nodded. “All right. I’ll do whatever you want. Just don’t hurt him.”


  Hareem smirked. “I knew you’d see things my way. And don’t try anything. If you have any honor left, you’ll at least respect the man lying there.”


  Raul’s eyes flashed with resentment, but he said nothing. Instead, he knelt next to Talrasar and focused strictly on the unconscious prince. As his hands started to glow, Hareem watched him carefully for any false movements.


  Perhaps Raul wouldn’t have hurt Talrasar out of respect, but now, he certainly wouldn’t, not with the threat to his mate’s life looming over his head. To be true, Hareem didn’t really plan to allow Raul to approach Rachen, but he instinctively knew that it would be all right where Talrasar was concerned.


  A few minutes passed, and, at last, Talrasar opened his eyes. He seemed dazed but no longer as pale as before. “What happened?” he asked.


  Before Hareem could answer, Raul replied in his stead. “You fainted. Congratulations, Your Highness. You’re going to be a father.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Leaving Rose Noire was probably among the hardest things Karein had done in a long time. He trusted his mother-in-law’s visions, but that didn’t mean he was comfortable with abandoning Sari there. He never was, when he and Sari were apart. It certainly didn’t help that he was worried about his brothers. Rachen was still so fragile, since his sense of identity hadn’t fully recovered. Meanwhile, Hareem was at odds with his mate, and that couldn’t bring about anything good.


  He was relieved when the New York headquarters were finally in sight. This feeling didn’t last long, though. When the plane landed and he rushed out of it, Sage greeted him with a glum expression on his face.


  “Tell me,” Karein said simply.


  Sage did. Karein listened with a heavy heart as Sage explained the extent of Rachen’s injuries, as well as Taryn’s mysterious disappearance. No one had any answers regarding the young werewolf, but according to some of the draechen who’d gone with Hareem on his expedition to find his mate, Hareem had succeeded in his task, only to let Taryn go.


  Karein could imagine how Hareem felt now, because he himself had left Sari behind. There was a huge difference between the two situations, however, one that made Karein taste bitter guilt in his mouth.


  “It’s not your fault,” Sari whispered in his mind. “They have to make their own path, their own choices. It’s unfortunate, but taking into account Taryn’s pregnancy, it was likely bound to happen.”


  “I know,” Karein replied. “That doesn’t make me feel any better about it.”


  With a sigh, he focused on Sage once more. “Why do I get the feeling there’s more?”


  Sage actually winced. “Because you’ve always been good at assessing a situation.” He was whispering now and guiding Karein into the building. “Prince Talrasar assisted Prince Rachen, and then he fainted. Emperor Hareematek enlisted the help of the fae to make him recover. Prince Talrasar awoke, but now, the fae claims that His Highness is pregnant.”


  So Eanera had been right about Talrasar being pregnant. Fuck. If that was the case, Kael was bound to show up any moment now. Karein guessed he must have stayed behind in Draechenburg to prevent the unavoidable chaos that must have occurred when Hareem had left. Karein was well aware how much Talrasar and Kael wanted a baby, but unfortunately, this wasn’t the best time.


  “Karein, this is good news,” Sari reprimanded him. “I’m surprised at you. A child is always a reason for joy, and more so for them. They deserve to have a family.”


  Karein winced, knowing Sari had a point. He himself was going to be a father, so he realized the joy of a family couldn’t be compared to anything. He wanted Kael to have that, too. He just hoped nothing happened to shadow this event and ruin Talrasar and Kael’s happiness.


  Fortunately, he wasn’t forced to dwell on his glum musings for much longer. Sage finally stopped in front of a door and gestured him into the room beyond. Karein stepped inside, and the sight made him freeze in his tracks.


  He didn’t know what he’d expected, but it certainly wasn’t Raul Gomez looming over Rachen, looking like he was going to his own death, while Hareem was holding an icy blade to the neck of vampire bearing a distinctive resemblance with Fallon.


  Raul turned when Karein stepped inside, but Hareem didn’t. “Ah, brother,” Hareem said without looking at Karein. “Welcome. I was wondering when you were going to join the party.”


  Hareem sounded completely calm, maybe even joyful, but there was something about his voice that unsettled Karein. Obviously, he wasn’t taking Taryn’s absence well at all. Of course, Karein couldn’t blame him. He congratulated himself for coming. He could support Hareem during this difficult time, even if it meant drawing Hareem’s hostility onto himself.


  “It certainly looks like I missed a lot,” he said. “Mr. Gomez, it seems you have a lot of explaining to do.”


  Raul didn’t say anything. It was kind of mind-boggling really. When Sage had mentioned a fae had shot Rachen, the last person Karein could have thought of was Raul Gomez. Overlords, the last time Karein had seen him, Raul had been busy gardening and welcoming them into his quaint and cozy home. He’d seemed so completely harmless. Perhaps that should have clued Karein in on the fact that something was wrong. Appearances were always deceiving, and especially in the paranormal world, the people who seemed friendly for no particular reason could easily turn out to be traitors.


  Whatever the case, Karein had a personal quarrel with Raul now. He approached the fae slowly and grabbed his shoulder. His claws dug into Raul’s flesh, making the fae hiss. Raul tried to put up shields, but Karein used his energy draining abilities, countering the enchantment.


  Behind them, Karein heard a scuffle starting and surmised the vampire was likely trying to intervene. He was far from afraid, but he’d gained new appreciation of the mate bond since meeting Sari and couldn’t find it in himself to torture the fae in front of his mate.


  He withdrew his claws and allowed Raul to crumple to the floor. “That’s for shooting my twin,” he said.


  Raul blinked up at him, clutching his bleeding his shoulder. He looked dazed but otherwise unharmed. “For the record, Prince Shtamakarein,” he said, “I have no regrets.”


  Karein was tempted to attack him again, but Sari’s presence at the back of his mind kept him from doing so. He left Raul where he was, and turned toward Hareem. His brother had immobilized the vampire against the floor, freezing him from the neck down.


  “Your Imperial Majesty,” Karein said, “Lieutenant Zager tells me you decided to enlist Mr. Gomez’s help to heal Rachen. With your permission, I’d like to attempt something first.”


  He wasn’t comfortable with the fae casting any spell over Rachen, and judging by Hareem’s expression, the emperor felt the same. “If you believe you can help him,” Hareem replied, “you have my full support.”


  Karein joined his brother on the bed, his heart heavy with regret. Rachen was writhing and groaning, as if fighting an invisible foe, and his magic was loose all around him. It flowed over him without harming Karein, perhaps recognizing him. It hurt Karein deep inside to see his twin like this, because Rachen had already suffered so much. He deserved so much more than being trapped within an identity he didn’t recognize.


  Reaching out to Sari through their bond, Karein took his twin’s hand. He’d only tried this a handful of times, and even then, he’d had just moderate success. Karein had mostly used his abilities to absorb energy, not really to give it, and he wasn’t sure it would work this time around. Rachen’s problem wasn’t physical, and Karein could only hope he wouldn’t be making things worse.


  As if guessing his thoughts, Talrasar said, “If you’re planning to exchange energy with him, don’t. It won’t help. It would only confuse him further.”


  “So what are you suggesting?” Karein asked. More than anything, he hated being helpless. His guilt over what he’d done to Rachen when they’d been in the same egg had never truly disappeared, although Sari’s affection had done wonders to soothe those wounds.


  “As I was saying to Emperor Hareematek, he needs to be returned to Draechenburg. Alwyn Cyraltin is the only one who can help him now.” He rubbed his eyes and blinked, then finally seemed to snap out of his trance. “Pregnant. Sweet Jenarra…I’m…pregnant?”


  Karein watched the Ivenian prince as he struggled with this realization. Distantly, he wondered why Talrasar hadn’t figured it out on his own. After all, he was probably the most talented Ivenian healer in existence, followed closely by Eanera, Sari, and likely King Selbrian. Why had Raul Gomez discovered something when Talrasar hadn’t been able to?


  “That sort of thing can be very complex,” Sari explained. “Personally, I think Talrasar must have suspected, but he wanted it to be true so much that he didn’t trust his own assessment. Either way, it must be so early that it would take a really experienced healer to notice it. Raul must be more powerful than we thought.”


  “But you think he’s telling the truth?” Karein asked.


  “It doesn’t matter what I think,” Sari answered. “Prince Talrasar will know for sure.”


  As if to confirm Sari’s words, Talrasar covered his stomach with his hand in a protective gesture. He got up and straightened his back, his keen eyes scanning everyone in the room. “All right. This settles it. It’s time for you to answer some questions. I think you owe us that much, Raul.”


  “I concur,” Hareem replied. “But we don’t have any time to waste with interrogations. We’re moving everything to Draechenburg. Sage, Karein, we’re heading out. Be wary. We don’t know the full extent of their motivations just yet.”


  Back to Draechenburg. Karein was actually relieved, although he did wonder where that put him and Sari. Could he go get Sari from Rose Noire? Somehow, Karein doubted it.


  With a silent sigh, Karein resigned himself to the inevitable. The important thing was that his mate and child were safe. Hopefully, his twin would soon be, too. He could only cling to the hope that the information Raul provided would lead to finally solving this terrible mystery that had already led to too many casualties. Because for his part, Karein just wanted this to be all over, so that he could fully focus on Sari and their son. Was that truly so much to ask?


  Chapter Seven


  


  When Rachen cracked his eyes open, the first thing he felt was pain. He groaned, reaching for his forehead, trying to stem the tide of the overwhelming migraine. He felt as if his skull was splitting into two, although he couldn’t have said exactly what was causing the agony.


  A hand landed on his arm, taking him aback and startling him from his haze. Rachen jumped, grabbing the person who’d dared to approach him. The other man yelped as he fell on top of Rachen, and Rachen took advantage of the opportunity to roll on top of his captive.


  “Rachen,” a gentle voice said, reaching out to him. “It’s okay. I’m here.”


  Rachen blinked, his vision clearing of the lingering fogginess. As he stared down, he realized he recognized the person under him. Dark eyes met his own, fathomless pools of black that somehow managed to be soothing. Alwyn. Overlords, how exactly had Alwyn gotten here? And more importantly, had Rachen hurt him?


  As the thought coursed through his mind, Rachen instantly let go of the young sprite’s wrists. He knew he should be getting up, but he didn’t. Instead, he remained on top of Alwyn, taking in those beautiful features he had missed so much while he’d been away.


  Truth be told, he hadn’t been gone long, but it still seemed like a huge effort to leave Alwyn’s side. Wondering if he’d fallen into a dream or simply died and went to that place humans called heaven, Rachen brushed his fingers over Alwyn’s lips. The sprite slowly parted them, and a pink tongue slid out to tease Rachen’s digits. It didn’t seem to be a conscious gesture on Alwyn’s part, but it did enflame Rachen’s libido to nearly unbearable heights.


  He lowered his body over Alwyn’s, releasing a low groan when the sprite shivered in response. Their erections came into contact, and a small whimper escaped Alwyn. His lips were so close to Rachen’s now that if he went a little further, Rachen could finally taste him like he’d always craved, from the moment they’d first met.


  Rachen would have undoubtedly done exactly that, but then, memories flashed through his mind, images of two other men writhing under him in two separate occasions. Intellectually, he knew those weren’t his own recollections, but they did take him aback and remind him of his doubts. Alwyn deserved better than to be a replacement for the fae whom Rachen couldn’t have.


  His dragon lashed its tail angrily at Rachen, roaring its outrage. Rachen ignored it, pointing out to the stupid beast that they couldn’t figure out what element to use half the time. Even his hair had become a near-copy of his brother. How could he possibly decide on something as serious as a true mate? How could swear loyalty to Alwyn when he couldn’t be certain if his own heart wasn’t deceiving him?


  Rachen pulled away so violently that he went dizzy again. Alwyn’s gasp of pleasure turned into a panicked one. He grabbed Rachen’s arm again, keeping him from falling. “Are you all right?” he asked softly.


  “Fine,” Rachen replied automatically. When Alwyn arched a brow, he amended, “As well as I can be, at least. What exactly happened? How did you get here?”


  “I’m not the one who went anywhere,” Alwyn answered, gently helping Rachen to lie down again. In the process, he slid from under Rachen. Rachen hated the distance between them, but he suppressed the urge to pull Alwyn back. He had to cling to his resolve for more than ten seconds.


  Fortunately, Alwyn never let go of his hand as he continued to speak. “You were injured in battle. Your family returned you to Draechenburg. Do you remember anything?”


  Now that Alwyn mentioned it, yes, Rachen did recall something along that line. “There was an attack in New York. Taryn went missing. There were vampires, and a fae. The fae shot me.”


  Alwyn’s hold on his hand tightened. “That’s right,” he said. “Prince Talrasar helped with healing you, but you were still having problems with the final stages of your recovery, so they brought you here.”


  That really didn’t make any sense, since Rachen couldn’t imagine what kind of medical assistance he could’ve received here that the people in New York hadn’t been able to give. Of course, as he looked at Alwyn, he realized that there was something, or rather, someone here that had probably helped more than any fae magic. Perhaps that had been the whole point of his family’s decision.


  In the end, it had helped, but that didn’t mean Rachen could just lay back and relax. He remembered all too well the two men he’d helped capture. “What about the prisoners?” he asked. “Did my brothers interrogate them?”


  “I think they must be doing that now,” Alwyn answered. “I’m sure they’ll keep you posted.”


  Rachen shook his head and started to get off the bed. Alwyn moved to stop him, but Rachen wouldn’t be deterred. “I need to be there for this,” he said. “Those men hurt my family. I want to at least know their reasons.”


  He didn’t have to ask for Alwyn’s permission if he wanted to go. He was fairly certain that his instincts would lead him to where he needed to go. Even so, for some reason he didn’t want to analyze, he needed Alwyn to understand. Perhaps one day, they could grasp that elusive answer that remained untouchable right now.


  Finally, Alwyn nodded. “All right. But I’m coming with you. I’m not going to allow you to wander around Draechenburg alone. You could fall and hurt yourself.”


  Rachen didn’t point out that they could have easily called a guard to help Rachen. In fact, he was fairly certain his brothers must have left him with soldiers watching over him. But Rachen suspected that such a thing wouldn’t be enough for Alwyn, and if he wanted to be perfectly honest, having Alwyn by his side gave his dragon peace.


  It was at that moment that Alwyn blushed bright red and Rachen realized he was completely naked. “I’ll just…I’ll leave you to change and wait outside,” Alwyn stammered.


  Releasing Rachen’s arm, the beautiful sprite turned on his heel and fled the room. Rachen watched him go with a bemused smile. His cock twitched in interest, and he actually considered masturbating. Sadly, duty called, and his libido would have to wait. With a disgruntled sigh, Rachen walked to his wardrobe and found a uniform. As he dressed, he wondered what answers his family would receive today.


  


  * * * *


  


  Hareem sat cross-legged on the comfortable chair, watching the two prisoners in silence. They were bound with chains that suppressed their abilities, but more importantly, the fact that they were both here and in Hareem’s power made it impossible for either of them to refuse his requests.


  Karein and Prince Kaelezrin stood by his side, two quiet and dark monoliths. Kaelezrin had already been on his way to New York when Hareem had decided to leave, but he’d returned, supposedly at his mate’s request. He was obviously happy at the prospect of becoming a parent, but the natural protectiveness of a draechen toward his mate had erupted even more powerfully than before, and it was affecting his treatment toward the two prisoners.


  In the end, all of them were interested in finding out the reasons behind the vampires’ actions. Of course, their attack on New York had been motivated by the hope to free Fallon, but what about their kidnapping of the naga prince? Their hatred of Rachen was just as mysterious, as was the fact that it even seemed directed at Talrasar and Kaelezrin. Hareem could have understood it if it had been caused just by what the two warriors had done during the Great Sacrifice, but that didn’t seem to be the case.


  Either way, Hareem was tired of waiting. “Start talking,” he said. “No more lies. No more games and avoiding the truth. I’m not in the mood to listen to nonsense.”


  “Oh, Emperor Hareematek.” The vampire chuckled. “Do you truly think you’ve won now that you’ve caught me? You have no idea what’s coming your way.”


  Hareem rolled his eyes, but he wasn’t the one who answered. “Funnily enough,” Karein said, “that was what your son told me, just before he was mysteriously turned into a vegetable by a naga.”


  The false mirth faded from the vampire’s face. “Don’t you dare mention him. You’re the ones to blame for everything that happened in the first place.”


  At last, the fae released a heavy sigh. “This is useless. We’re going in circles and not doing anyone any favors by keeping secrets.”


  “Raul,” the vampire said, a tone of warning in his voice, “we can’t trust these people.”


  “No, you can’t,” Kael said, “and we can’t trust you either. So where does that leave us? Exactly how much longer do you plan to stab your own people in the back, Raul?”


  “I’m not the one who started all this, Prince Kaelezrin,” Raul finally snapped at him. “It was you, your mate and that…that thing you call Rachen.”


  “Someone called me?” a voice asked behind Hareem. Hareem waved his youngest brother into the cell.


  “We were actually discussing you now, yes,” he said. He wasn’t surprised that Rachen showed up, especially since his senses had alerted him to Rachen’s proximity. Not only that, but both he and Karein had started to understand the way Rachen thought. He was seeking to validate his existence and belonging to the Tersain by making every action against the draechen his own personal vendetta. It wasn’t exactly a healthy outlook on life, but right now Hareem couldn’t blame him. He had a vendetta of his own against these people.


  Nevertheless, he had to take into account the fact that Rachen was recovering from serious injuries. “How are you feeling?” he asked when his youngest brother reached his side.


  “Much better,” Rachen replied, looking disgruntled that Hareem had even questioned it.


  Hareem didn’t dwell on the matter further, mostly because Rachen had Alwyn along. Prince Talrasar had explained that Alwyn’s presence would heal what ailed Rachen, and he’d been completely correct. While Hareem couldn’t say he trusted the sprite, his brother needed Alwyn here.


  As if guessing his thoughts, Alwyn slowly pulled away from Rachen. “Perhaps I should go. I’ll wait outside.”


  “No,” Hareem heard himself say. “Stay.”


  He provided no explanation for his choice, but in his heart, he knew it was a strictly emotional one. Alwyn was Rachen’s mate, whether Rachen had accepted it or not. At the very least, if his own mate had left him, Hareem could help his brothers be happy.


  As he thought this, Taryn’s soft voice drifted into his mind. “I love you, Hareem,” the werewolf said simply.


  It was so easy to forget what had just happened between them when Taryn reached out to him like this. Hareem had the uncontrollable urge to go after his mate again, to track Taryn down across the ocean. But for the moment, Taryn was safe with Monroe, and Hareem’s presence was required here.


  “I love you, too,” he sent back. “I’ll get to the bottom of this.”


  Clearing his throat, he got up and walked to Raul’s side. “Now, Mr. Gomez. Tell me. I’m all ears. Exactly what did my brother do to deserve such treatment from your part?”


  Raul shared a look with his vampire mate. Finally, the bat-shifter yielded. “More than you know,” he replied. “Your…brother, along with Princes Talrasar and Kaelezrin, awoke a power that you cannot hope to control. They awoke the Ancient Horror.”


  


  * * * *


  


  A few months earlier


  


  The wild tones of an electric guitar swept over the crowd, picking up the pace of the bass and tempting the listener to sway and dance to the melody. A female voice sang about love and pain, and the lights of the club pulsed in tone of her words. On the dance floor, a throng of writhing bodies moved to the beat. They didn’t seem to be concerned with any of the emotions the lead singer droned on about, since they were too busy grinding together in what was supposed to be dancing but had long ago become foreplay.


  From a floor high above the main club, Stanton watched them, not for the first time wishing he could have enjoyed the simple pleasures they did. Mingled scents of excitement, sex, and blood filled the air, making Stanton hungry, and not only for life’s essence. But he couldn’t afford to dwell on melancholy, not today, or any other day. He had a nation to lead. He was king, and his people were relying on him.


  Stanton glanced away from the dance floor, facing his son instead. “So the werewolves have been badly hit by the death of Graham Powers. What’s your take on all this?”


  In truth, Stanton already knew what he was going to do, but he appreciated having his son’s input. Fallon was intelligent, strong, and knowledgeable, perhaps even more than Stanton had been at his age. Other leaders might have actually felt threatened by him. But Stanton was proud of his son, even if he never truly showed it.


  “Now is not the time to engage the draechen in an outright conflict,” Fallon replied. “It might seem that the Tersain dynasty is weakened, but they’ve forged an alliance with Ivenia, and the army is likely as powerful as ever, perhaps even more so.”


  Stanton nodded. They’d been biding their time, remaining in the shadows for centuries. Very few vampires showed outright rebellion toward the regime instituted by Ornoz, since the policy chosen by Stanton implied a temporary submission from their part. Stanton didn’t like it, but it had earned them some freedom, more than the werewolves had, at least. This meant that slowly, they could begin to build an army and perhaps, one day, manage to dissolve that monstrous piece of legislation that had been the beginning of their servitude.


  “I agree,” he said. “We can’t afford to make mistakes right now. The chimeras seem to be looking into the matter as well, and if a war erupts, I can’t imagine they’ll be on the draechen’s side.”


  “Indeed not,” Fallon answered. “Either way, I’ll be keeping a close eye on Draechenburg for further developments.”


  As his son completed his report, Stanton considered finally making a comment on the excellent way Fallon had handled the issues he’d been assigned to. A simple “well done” would suffice. It would convey what Stanton wanted, without falling into overemotional bullshit. But would his son understand it, or would he question it?


  For a few moments, they stared at each other in silence. It occurred to Stanton that Raul would probably think he was an absolute idiot for doubting something so simple. Of course, he’d also understand the reason behind Stanton’s vacillation and smile fondly in that way that always made Stanton’s heart melt.


  “Fallon,” Stanton started to say, “I—”


  His words were interrupted when a loud explosion rocked the club. The music came to a screeching halt, and the sound of screams replaced its tones. The windows of Stanton’s office shattered, turning into a rain of glass that fell on the unfortunate dancers.


  The time for words was over. Both Stanton and Fallon rushed out of the office, already in battle mode. They might not have engaged the draechen in combat in quite a while, but that didn’t mean they weren’t ready for it.


  In truth, it was unsettling that the draechen had decided to attack now, and it didn’t make any sense. However, Stanton couldn’t imagine who else would do such a thing. Either way, they had to do some damage control, fast.


  “We need to evacuate the club at once,” he told his son as they burst into the corridor. “Take the second floor. I’ll deal with things here, then go down to the first level.”


  Fallon nodded and gave him a knowing look. He said nothing, and Stanton was thankful for it. Whatever Fallon thought about Stanton’s romantic choices, he’d never commented it. Fallon’s mother had died a long time ago, and while Stanton had cared about her in his own way, the only thing that had truly brought them together was Stanton’s desire for an heir and her agreement to it. But now, Stanton had found someone he cared about, someone who made his heart race and his rational brain short-circuit. And right now, that man was missing in the club.


  As a rule, Raul didn’t attend Stanton’s meetings with Fallon. It wasn’t because Stanton didn’t trust the fae. Rather, he was already hyperaware of the fae’s presence at all times. If he heard Raul’s seductive voice or felt him close, he wouldn’t have been able to focus at all.


  Sadly, Stanton’s own inability to keep himself in check around Raul meant that the fae hadn’t been with him at the time of the attack. He was vulnerable and alone, facing Gods only knew how many foes.


  Fallon went down the stairs, presumably to begin the process of evacuation. Meanwhile, Stanton ran through the corridors, following his instincts, remembering a different time and a different attack. Ironically, it hadn’t been draechen who’d killed Fallon’s mother, but humans, and Stanton could still remember finding her, motionless, a stake in her heart.


  It wasn’t the same thing now, but the possibility of Raul getting hurt seemed high. As he continued on his path, Stanton found a few of his employees and directed them to the fire escape. He was nearly floored with relief when, upon guiding them there, he found Raul nearby, tending to a woman who appeared to have been injured.


  Healing light flowed from him into his patient, mending torn tissue and stopping the flow of blood. It was a good thing, because having vampires smell blood in the midst of all this chaos wouldn’t help. Not all of these people were vampires, some being shifters from the eighth caste or even, on rarer occasions, magical creatures. If this attack was directed at Stanton’s coven, he didn’t want anyone outside of it to pay the price.


  At the same time, Stanton had the urge to embrace and kiss Raul, to touch him all over and make sure he wasn’t hurt. However, when it came to Raul, he rarely followed his more amorous impulses. Now was no different.


  “Move along,” he told the staff of the club. “Hurry up. There’s no time to waste.”


  As the non-vampires obeyed, Stanton’s people, those who’d been assigned to guarding this level, gathered around him. Raul finally finished the healing process and got up. “What’s going on, Your Grace?” he asked.


  “I’m not sure just yet,” Stanton admitted. “But we’ll find out soon enough.”


  He turned on his heel and hastened toward the staircase. Raul was right by his side, just like Stanton had known he would be. As much as he’d have preferred to force Raul to go with the others to safety, their relationship didn’t work like that. Ever since they’d met, Raul had offered his assistance for anything Stanton would need. As a king, Stanton couldn’t exactly refuse him, even if that made him feel like he was using Raul.


  But now was not the time to dwell on his own mistakes in that regard. He shut down his emotions and focused on the upcoming battle. As he stepped onto the first floor, he suddenly knew that his foe wasn’t the draechen, at least not at an organized level, like he’d thought.


  Tendrils of darkness seemed to emanate from the floor, engulfing the dancers. Where they touched someone, the unfortunate victim fell, writhed as if struggling with some unseen force, then finally went still.


  Thankfully, a lot of the people seemed to have made it out. Silence had fallen over the previously busy dance floor, an eerie quiet that didn’t bode well for any of them. Fallon arrived just as Stanton and his men stated to explore the area. Stanton signaled for his son to remain calm. He didn’t like it, but he realized all too well that all the people now fallen on the dance floor were vampires. Few things could affect vampires like this, and the only true explanation that Stanton could find was that Shtamakarein Tersain had grown weary of hunting werewolves and had decided on making a change.


  As it turned out, he was wrong. The shadows stirred somewhere in front of them and a silhouette emerged, stepping within Stanton’s line of sight. But no, stepping wasn’t the right word. The creature almost appeared to float, and Stanton couldn’t distinguish anything about his or her features, facial or otherwise.


  “Well, well,” the stranger said, clucking his tongue in obvious amusement. “It looks like I’m certainly on a rich diet today. I can’t wait to snack on you. I’m betting you’ll be delicious.”


  Stanton bared his fangs at the creature. “We’ll just have to see who’s snacking on who, right?”


  With that, Stanton lunged at his foe. The stranger didn’t even try to move out of his path. Too late did Stanton realize how much he’d underestimated his opponent. His claws went straight through the shadowy figure, and he fell on the other side. His momentum was such that he nearly knocked himself out in the process.


  He was on his feet in seconds, but he still didn’t move quickly enough. He turned just in time to see the shadow consuming his men, tearing screams from the throats of the people he’d known for centuries. At the last moment, Raul pulled Fallon aside, preventing Stanton’s son from being a victim of it as well.


  “Father, get out of here,” Fallon shouted at him. “We’ll hold it off so you can escape.”


  Just the idea of running while the people he cared about most stood behind and fought was repugnant to Stanton. Shaking his head, Stanton joined Raul and Fallon. “We’ll face this foe together,” he said decisively.


  His voice didn’t tremble, and he didn’t hesitate for a single second. However, even as he attacked once again, he knew without a doubt that, if he and his loved ones lived through this day, he’d consider himself lucky.


  


  * * * *


  


  “We fought as long as we could, to buy everyone some time to retreat. In the end, it was Raul’s shields that managed to keep the thing in check long enough for us to regroup and run. Many people died that day, too many. We were completely unprepared.”


  The vampire’s voice was heavy with regret and sorrow. Hareem didn’t know what to believe anymore. Oddly enough, he couldn’t question the man. The story he’d told was too painful and incredible to be a deception. And to think this man, Stanton Hanover, was the king of the vampires. Hareem hadn’t even known the bats had such organization in place.


  But that wasn’t important right now. “All right,” he said. “Assuming I believe you, you still haven’t explained exactly why you attacked the naga in the first place. How did you even figure out who the creature was?”


  “I assure you, it wasn’t easy,” Stanton answered.


  “I admit it was mostly because of me,” Raul added. “I came up with the idea to use naga blood. The rest just kind of fell into place.”


  “Fell into place?” Kael repeated, obviously unconvinced. “You just realized that you were facing the first black dragon in existence. Because that’s what you automatically think of when you face a strange shadowy figure.”


  “No, I didn’t figure it out like that,” Raul replied bitingly. “I hold you responsible for that, Prince Kaelezrin. You walked through my door, asking questions about your supposed dead mate, and I knew. After all, if you’d returned from the dead, so could other black dragons from the past. Researching past records revealed that the Ancient Horror perished somewhere around what today is Montpelier. When I found out that it was also the place where you’d found your mate again, everything began to make sense.”


  As the two prisoners finished the story, everyone succumbed to silence. Words weren’t necessary at this point, because they were all well aware of the implications of what the couple had said.


  “That still doesn’t explain why you hate Rachen so much,” Alwyn spoke out, crossing his arms over his chest. So far he hadn’t gotten involved in the conversation, but he seemed protective of Rachen, something that pleased Hareem. “It wasn’t his fault for any of this.”


  “Of course it isn’t,” Hareem said with a frown. He truly didn’t appreciate Stanton and Raul’s attitude toward Rachen, and he had every intention to address it again. But first, he needed to understand this whole thing a little better. “Stop trying to draw attention from yourselves and explain. I’d be interested in what the creature even wants with you and what its actual abilities are. How does it choose its allies? We have yet to understand the full extent of the involvement of his naga accomplice in this entire matter.”


  “The Ancient Horror doesn’t have accomplices,” Stanton answered. “It has hosts.”


  “Which brings us to what you asked, Lord Cyraltin,” Raul told the sprite. “The man you call Prince Rachen is nothing more than a vessel ready for the Ancient Horror. It’s only a matter of time until the two creatures become one.”


  Hareem just stared at the two, now well and truly gobsmacked. He wondered if the couple truly believed that of Rachen. Granted, Rachen didn’t have the best history, but that didn’t make him an automatic candidate to be a host of some sort of ancient ghost.


  “That’s quite an accusation,” he said with a frown. “For all we know, you’re just as likely to be corrupted by an outside force too.”


  “To be fair,” Rachen drawled, “I understand why you’d see me as particularly vulnerable.” He leaned close to the vampire and smirked. “However, I already have the memories of two other people in my head. I can’t imagine my mind would be comfortable for anyone, including your Ancient Horror.”


  “In fact,” Karein added slowly, “it occurs to me that what he’d want when starting anew is a blank slate, someone he could exploit with ease.”


  It didn’t take a genius to understand what Karein meant. Hareem’s vision went white as he understood exactly what and who their opponent was targeting. “The children,” he said, not even bothering to disguise his distress. “He’s after the children.”


  Without saying another word, Prince Kaelezrin turned on his heel and stalked out of the room. Karein followed after him, leaving Hareem, Rachen, and Alwyn alone with the two prisoners.


  Hareem wanted to follow their example and find a way to make sure his own family wouldn’t be affected by this. But his mate was far away, so very far, and he felt more helpless than ever.


  “It’s all right,” Taryn whispered in his mind. “I’ll speak to Monroe and explain. We’ll keep moving, and we won’t share this secret with anyone else. I’ll be fine.”


  Hareem wanted to believe that, but relying on the skill of others to protect his mate wasn’t in his makeup. Just the concept and the realization that he likely wouldn’t have much choice hurt like hell. He was paying a steep price for his impossibility to leave the throne.


  “Just be careful, sweeting,” he sent to his mate. “You carry my heart and soul with you.”


  “I will,” Taryn replied. “I promise you I’ll protect our son.”


  Hareem closed his eyes and tried to center himself. It wouldn’t do to lose it and show to his people just how close he was to breaking down. His dragon might have been in agony over his separation from Taryn, but he trusted his mate. He trusted Taryn’s abilities and his love for their baby. They could do this.


  When he opened his eyes again, he found the two prisoners staring right at him. “Congratulations, gentlemen. I do believe that all this time, you’ve been playing right into the hands of the creature you hate so much. But know this. I won’t allow your stupidity to hurt my family.”


  “I don’t care what you’ll do, Emperor Hareematek,” Stanton said. “I just want you to let me and my people go. I can’t imagine the Ancient Horror will be impressed by your heartfelt declarations. Meanwhile, my people are still hunted down and killed in their covens.”


  “You never did say why he got a taste for vampire blood in the first place,” Rachen pointed out. “And what about your mate?” He walked to Raul’s side and brushed his finger over the fae’s cheek. “Aren’t you interested in him?”


  Stanton’s nostrils flared, and Hareem had to say he admired his brother for his ability to get on everyone’s nerves. Hareem was known for having a bad temper, but in some respects, Rachen put him to shame. Half the time, it was quite disconcerting, because it reminded Hareem of different days, when Karein had been far more violent than now. That part of Karein had transformed into Rachen now, and Hareem wondered how a man like Alwyn would be able to handle it.


  In the end, it was a matter that, for the moment, didn’t concern Hareem. Rachen had a point. The vampire hadn’t explained why the Ancient Horror was targeting his community, and that effectively pumped his story full of holes.


  “Other than draechen and a handful of rare shifters, vampires are the only shape-changers who have magical abilities,” Stanton finally said with a sigh. “Our research tells us that our magical signature is unique, in that it’s directed toward the psyche, not the body.”


  Hareem glanced at Stanton, then at Rachen, musing over what that meant. Why was that special? What did that tell them about the Ancient Horror?


  “I think you know, Hareem,” Taryn said softly in his mind. “If this creature absorbs psychic magic to feed, he likely won’t ever have a physical form you can defeat. Because if the vampire is right, the Ancient Horror is a creature of pure energy. I might not know much about all, but I do realize what that means.”


  Hareem did, too, but he also remembered that Sagenamadeen Zager had somehow managed to take out one of the creature’s hosts. He had to hope that they would manage to find a way to defeat the Ancient Horror in all its forms. No, hope wasn’t enough. Hareem forced himself to be certain and believe. He would find the answer to their predicament, and when he did, he would finally be able to hold his mate in his arms again. In the meantime, he’d just have to help his brothers through their own problems. He might not be much of a matchmaker, but they deserved his support.


  Chapter Eight


  


  Taryn paced in the small forest, his lover’s concern reaching out to him and making him restless. His brother nudged him with his snout, growling slightly. “What is it, Taryn?” he asked. “What’s the matter?”


  They’d left New York earlier that day, shortly after Hareem’s departure. Rationally, Taryn was still convinced that he’d done the right thing, but the knowledge of what his mate now faced unsettled him.


  He shifted into his human form and turned toward his brother. Monroe had to be told about what Hareem had found out. However, a part of Taryn feared what it would mean for his pack. Monroe meant well, and Taryn believed in him, but if the Ancient Horror truly was after them, Taryn’s presence might draw its anger onto his fellow wolves.


  Of course, right now, Taryn’s priority was his child. He had no scruples when that was concerned. Nevertheless, Monroe needed to know, to be ready for what came their way.


  “I need a word with you,” he told his brother.


  Monroe gestured him away from the other wolves. He could speak to Taryn even in his wolf form, but he changed shapes regardless, probably to make Taryn feel a little more comfortable.


  “Tell me,” he said simply.


  They sat together in the shade of a nearby tree. Taryn gathered his knees to his chest, instinctively shielding his swollen abdomen from sight. It wasn’t his brother he felt wary of, but everyone else.


  He felt the gazes of his pack members on him, but he ignored them. He knew what they were thinking. He’d heard it already, ever since he’d rejoined the pack. From the very beginning, it had been more than obvious that he was pregnant. Those wolves who’d been there during the exchange with Hareem had immediately spread the rumor of the child’s other parent. Taryn could have bet money that they’d already been anxious just at the idea of a male pregnancy, but no one would like to have a draechen half-breed in their midst.


  Well, they could go fuck themselves, because Taryn was proud of his child and he’d do whatever it took to keep him safe. Granted, it wouldn’t be easy for get accustomed to life in the pack, but they were still better off here, in an environment Taryn understood. Shrugging off the knowledge of the other werewolves’ scrutiny, he directed his attention toward his brother.


  “Hareem found out some information on the reasons behind all this mess,” he explained. “The vampire confessed that his people are under attack by a creature he believes to be the Ancient Horror.”


  “The Ancient Horror?” Monroe repeated in disbelief. “You mean the first black dragon, the one who nearly killed off his own species?”


  Taryn nodded. “Yes. That one. Right now, he seems to have another target. For the moment, he’s feeding off the energy of the vampires, but the draechen believe he’ll take a permanent host soon. He’s looking for a child to use for that purpose.”


  Monroe’s gaze went to Taryn’s belly. “He won’t get yours,” he said fiercely. “I’ll die before I allow that to happen.”


  Taryn couldn’t help it. His eyes filled with tears as his brother’s words registered in his heart and mind. Monroe’s loyalty toward him was humbling and so very comforting.


  Monroe hugged him close, caressing his hair and whispering warm words in Taryn’s ear. “It’s okay, little brother. I have you. I won’t let anyone hurt you or my nephew.”


  “Not even if the pack is at risk?” Taryn inquired, unable to keep his anxiety from his voice.


  “I’d leave the pack before I left you,” Monroe answered without missing a beat. “I’m an Alpha, yes, but I’m your brother first.”


  Taryn couldn’t find an answer to that. What could he possibly say that would convey his gratitude to his sibling? He just held onto Monroe, reveling into his brother’s familiar scent and affectionate strength.


  He wished that Monroe would be able to find a mate, too. He certainly deserved it, to have the same love Taryn experienced. Because in spite of all the differences between Taryn and Hareem, Taryn was still desperately in love with his mate and blessed the day they’d met.


  “You’re too good to me,” Hareem whispered in his mind. “You can’t imagine how much I want to come to you right now and just hold you in my arms. I’m jealous of your brother.”


  A small chuckle escaped Taryn. It wasn’t really funny, because Hareem was being perfectly honest with him. Taryn would never be able to find mirth in the situation, not when his own wolf wanted to curl away and hide from the pain of the separation. Even so, the fact that their bond remained as strong as ever comforted him and Hareem’s possessiveness made him smile.


  Monroe broke the hug and shot him a confused look. “Do I want to know what’s so funny?”


  Taryn shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. Just something Hareem said.”


  Monroe nodded, not pursuing the thread of conversation further. It still awed Taryn to see how openly his brother had accepted his mate bond with Hareem. Truth be told, Taryn suspected Monroe still had some doubts, but he’d refrained from emphasizing them, which meant the world to Taryn.


  “Your brother is a good man,” Hareem said through their bond. “I already owe him a great deal, and I expect that debt is going to keep piling up.” He paused, then changed the topic. “Perhaps you might want to mention to him the fact that we have a fae prisoner here. His name is Raul Gomez. I believe your elf friend knows him well.”


  The non sequitur kind of took Taryn by surprise, but only a little. He’d sensed the chemistry between Jude and Monroe, too. Besides, Taryn owed Jude a great deal. If Hareem was right and Jude was close to Prince Rachen’s shooter, the elf would want to know what had happened to him.


  They weren’t that far from New York now, and anyway, Taryn suspected his brother would jump at the chance to see Jude again. “Oh, one more thing. Jude’s friend, Raul Gomez, was taken into custody by the draechen for taking part in the attack on me. He was apparently the man who shot Hareem’s brother, Rachen. Hareem thinks you should let Jude know.”


  Monroe’s eyes flashed with something Taryn clearly recognized as arousal, before his expression sobered. “What will happen to him? Will the draechen kill him?”


  Taryn hesitated. “I don’t know. I don’t think so. His mate is apparently the vampire king, and they’re likely going for a cooperative process for the purpose of defeating the Ancient Horror.”


  He’d have liked to say more, but he wasn’t sure how much he could reveal without breaking Hareem’s confidence. Thankfully, Monroe seemed to understand. “I appreciate the information,” he said. “I’ll go notify him now.”


  He brushed a kiss over Taryn’s forehead, then stalked away. Taryn watched him go with a smile. Technically speaking, Monroe had no need to go himself, but he’d obviously taken a liking to Jude. Perhaps under different circumstances, Monroe would have approached Jude and taken their relationship further.


  Taryn’s joy was replaced by sadness as he realized that, even if Monroe and Jude did have a fated link, it would be impossible for them to pursue it. It was partially Taryn’s fault for it, too, as much as he hated to admit it.


  As his brother gathered a few other wolves and left, Taryn remained alone in the shade of the tree. The strangest thing was that he couldn’t bring himself to feel too guilty about it. In the end, even if he loved his brother, it was his baby who needed him most now.


  He lay there for the longest time, deep in thought and monitoring his mate through their bond. His lover liked having their consciousnesses entwined like this, especially when they were apart, and Taryn knew that it helped Hareem’s dragon a lot.


  Taryn didn’t know how much time passed while he waited for his brother to return. At one point, he turned into his wolf form again and curled against the base of the tree, dozing off. He was startled from his slumber when a female werewolf approached him. Taryn didn’t pay her much heed, but his instincts were always on high alert.


  Fortunately, she didn’t come too close. However, as she passed him by, she threw a poisonous glance his way. “Draechen whore,” she mumbled.


  She didn’t say more, but it wasn’t necessary. Her feelings regarding him had been made more than clear. Taryn couldn’t say her words wounded him, but, in that moment, he did understand that he was no longer truly one of the pack. There was no going back to how they’d been before, and for every wolf who supported him, one would reject him.


  It didn’t matter, though. He didn’t care about what they said. He was happy about the gift Hareem had given him, the child growing inside him. If the pack was against it, well, they’d have to deal. This was his path now, and he’d walk it, head held high and happiness in his heart.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Raul? A spy?”


  Jude couldn’t believe his ears. He just stared at the werewolf in front of him, shocked and feeling betrayed. “That can’t be right. Why are you saying this?”


  Monroe released a heavy sigh and crossed his arms over his chest. Jude had the urge to lick his rippling muscles, but he quickly suppressed it. This conversation was more important than his libido and his lust for a stranger. Jude couldn’t allow this primal desire to fuck up his priorities.


  Okay, maybe Jude realized that this wasn’t just a random werewolf who had accidentally walked into his life and would just as easily walk out. Nevertheless, he couldn’t just accept the wolf’s words without question. Raul had been his friend for years. To Jude’s knowledge, he’d always remained faithful to Ivenia. This had to be some sort of confusion.


  “I’m sorry,” Monroe said, as if reading his mind, “but it’s true. Raul Gomez was captured by the draechen after participating in the attack on Taryn. I admit I don’t know many details, just bits and pieces from what Taryn told me. I have no reason to believe that he would lie.”


  “No, he wouldn’t. And neither would you.”


  For the first time since arriving here, Monroe actually smiled. The sight made Jude’s knees weak and his heart melt. “Thank you for trusting me,” Monroe rumbled. “I know you don’t actually have a reason to do so…at least, not a very strong one.”


  Jude arched a brow. “I beg to differ.”


  From the moment Monroe had stepped into this house, Jude had known there was something special about the werewolf. Seeing the delicious expanse of Monroe’s strong and muscular body had made Jude harder than he could even remember being. The way his black hair curled over his nape wildly screamed of the untamed nature of his beast, but when their gazes had met, Jude had seen more than just a wolf. Jude had seen strength, decision, affection, and grief in Monroe’s green-gold eyes, honest emotions that reached out to Jude’s soul. But there had also been lust, wild and hot like a forest fire, and so intense it had stopped Jude’s breath. He’d known that this man was his other half.


  Under different circumstances, he’d have rejoiced. It was very rare these days for an elf to find his destined mate. More often than not, his people gave up on the entire idea, choosing pleasant and comfortable relationships to the never-ending, nearly hopeless wait and search. Once, it had been much easier, but no longer. When Jude had left his home, he’d given up any possible chance of ever finding his fated mate. But then, it had never occurred to him that his other half could be a werewolf.


  In the end, he understood what Monroe meant. They might have been mates, but they were still strangers. Acknowledging that with a sigh, Jude directed Monroe to sit on the couch. “Make yourself comfortable. Tell me everything you know about Raul.”


  Monroe complied. He made no attempt to shield his nudity from sight, though, which naturally distracted Jude a lot. He reminded himself that Monroe hadn’t come here for a fun romp, but to discuss a serious matter.


  “The situation appears to be very dire,” Monroe said. “Your friend has been identified as the man who shot Prince Rachen Tersain.”


  Jude shook his head, still unable to believe it. “I just… This can’t be right. Raul would never do something like that.”


  Monroe’s expression darkened. “Well, it’s true. But don’t worry. He should be all right. He’s with his mate, the vampire king.”


  Jude easily noted how Monroe stressed the word mate. Something stirred in his heart, and much to his dismay, he realized it had very little to do with Raul. Monroe’s eyes glowed with that same fire that burned inside Jude, and he found himself having trouble processing what Monroe had said. Nothing seemed to matter beyond the reality that Jude and Monroe shared.


  “Mate,” he repeated.


  Monroe froze. For a few moments, they just sat there, staring at each other. And then, Monroe gripped Jude’s chin. He inhaled deeply, rubbed his thumb over Jude’s lower lip.


  “I can’t stay,” he said. “You know that I can’t.”


  “And I can’t go with you.” Jude parted his lips and sucked Monroe’s digit into his mouth.


  The werewolf groaned as Jude fellated his finger, never looking away from Monroe’s face. He could easily imagine doing the same to Monroe’s dick. It wasn’t very difficult, given that, from his angle, he had a clear sight of Monroe’s hard cock—a quite impressive one to say the least. Before he could stop himself, Jude reached for the werewolf’s prick. The shifter released another growl, and it swept over Jude like a physical caress.


  At the same time, though, Jude realized exactly what he was doing. As much as he wanted to touch Monroe, this wasn’t the right time. “I can’t go,” he repeated, snapping out of his trance. It was unfortunate, but there was no place for an elf in a wolf pack.


  Monroe grimaced. When he pulled away, he did so carefully, but he didn’t seem to blame Jude in any way. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I have no right to be jealous. I just can’t help it.”


  “I know,” Jude replied. He paused, remembering Monroe’s reaction at Jude’s refusal to accept Raul’s situation. “You know, there was never anything between Raul and me. We’re just friends. It’s been the two of us here in New York for years. I just can’t fathom that he’s been lying to me all this time.”


  The werewolf’s gaze turned gentle. “It might not have been about you at all, Jude. People do strange things when they find their mates. After all, look at my brother.” He brushed a featherlight kiss over Jude’s forehead, then his eyelids and his nose. “Look at me.”


  Jude did, and he was lost. Whatever else he might have wanted to say melted in the heat of Monroe’s green-gold eyes. Jude pressed his mouth to that of the werewolf, and together, they lost themselves in the abyss of their passion.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kael stalked through the corridors, every atom in his being focused on one single thing. He had to get to his quarters, had to see for himself that his mate was all right. He needed to touch Talrasar and make sure that their unborn baby was unharmed.


  “We’re fine, Kael,” Talrasar said through their bond. “Stop panicking. You’re scaring the people.”


  It was true. Various draechen moved out of his way, bowing and murmuring frightened greetings. But Kael didn’t care about them. Karein’s words kept echoing in his ears, and the only thing he knew was that his family was in terrible danger.


  “Not here in Draechenburg, we’re not,” Talrasar argued. “Just breathe, Kael. I really don’t think the situation is as bad as it seems.”


  “How can you say that, love? We’re talking about the Ancient Horror.”


  Even in present times, the first black dragon was widely viewed as a terrible force. However, few people truly remembered the extent of the devastation the Ancient Horror had unleashed. Kael had lived through the outcome of what his ancestor had done. In his days, draechen had been so few that, for a long while, it had seemed inevitable that they would die out.


  While intellectually, younger draechen might be aware of it, they didn’t have Kael’s perspective on the situation. Talrasar did, and as always, he understood what Kael meant.


  “I know, Kael,” he said. “But think about it this way. If he’d been so incredibly powerful, he’d have marched in here and taken Ornoz by storm. Instead, he used subterfuge. Yes, he killed a lot of people in the process, but when he finally ran into a foe he couldn’t handle, he fled.”


  Talrasar had a point, but that did very little to soothe Kael’s nerves. He was very relieved when he finally reached their quarters. The door opened, and Kael froze when he found his mate waiting for him.


  “Come here, Kael,” Talrasar said, his eyes glittering with sexual promise. “I think I discovered something very interesting about being pregnant. I get horny at all the wrong times.”


  Talrasar grabbed Kael’s hand and pulled him into the room. Hypnotized by his mate’s beauty, Kael followed. Very distantly, he remembered there was something else he should be doing, but arousal had already started to cloud his senses. His dragon was already anticipating the silken feel of Talrasar’s skin, the snug hold of his body, the taste of his kiss.


  His lover closed the door and pushed Kael against him in a display of dominance that sent his blood boiling. “I don’t want you to worry,” Talrasar said out loud. “I know you can’t help it, but above all else, I need you to realize one thing. Our dream has finally come true. Don’t let fear spoil it.”


  There were a million things Kael would have liked to say. A part of him screamed to remember what he’d found out just a few minutes ago. But then, his mate dropped to his knees in front of him and worked his pants open, and Kael forgot about anything that didn’t imply his Tali, a flat surface, and wet, slick heat.


  


  * * * *


  


  Meanwhile, somewhere near Calais, France


  


  Onyerre Norrenddare sat alone in her room, browsing through her book without really comprehending any of the paragraphs. She scrolled down to another page and huffed in annoyance. The e-reader had been a gift from her eldest son, Darian, and while as a rule, she didn’t much like all this modern technology, she had used it, for his sake. It had certainly been convenient at times. Now, though, it just reminded her of the countless things she had lost.


  It would have been easy to put the blame solely on Caelyn Sutharlainn and that blasted son of a whore, Sareltae. However, Onyerre knew in her heart that her exile was largely her own fault. No matter how angry she’d been with her husband, Selbrian remained her king and she owed him respect. He might have insulted their marriage through his infidelities, but that didn’t change the fact that they were royalty. Onyerre should have handled the matter far differently.


  What had she gained now through the loss of her temper? She’d been removed from her home, taken away from her children, and was wasting away here in this mansion. Sure, Darian, Misael, and Charlize visited her from time to time, but it was no secret that Selbrian was still very angry with her and that he had grown closer to Eanera.


  Jenarra, how Onyerre hated that woman. Sure, Selbrian wasn’t her true mate, but without Eanera, they could have made things work.


  “You still can,” came a voice from somewhere in the room.


  Onyerre gasped, dropping the e-reader on the bed. She glanced around the room, seeking the source of the voice. She hadn’t heard anyone come in, and in truth, no one should have been able to pass the guards. So who’d spoken to her? Was she hearing things?


  “Who’s there?” she asked, wondering if she was losing her mind. As she spoke, she slid out of the bed, slowly moving toward the door. She had no real reason to feel apprehensive, but she couldn’t help but be afraid.


  A darkened silhouette emerged from the shadows, and she froze. “You still can win back your husband, if you get rid of the pesky High Priestess.”


  The voice held silky temptation, stirring the hatred that had been building inside Onyerre for years. Onyerre ignored it, knowing better than to allow some outsider to exploit her vulnerabilities.


  “Guards!” she called out. “We have an intruder.”


  The stranger chuckled. “They can’t hear you. I made sure our little conversation would be private.”


  Onyerre took a deep breath and threw a shield around herself. Whatever had happened between her and Selbrian, she was still the Ivenian queen and therefore a target for possible assassinations. With growing instability in the paranormal community and Ivenia right in the center of the mess, it wasn’t exactly surprising that someone had taken advantage of the fact that, in her current position, Onyerre was exposed to attack.


  However, if this assassin thought Onyerre would go down without a fight, he’d find himself surprised. Onyerre still had her three children to think of. More than anything, she wanted to live for them.


  “Yes, you’re a mother,” the stranger said, making Onyerre wonder if she’d spoken out loud. “But you’re also a woman. Aren’t you tired of being humiliated by Eanera Myrthylar? Even now, she’s by King Selbrian’s side, where you belong. He’s kissing her, holding her. And her child is back in Rose Noire. It’s only a matter of time until Sareltae becomes heir, in spite of his marriage to the draechen.”


  Having her worst fears pointed out like that shook Onyerre. She had suspected that Eanera would take advantage of her absence, and her children had confirmed it. She might not have been inclined to trust this stranger, but the truth behind his words couldn’t be denied.


  “Who are you?” she asked. “How did you get here, and what do you want?”


  He stepped closer to her, and a chill coursed over Onyerre’s spine. She moved back, eyeing him warily. Oddly enough, he was cloaked in a dark garb that hid every inch of him, but the clothing itself seemed odd. The material almost appeared to be alive, moving and twisting around the stranger as if it was a part of him.


  “I’m a friend,” the man said, “or rather the enemy of your enemy. I can help you.”


  “I don’t want your help,” Onyerre said with a frown. “Do you deem me a simpleton? As much as I loathe Eanera, I won’t make another mistake like I did with Selbrian.”


  “Ah, yes, your unfortunate exile. Well, you won’t have to worry about that this time around. The two of us will just make a little deal, and then, you can be the Ivenian queen you’ve always wanted. You won’t have to worry about the Myrthylar anymore.”


  It was tempting, so very tempting, but Onyerre still shook her head. Vague claims of friendliness meant nothing and only put her on alarm. She slowly started to back off, heading toward the door once again. Her senses clearly told her that she was in danger, and this man wasn’t someone to be crossed.


  The stranger sighed when he saw her retreat. “This is regrettable, but it seems I have no other way. Why do people always try to run when they realize there’s nowhere to run to?”


  Too late did Onyerre understand that the man was completely correct. He dropped his cloak, and the sight that met her eyes drove icy terror through Onyerre. She screamed, or at least she tried to. She couldn’t hear herself, or anything else any longer. Darkness engulfed her, and she fell into the hold of the creature she couldn’t hope to contain, not even through the most powerful shields. She knew then that it wasn’t fae magic that could have kept him out. Her own hatred for Eanera had practically opened the doors of her heart to this monster, making her an easy target.


  A few hours later, when her husband arrived, Onyerre greeted him with a warm smile. “My king,” she said, “you do me a great honor by visiting.”


  Selbrian didn’t smile back. “It’s not a visit, Onyerre. You’re coming back with me to Rose Noire.”


  Her children surrounded her, releasing various exclamations of excitement. Onyerre petted their hair as she thanked Selbrian. Inside, though, she was screaming. No matter how much she tried, she couldn’t get control over her own body. She feared now that this was a punishment from Jenarra for her treatment of Eanera and Sareltae. As things stood, she’d just have to watch while this creature pretended to be her around her children and potentially destroyed her family. It was her worst nightmare come true, and there was nothing she could do to stop it. Her only hope now lay with the people she had scorned and the husband who’d disappointed her time and time again. Sweet Jenarra, they were all doomed.


  They traveled to Rose Noire without anyone noticing there was something wrong with her. For the most part, she remained quiet, only speaking when she absolutely had to. Or at least, that was the policy the creature inhabiting her body had adopted. Onyerre herself desperately wanted to communicate with her children, but she had no hope of doing so.


  At one point, Charlize reached for her hand and squeezed it, and Onyerre found herself snapping out of her trance. “I’m so glad you’ve come back to us, Mother,” her daughter said with a smile.


  Onyerre cleared her throat, ready to reveal what was going on. And then, Darian piped up, “Now you can finally take back the place deserve.”


  Selbrian scowled at Darian. “Son, mind your tongue.”


  Darian shut up, but the exchange had already stirred the darkness inside Eanera once more. This time, the creature didn’t push her. Instead, he whispered, “You see how he treats your children? As long as Eanera and Sareltae exist, your sons and daughter will always take second place. I can rid you of them.”


  Onyerre knew it wasn’t a good idea to make a deal with the devil, but the promise was too tempting. “Very well,” she replied. “I will be your host, for as long as you need.”


  Her reward came when their helicopter landed in Rose Noire. As she got out of the aircraft, she found Sareltae and Eanera waiting for them on the air field.


  “Welcome home,” Eanera said with a neutral smile.


  Onyerre took one look at Eanera and extended her hand. “Thank you.”


  A heartbeat later, Eanera took her up on her peace offer. The hand shake lasted maybe a few seconds, Eanera quickly freeing herself from Onyerre’s grip. However, it was more than enough.


  As Selbrian took Onyerre’s arm, ready to guide her inside, Eanera collapsed on the air field. In that moment, Onyerre knew that she’d made the right choice. She would likely never be rid of this creature, but she didn’t care anymore. She appreciated what it had done to Eanera far too much.


  


  * * * *


  


  That evening


  


  Sari knelt next to his mother’s bed, holding her cool hand and watching her familiar, beloved face. He’d known she had overextended her strength, but he hadn’t expected her to suddenly fall sick.


  “It’s okay, Sari,” she said softly. “I’ll be fine. You’ll see. You…” She paused, her voice trailing off. “You need to rest,” she finally continued. “This isn’t good for your baby.”


  “My baby needs his grandmother,” Sari replied. “We’ll stay here, by your side, until you’re better.”


  Eanera didn’t question him. Instead, she just offered him a small smile. “You’re safe here. Just…be careful with others.”


  It wasn’t the first time she’d cautioned Sari against mysterious threats. Knowing what he did now, Sari could only guess that she was right in being concerned. Even so, he couldn’t understand what could have pushed her into such a state. The other priestesses were just as confused. She’d been weakened by strong visions before, but she’d been recovering and her condition had never been quite like this.


  She drifted off into slumber with Sari quietly watching over her. He didn’t know how long he waited like that. Finally, a knock sounded out the door, startling him from his trance.


  “Yes?” Sari called out.


  The door opened and a priestess walked in, followed by Onyerre. Anger flared through Sari. He didn’t have any patience for his stepmother right now.


  “How is she?” Onyerre asked.


  “The same, Your Majesty,” Sari answered with cold politeness. “Thank you for your interest.”


  Even if it irked him to see her now, he knew better than to start a hostile conversation with her when someone else was present. Fortunately, the priestess soon took her leave and Sari could drop all pretenses. “Have you come here to gloat?” he inquired.


  “Of course not,” Onyerre replied. “This is hardly the time for me to twist the knife. Our people are in a difficult situation. We have to stick together.”


  Sari snorted. “What is it that you want, Queen Onyerre?”


  Onyerre gritted her teeth, obviously irritated with him. “I don’t need you to like me, Sareltae. As you know, I don’t like you, and I never will. I merely want a temporary truce. In the end, Selbrian has too many things to worry about to focus on us.”


  Sari didn’t believe a word she was saying. He’d have actually been suspicious of her intentions, except she hadn’t actually tried to show concern toward his mother.


  Still, he didn’t know what he’d have replied if the door hadn’t opened again. Much to his glee, Karein walked inside, heading straight toward him.


  He passed Onyerre by without looking at her and came directly to Sari’s side. Without a word, he embraced Sari and pressed their mouths together.


  Sari melted into his mate’s embrace, taking comfort in Karein’s strength. He’d known about Karein’s concern for him and their child, and he didn’t blame his mate in the slightest for it. He himself didn’t know how to handle the knowledge that a nightmarish version of Karein was out to get them.


  When Karein kissed him, though, he felt safe. It was so very strange. The Temple of Jenarra was the one place where he didn’t think the Ancient Horror would dare to attack them, and yet, it no longer seemed like the sanctuary it had once been.


  It might have had something to do with his mother collapsing, or her ominous premonitions, but either way, up until this point, he’d unconsciously been afraid. But Karein’s taste soothed him. Sari surrendered to it, to Karein’s mastery of him. His mate swept his tongue through Sari’s mouth, holding him close, ravishing him.


  The kiss didn’t take long, and Karein pulled away far sooner than Sari would have liked. Nevertheless, a part of him was thankful for it, because if Karein hadn’t done so, Sari was liable to pounce Karein where he stood, and that wouldn’t have been smart given their location. His libido was all over the place, and it didn’t help that he and Karein had been briefly separated.


  As they broke apart, Sari noted that Onyerre had left sometime during the kiss. His mother was still unconscious, which naturally made Sari feel guilty for losing his composure even for a second. Now was not the time to act lustful.


  “It’s all right,” Karein murmured. “I don’t think your mother would mind. She understands you.”


  Wasn’t that the truth? Karein sat on the edge of the bed and Sari leaned into his mate’s embrace. Together, they watched Eanera, with Karein petting Sari’s hair, brushing soft kisses over his temple.


  It was a strangely intimate moment, even if they weren’t actually doing anything sexual. Just the fact that Karein was helping Sari carry the burden of fearing for his mother meant the world to him.


  “I wonder why my father decided to allow you entrance to the temple,” he finally said.


  “I imagine because he knew I’d want to be with you, and you’d never leave your mother’s side,” Karein answered.


  He was right, but for some reason, his words unsettled Sari. After a few moments, he realized why that was. If his mother didn’t recover soon, the Temple of Jenarra would be left without a High Priestess. The only one who had the abilities necessary to replace Eanera, even on a temporary basis, was Sari himself. Him being male wouldn’t be a problem if they were all faced with the lack of leadership. What would that mean for Sari’s marriage, for his baby? What would it imply? Sweet Jenarra, Sari didn’t know. He hoped he’d never have to find out.


  As if sensing his concern, Eanera opened her eyes again. Her gaze fixed on Karein and her voice sounded stronger when she spoke, “Oh, Your Highness. Welcome. I’m glad you’re here again. Sari has missed you a lot.”


  “Thank you,” Karein replied, passing a hand through Sari’s hair. Normally, the gesture would have been arousing—Karein had quite a fetish with Sari’s locks—but now it just provided comfort.“And I missed him, too. Very much.”


  “As always, Rose Noire is honored at your presence,” Eanera said with a smile. “On a more personal level, I’m very happy to see you so mindful of Sari’s needs.”


  “I assure you, you’ll never have to worry about that,” Karein answered.


  Sari watched this exchange in silence. He knew he should be glad his mother seemingly felt better. However, he couldn’t bring himself to be truly relieved. Somehow, Sari had a feeling this nightmare wasn’t over, not by a long shot. No, this was only just beginning.


  Chapter Nine


  


  A few weeks later


  


  Hareem waited behind the large tree, watching the approaching wolf pack. He stayed downwind so that the shifters wouldn’t scent him, itching to approach. Instead of following his first instinct, he remained in the shadows, knowing that he most likely wouldn’t be welcome.


  In fact, he was fairly certain the werewolves would try to attack him, bite first and ask questions later, as it were. Taryn already had enough problems here without Hareem showing up to make things worse.


  Unfortunately, when it came to Taryn, Hareem truly had no control. He had fully intended to stay away from his mate and give Taryn some space. He’d managed to do that since their previous separation, but after the vampire attack, it had become increasingly difficult for him to withstand the distance.


  He realized he was going against Taryn’s wishes by doing so, but he couldn’t help himself. At the very least, he could see Taryn from here and know they were physically closer.


  Their connection glowed with Taryn’s mental presence. “Wait for me,” the werewolf whispered. “I’ll be there soon. We need to talk anyway.”


  The words might have sounded ominous, but there was actually a sweet promise in them, one that made Hareem’s dragon release a possessive roar. Hareem held onto the tree trunk to keep himself from bursting forward and going ahead to find his mate. Ironically, it seemed even harder to keep control of his need now, when he was so close to Taryn, yet unable to touch him.


  The wolf pack stopped a good distance away from his position, something which Hareem had, of course, anticipated. He and his mate had never stopped using their bond since the vampire attack, so Hareem knew where the werewolves were at any given time. For that reason—and with a little help from the time zone difference—he’d managed to sneak in a little visit here without too many people knowing about it. Naturally, it had taken some effort, but if he got to touch his mate again, to kiss the sweet lips he’d missed so much, it would be more than worth it.


  It seemed to take forever, but finally, the pack settled in, having found their camp spot for the night. After a little while, Hareem spotted a small black wolf slowly approaching his position. His heart started to race impossibly fast, but he stayed where he was, just in case someone was watching.


  His patience paid off when his mate finally leapt in front of him. His form rippled, and in the place of the wolf, Taryn’s human shape stood. He was completely naked, and Hareem almost forgot to breathe at the sight. His pretty pink nipples had pebbled in the increasingly cool night air. His green-gold eyes shone with need, recognition, and affection. The swell of his belly reminded Hareem of the life they had conceived together, making him even more possessive. And the hard cock between Taryn’s legs practically begged for Hareem’s touch.


  “Hello, Hareem,” Taryn whispered.


  “Overlords, I want you,” Hareem said in reply.


  Hareem didn’t know which one of them reached for each other first. The next thing he knew, he was crushing his mouth against Taryn’s, biting down on Taryn’s lower lip, greedily exploring every beautiful inch of his mate he could reach.


  Fortunately, since he’d flown here, he was naked, too, so Taryn could do a little exploring of his own. The werewolf’s hands trailed over Hareem’s body, awakening every nerve ending, taunting Hareem’s dragon. With a growl, Hareem lowered his mate to the ground and covered Taryn’s body with his own.


  Many things might have changed since their first meeting, but certain ones remained the same. Taryn still fit against him just right. His scent still drove Hareem wild with lust, and when Taryn parted his lips to grant him entrance, he still tasted like the ambrosia of the gods. If anything, the desire between them had grown more potent, amplified by their bond.


  Taryn writhed under him, rubbing his dick against Hareem, his nails turning into claws as they clutched Hareem’s shoulders. Dizzy with lust, Hareem embraced the onslaught of sensation. He thrust his tongue into Taryn’s mouth, trying to show his mate the full extent of the desire that had been piling up inside him.


  It was so good, better than Hareem even remembered. When he’d been in Draechenburg, Hareem had almost managed to convince himself that kissing Taryn couldn’t possibly have felt as amazing as he remembered. After all, how fantastic could a kiss get? And yet, impossibly, tasting Taryn now pointed out that he’d gotten things all wrong. Any memory he might have had paled in comparison to experiencing Taryn in the present. In fact, Hareem didn’t want to breathe anymore as long as it meant he could go on kissing Taryn for all time.


  And yet, it wasn’t enough, not nearly enough. Hareem tore his mouth away from Taryn’s and started to lick down the young werewolf’s neck. Overlords, even Taryn’s collarbone was sexy. He swirled his tongue in the hollow of his throat, reacquainting himself with all of Taryn’s sensitive spots. The werewolf didn’t disappoint. He arched his back, releasing a sound that seemed like a cross between a growl and a moan. It ended up being a breathy “Hareem…” about ten syllables longer than it should have been.


  Taryn didn’t have to say anything else, because Hareem was already following his cues and progressing down his body. He couldn’t help but stop over the tender buds of Taryn’s nipples. The tiny bits of flesh were practically begging for attention, and Hareem just had to give it.


  As he took one of the nubs in his mouth, Taryn’s hands tangled through his hair. The young werewolf was practically thrashing under Hareem now, his dick nudging Hareem insistently demanding to be let in on the action. But Hareem didn’t want to rush. Even if they hadn’t made love for so long, or perhaps more so because of it, he needed to make this moment last.


  He swirled his tongue around the sensitive bud, biting down on occasion then returning to a gentler suction. When he was satisfied with his ministrations on the right one, he directed his attention to the left.


  Of course, throughout it all, Hareem had to be careful so as not to squash his lover under his bulk. Taryn’s pregnancy might not mean that they couldn’t have sex, but it certainly made Hareem leash his passions a little. He had to hold himself up using one of his hands, and that limited his reach, but that small inconvenience didn’t really matter, not when Hareem’s dragon practically purred in possessive satisfaction just at coming into contact with Taryn’s swollen stomach.


  Taryn took everything Hareem gave and demanded more. He gasped and cried out, letting out little sounds that threatened to make Hareem come without any further assistance from Hareem’s part. At one point, he grew so frantic he almost seemed near tears. “Come on, Hareem,” he begged. “I can take it. I’m not going to break. Just touch me.”


  Hareem couldn’t deny his mate any longer. Releasing Taryn’s nipple with a wet pop, he crawled lower down over his mate’s body. Under normal circumstances, he might have reached directly for Taryn’s dick, his urgency too much to bear. But now, he couldn’t bypass Taryn’s abdomen just like that.


  He pressed a kiss to the Taryn’s belly, right over where he knew his son rested. In that moment, even Taryn’s frantic motions stopped. He just lay there, panting, his beautiful eyes meeting Hareem’s gaze. The air was saturated with sexual urgency, and yet, that simple moment, when they looked at each other, held something worshipful that went beyond the need for carnal satisfaction.


  Hareem couldn’t really identify one single emotion he felt at that point. There was lust, love, gratitude, but also regret. Taryn and their son were just so precious to him, but somehow, they’d been reduced to stolen moments of passion.


  It wasn’t like Hareem felt ashamed of desiring Taryn. Taryn just deserved better. Hareem wanted to give him the world, to make Ornoz safe for his mate. He had broken his promise to leave Taryn be until he got that result. Could he really blame himself? Could Taryn?


  There was so much confusion and frustration still separating them. Hareem shouldn’t be losing all these precious moments at Taryn’s side. He should be watching his son grow within his mate, protecting him every second of the day. That was what his dragon truly wanted.


  “Oh, Hareem, I know,” Taryn murmured through their bond. “I hate this, too. Sometimes, I really wish I hadn’t asked it of you. But what other options do we have? We’ve tried everything else.”


  So they had, and the results had been less than satisfying, to say the least. Hareem really didn’t want to remember his repeated failure to be a good mate and do the right thing.


  Taryn’s hand pet his hair, now gentle when before, its hold had been passionate. “It’s okay,” Taryn added. “We’re together now. In fact, we’re always together, and that won’t ever change. I have faith in you.” Out loud, he said, “And I want you so very badly.”


  The change surprised Hareem, although, in hindsight, it shouldn’t have. In spite of his frustrating thoughts, he was just as aroused, needing Taryn as much as before, if not more. Still, when Taryn pushed him down, Hareem released a startled and somewhat undignified yelp. “I want you to fuck me,” Taryn continued, his voice husky, his green-gold eyes darkened with desire.


  The words just about broke Hareem’s mind. No longer could he focus on the past, on his lacks, on their less than ideal location. The only thing his brain could process was that his mate had climbed on top of him and straddled his lap. This brought Taryn’s ass right over Hareem’s dick, and it also gave him a beautiful view of the werewolf’s body.


  Seeing Taryn like that, above him, glowing with desire and that special something that came with being pregnant, was a nearly transcendental experience. Hareem had the urge to pinch himself to see if he wasn’t dreaming. Taryn released a little laugh, obviously overhearing his thoughts. “Perhaps I’ll prove to you that this is real. What do you say?”


  Taryn didn’t wait for Hareem’s answer, not that it would have been necessary. Moving with striking quickness, the young werewolf slipped lower down Hareem’s body. It did bring Taryn’s ass out of his reach, but Hareem’s dismay at that unfortunate progression melted when Taryn lowered his mouth over his dick.


  Wet heat engulfed Hareem’s prick, and pleasure exploded over him, making him groan in delight. He tried to think of Taryn’s comfort and remained still, allowing Taryn to go at his own pace. Taryn took shameless advantage of it. He licked Hareem’s dick as he would a lollipop, tracing it from head to base with his wicked tongue. Then, he returned to the glans, stabbing the slick muscle into the slit. He wrapped his pretty pink lips around Hareem’s cock, sucking hard.


  It was sweet torture, the alternating sensations driving Hareem wild with lust. When Taryn’s small hands reached down and toyed with Hareem’s testicles, Hareem couldn’t take it anymore. He threaded his fingers through Taryn’s hair, forcibly holding his lover down. Snarling, he thrust his dick into Taryn’s wet cavern. Taryn didn’t seem to mind Hareem’s loss of control. In fact, he moaned, obviously excited by it. As Hareem started fucking his mouth in earnest, Taryn opened himself to the invasion. They’d grown so accustomed to each other that he didn’t even gag, although Hareem’s dick wasn’t exactly easy to take. With each of Hareem’s thrusts, Taryn grew even more ravenous, his greed and lust echoing through their bond, making everything impossibly better.


  With Taryn working him so beautifully, Hareem forgot each and every one of his misgivings. He was already hovering on the edge of climax, so close to coming it hurt. Finally, Taryn took his dick all the way into his throat. With a roar, Hareem came, filling his mate’s mouth with his seed.


  Taryn greedily swallowed down his offering, not letting a single drop go to waste. Hareem shuddered through his climax, but he was not alone in his pleasure. Much to his shocked pleasure, wet heat splashed against his thigh as Taryn followed him over the edge. Taryn’s orgasm just made the already mind-numbing rapture even better. It prolonged Hareem’s climax, but at the same time, stirred that part of him that would never be complete until he was inside Taryn.


  Even as the werewolf released Hareem’s dick from his mouth, Hareem was already hardening again. Taryn released a lost little whimper, his wolf responding to Taryn’s dragon.


  Hareem desperately wanted to bury his cock inside his mate’s channel, but he couldn’t do so without preparing his sweet lover first.


  His mate solved that problem by gathering his own cum from Hareem’s skin on his fingers and reaching behind himself. Hareem nearly swallowed his tongue as he watched Taryn slide his digits inside his own channel. The angle didn’t allow Hareem to see what Taryn was actually doing, but he could still feel it, feel the way it teased Taryn’s appetite, making him need something more, something only Hareem could give.


  Mercifully, Taryn didn’t linger too much on the preparation. Even if he’d already come, Hareem was already burning with unsatisfied need. He should have probably been more careful, but they were beyond that, too impatient and frustrated by their separation.


  Taryn removed his fingers from his own ass and positioned himself over Hareem’s dick. Mindful of his mate’s urgency, Hareem clutched Taryn’s hips. He didn’t want the werewolf to hurt himself in his zeal to get Hareem’s inside him. Hareem wasn’t exactly complaining at it, but even now, he had to think of his mate and child’s comfort.


  Taryn released a little groan of protest, but nevertheless allowed Hareem to set the pace. Slowly, Hareem guided Taryn down. Both of them groaned when Hareem’s dick popped past the ring of guardian muscle. Overlords, no matter how many times they came together like this, Hareem couldn’t get enough of it. He gritted his teeth, trying to leash his dragon when the only thing he wanted was to claim Taryn in one single hard thrust, to fuck him until neither of them could see straight.


  To distract himself from the overwhelming sensations, he tried to focus on Taryn’s beautiful face, on the lovely way he was biting his lower lip. His cheeks were flushed and his hair sweaty. He had never looked lovelier, and Hareem’s attempt to temper his libido by looking at him hadn’t been a very smart idea.


  Now unable to hold himself in check, Hareem fully impaled his mate. When he was balls-deep inside his lover, he stilled, half for Taryn’s benefit and half for his own. If he started moving now, he would probably embarrass himself and come on the spot.


  In that moment, he truly couldn’t imagine how in the world he’d ever been willing to leave Taryn’s side. Oddly enough, he almost couldn’t remember being apart from the werewolf, like it had happened to someone else, or in other life. A veil of ecstasy shrouded those memories, and Hareem could only focus on the here and now, on pleasuring his mate, giving, taking, loving, and showing Taryn everything their bond meant to him.


  Taryn clenched his ass muscles, giving Hareem the cue that it was okay to move. With a groan, Hareem tightened his hold on his mate’s hips and thrust up into Taryn’s snug hole. In the process, he struck Taryn’s special spot, and tiny explosions of pleasure showered them both. Hareem could feel the bliss his lover experienced at having his prostate stimulated echoing through their connection and into his body.


  Wild with lust, Hareem set a pace, burying himself inside Taryn over and over again. The angle allowed him to get impossibly deep inside Taryn, but also gave him a good glimpse of the werewolf’s swollen abdomen. However, courtesy of their connection, he even succeeded in taming his dragon’s protectiveness. Taryn met him thrust for thrust, riding him with abandon. He supported himself against Hareem’s abs, moving faster with every passing second, his passion blending with Hareem to surround them in a cocoon that isolated them from the outside word. Taryn’s cock bobbed in front of him, leaking generous amounts of fluid all over his stomach. Hareem reached for it, intending to jack Taryn off, but his mate slapped his hand away and set it back in its original place over his hip. It was quite obvious that Taryn thought he would come, and he didn’t want to let go of the moment just yet.


  Hareem could understand that, but he was so close to coming he could almost taste it. Still, he didn’t want to orgasm before his mate. He bit the inside of his cheek, fueling his pleasure into his lover. Taryn would have none of it, though. Impaling himself one more time on Hareem’s dick, he buried his fangs in Hareem’s throat.


  No matter how much he’d have wanted to resist, Hareem couldn’t withstand the ecstasy that exploded through him when his mate claimed him. It wasn’t the first time Taryn marked him like this, although the werewolf didn’t regularly bite Hareem during sex. More often than not, Hareem was the one who bit Taryn. The change didn’t startle Hareem, though. If anything, it seemed as natural to him as breathing. In his heart, he’d always known that he belonged to Taryn as much as Taryn belonged to him.


  With a groan, Hareem came, filling his sweet lover with his seed. At the same time, Taryn found his peak as well. Wet heat splashed against Hareem’s chest, and the rapture fed into their bond, prolonging his orgasm.


  For a few beautiful moments, their minds were in complete synch. There were no barriers between the two of them. Their memories and emotions blended together in a cocktail that Hareem was drunk on. He could feel how much Taryn needed and loved him, how important he was for the young werewolf. Lost in a bliss that went beyond the carnal, Hareem became one with Taryn, reveling in the litany of words he could hear in his mind and in his heart. “Mate, my mate.”


  He didn’t even know which of them was saying that. It could have been Taryn, or it could have been Hareem. Perhaps it was both of them. In the end, it didn’t really matter, because they shared the emotion, an emotion stronger than anything in this world.


  It seemed to last forever, and yet, it ended far too soon. Taryn slumped on top of him, exhausted, sweaty, and so very Hareem’s. Hareem’s spent cock left Taryn’s body, but as he gathered his lover to his chest, he couldn’t remember feeling happier, at least not in a long time.


  Unfortunately, his bliss was shattered when he felt another presence nearby. He suspected that the new arrival had been there for longer than Hareem would have liked. He released his lover from his embrace and turned, frowning.


  “Don’t you have anything better to do than spy on your brother?” he asked.


  “Actually,” the older werewolf answered, “it might come as a surprise to you, but I do. In fact, there’s a whole pack for me to handle, one with very sensitive ears.”


  He actually felt Taryn’s wince, and naturally, he hated it. Sure, they’d probably been a little noisier than was preferable, but who could blame them?


  As if guessing his thoughts, Monroe added, “Not that I blame you. I most certainly do not. But it would have helped if you’d given me a heads-up beforehand. I had to improvise to get the others away from you.”


  “I appreciate that,” Taryn answered. “You’re not angry with me?”


  Monroe shook his head. “We’ll talk more about it later. For the moment, Emperor Hareematek needs to go.”


  Hareem resigned himself to the inevitable. Monroe was right, no matter how much Hareem hated it. Pulling away from his mate, Hareem melted into his dragon form.


  By the time the process was complete, both Taryn and Monroe had changed shapes. Two black wolves now stood where the Lovington brothers had been. The smaller of the two padded to Hareem’s side and nudged him with his snout. Hareem gently caressed Taryn with his paw, wanting nothing more but to stay at his lover’s side.


  He hadn’t come here just for sex. Granted, he would never lie to himself or Taryn by saying he hadn’t hoped and expected it to happen. However, he’d been looking forward to just holding the werewolf as they spoke. They chatted regularly through their bond, and Taryn was informed regarding what Hareem had been doing for the purpose of bringing them together again. But it was simply not the same.


  Frustrated with the circumstances, he shot Monroe an ugly look. Why in the world was he leaving anyway? He didn’t have to obey Monroe, and the pack had settled in for the night. He could stay for a while longer. The Alpha wolf couldn’t provide him with an answer, but Taryn did. “He says it’s suspicious for me to run off like that, that I already have enough problems with the rest of the pack as it is.”


  Hareem released a low growl and glanced in the direction of the wolves. He had a mind of teaching them a little lesson regarding how they should treat his mate. “No, Hareem,” Taryn said. “You have to let me fight my own battles. Besides, your involvement would just tear the pack apart. Even if some of them resent me for my closeness to you, I know these people. I lived with them for years before you came along. I don’t want them harmed.”


  A pang of guilt coursed through Hareem at Taryn’s words. He met the wolf’s green-gold eyes, wanting nothing more but to sweep Taryn off his feet—or in this case, his paws—and fly them both away from here.


  Unfortunately, their circumstances were such that Taryn didn’t really belong anywhere. For that, Hareem would never forgive himself. Someone as kind and beautiful as Taryn shouldn’t have to suffer loneliness and abandonment.


  “I’ll find an answer to this, sweeting,” he promised. “This isn’t at all the life I want for you, for us.”


  “I know, Hareem,” Taryn answered. Their bond glowed with Taryn’s affection and forgiveness as the little werewolf nuzzled the scales on Hareem’s belly. “And no matter what I said back then, you’re always welcome in my arms. I just… You’re needed in Draechenburg, and for obvious reasons, I can’t go there.”


  With a mental sigh, Hareem surrendered to the inevitable. “Soon, baby,” he said. “Soon you’ll be welcome everywhere. No more hiding.”


  Taryn finally moved away from Hareem. Hareem watched as the beautiful wolf joined his brother. Together, Monroe and Taryn turned and disappeared into the undergrowth.


  Resigned, Hareem launched himself into the air. His heart grew heavier and heavier with each second that passed. It hurt just as much as it had the first time Hareem had been forced to leave Taryn behind. Why had he come here again? Oh, yes, because staying away was even worse.


  Miserable, Hareem prepared himself for the long journey toward Draechenburg. As he flew, he kept monitoring his mate’s actions through their bond. Of course, that wasn’t something uncommon. Hareem often did that while in Draechenburg. It was what got him through the countless weeks of their separation. It wasn’t the same thing as being with his lover, but it would have to do. And Hareem had become very adept in pretending to focus on work while actually directing his full attention to his mental conversations with his mate.


  This time around was no different. Even if he didn’t talk to Taryn much, just watching the young werewolf interact with his pack members sufficed at least to soothe the wounds in Hareem’s heart.


  When at last he reached Draechenburg, he was physically tired after the long flight and emotionally drained because of his separation from his lover. Perhaps that contributed to the shock that coursed through him when he found Karein waiting for him on the cliffside.


  His brother had taken to spending most of his time in Rose Noire. Hareem had encouraged it, since he suspected that the Ancient Horror wouldn’t delay in targeting any allies of Ornoz, and Ivenia would be the first choice.


  There were other people on the cliff, so his brother bowed lowly. “Your Imperial Majesty, a word with you, if I may.”


  Karein showed no sign of being surprised by the fact that Hareem had been gone until now. That was a good thing, since their people took their cues from leaders. As long as Karein didn’t question him, the others wouldn’t either.


  Still, Karein’s presence unsettled Hareem. He changed shapes and guided his brother inside. He found the first available free room and entered it, closing the door behind them. Once they were in private, he inquired, “What’s the matter, Karein?”


  Karein gave him a serious look. “Sari’s mother has just fallen into a coma.”


  Chapter Ten


  


  A few months later


  


  Raleigh Connors bowed lowly in front of Hareem as he entered the throne room. Hareem beckoned him closer, while waving the guards away. “Leave us,” he told the soldiers. “I wish to speak with Mr. Connors alone.”


  It wasn’t uncommon for him to do so, and his underlings obeyed him without question. As soon as they were in private, Hareem pinned Raleigh with a glare. “Well? Do you have any news?”


  “We’ve made some progress, Emperor Hareematek,” Raleigh said, “but we still haven’t quite pinned down a method to find the Ancient Horror, or contain him if need be.”


  Hareem suppressed the urge to scream in frustration. What kind of breakthrough could have justified Raleigh’s visit if they still hadn’t achieved their current task? He clenched his fists around the armrests of his throne, trying to rein in his dragon. Losing his temper wouldn’t help anyone. Besides, he was well aware that the job he’d assigned to the benandanti wasn’t an easy one.


  He didn’t think he could speak without growling at Raleigh, so he wordlessly gestured the other man to continue. “We think that we might have found a method to break Fallon Hanover from his coma,” Raleigh said.


  Well, that was good news, albeit not the kind Hareem had been expecting. “So you’ve gained more understanding in how the power of the Ancient Horror works?”


  “Indeed,” Rachen said. “King Stanton and his fae mate have been cooperative in that regard, as has Prince Rachen.”


  Hareem already knew that his two prisoners had decided to work together with Ornoz for the purpose of fighting the Ancient Horror. Of course, that didn’t mean Hareem trusted them. He had refused to allow either of them to return to their respective homes, even if that meant the vampires were left without leadership. Similarly, he had preferred to keep Raul here instead of sending him to Ivenia so that King Selbrian could make a decision regarding his fate. Ivenia already had enough problems, what with the High Priestess mysteriously entering a coma no one had been able to wake her from.


  Nevertheless, if the research of the benandanti had succeeded to finally crack the veil of darkness surrounding Fallon Hanover, they had taken a small step in the right direction. Upon first sight, the Ancient Horror’s abilities were very similar to Karein’s, but as it turned out, there were some serious differences that could give Ornoz an edge, or lead to its downfall.


  Karein or Prince Kaelezrin had never been able to take over the body of another person. A twisted version of it had happened with his brother, but that was because he and Rachen had shared an egg. This meant that the powers of the Ancient Horror had also become twisted, and that, likely, the closest thing they had as a research subject was Rachen himself.


  “I hope you didn’t push Rachen too far while achieving this,” he told Raleigh. “I don’t want my brother to be in any sort of discomfort.”


  Raleigh winced, and Hareem knew he’d hit the nail on the head. “We’re actively trying to keep our methods as harmless as possible for Prince Rachen. It doesn’t always work. However, Prince Camden has helped a lot.”


  “I imagine so,” Hareem answered, “since his blood did give Sage an immunity to the Ancient Horror’s power.”


  “Sadly, that blood only works as a temporary cure,” Raleigh answered. “It will only have a permanent effect on Lieutenant Zager, something which is likely connected to their mate bond.”


  “So what’s this method to wake Fallon up then?” Hareem inquired. “Get to the point.”


  “Sunlight,” Raleigh replied.


  Hareem stared at the benandanti, wondering if the man was joking. Sure, Fallon was a pretty old vampire, and his vulnerability to daylight wouldn’t make him burst into flames if he was hit by the sun’s rays. However, Hareem failed to understand how harming Fallon, even in the smallest of ways, would help.


  “We think that the Ancient Horror lingers within all of its hosts,” Raleigh said. “It’s the only thing that would explain his extended coma. Perhaps it’s only a very small part of him that remains with Fallon, but it is enough that it interferes with the effect of naga blood to chase out the illness. Preliminary testing indicates that the sunlight would affect Fallon’s blood cells enough so that that magic would abandon his body. If that happens and if we wake him up, we have a chance of tracing the magical signature to the Ancient Horror. But King Stanton refuses to make the attempt.”


  “And I can’t blame him.” Hareem rubbed his eyes tiredly. “Overlords… This is the only way?”


  “Everything else we’ve tried has failed,” Raleigh said apologetically. “Unless we find the Ancient Horror, Fallon Hanover might be in a coma forever. We do have my uncle Mark researching additional sources in the United States, but so far he hasn’t come up with anything.”


  Hareem didn’t even know what to say or do anymore. He couldn’t in good conscience ask the vampire king to risk his son’s welfare for something that might not work. “Just…keep trying something else. If you don’t find other solutions, come to me again.”


  Raleigh nodded. He looked like he wanted to say something else, but a knock interrupted him. Hareem frowned. He’d asked not to be disturbed during his meetings with the benandanti. Perhaps something of importance had happened. He was always waiting for messages from Karein. Maybe his brother had sent him a missive from Rose Noire.


  “Yes?” he called out.


  The usher slid into the throne room, bowing so lowly his head was nearly touching the floor. “Announcing Lady Elina Eretar,” he said. “She humbly requests a meeting with Your Imperial Majesty.”


  Hareem’s irritation returned with a vengeance. He’d gotten himself into his mess through his plans to take an official mate, and now, he couldn’t seem to get out of it. Even if everyone knew Hareem was focusing on ensuring the safety of the empire, Elina still insisted on approaching Hareem at the worst times.


  Hareem had wanted to avoid additional unpleasantness from the part of the draechen lords, but it seemed that it couldn’t be helped. “What are you going to do?” his mate asked through their bond.


  “What can I do? I don’t have the time or the patience to deal with her right now. It’s already hard enough to be without you. I’ve tried everything to be the best emperor I can be, but I have to draw the line somewhere. In the end, I never made her any promises.”


  It had been his own fault for even starting the whole thing, but, fortunately, he’d never gotten to propose to her. That would have made the situation even more complicated than it already was.


  This time, Taryn seemed quite happy to agree with him. As the months passed, he’d grown even more possessive of Hareem, his need to be by Hareem’s side increasing with every day that passed. Hareem ached to find him and kiss him breathless, but he carefully kept himself in check. The whole point of their separation had been to make sure his lover and their child were safe. He did steal in the occasional visit, and that was the only thing that kept them going. If Hareem randomly decided to go after him every time they felt horny, their sacrifice would be for naught.


  “Somehow, I doubt you’d get much work done if we had sex as much as I’d like,” Taryn mused.


  Hareem squeezed his armrests again, almost crushing the marble. He could see his mate through his mind’s eye, an ocean away, so beautiful, so wanton, needing him. Taryn lay in the shadow of a tree, completely naked, tweaking one dusky nipple with his nimble fingers. His free hand rested on his swollen stomach, and if he closed his eyes, Hareem could almost feel the life pulsing under Taryn’s fingertips.


  Arousal, desire, and love rose through Hareem, nearly unbearable in their intensity. This time, he couldn’t suppress a growl. Raleigh didn’t make any comment on it, although he must have detected Hareem’s lust. To this day, Hareem wasn’t exactly sure about how benandanti powers worked, but he was fairly certain that anyone with even a drop of shifter blood would be able to smell his need for Taryn. Overlords, at this point, even a human would manage.


  “I believe it’s time for me to go, Your Majesty,” Raleigh said. “I’ll keep you posted for further developments.”


  “Before you go, Mr. Connors. Remember what I said about my brother. I’ll speak to him tonight, and I trust that he won’t have anything bad to say about you.”


  Raleigh didn’t answer, not that Hareem expected him to. He just sketched another small bow and exited the throne room. Hareem didn’t dwell much on his behavior. The relationship between Hareem and the benandanti was strange even on a good day. Technically speaking, they didn’t owe him any subservience, but they had decided to defer to him because they’d seen that they couldn’t possibly handle the problems of the paranormal world on their own. Mark Connors, Raleigh’s uncle, had actually decided to remain outside Draechenburg and continue the benandanti’s work as they had before. So far, Hareem hadn’t really supervised him. He made a mental note to speak to him as soon as possible


  In fact, as Hareem watched Raleigh go, he wondered just how hard the Connors were trying to find a solution anyway. Lately, he didn’t even know who to trust. After all, anyone could become a host for the Ancient Horror. With Karein living half the time in Rose Noire and Prince Kaelezrin focused on his own mate, Hareem was largely all alone.


  It was only Taryn’s absence that truly hurt, though. The few hours they stole together every couple of weeks helped a little, but they also made Hareem feel lonelier when he had to return to Draechenburg. This enduring separation was slowly driving Hareem insane. If not for his bond with Taryn, he’d have probably lost it already.


  Unfortunately for Elina Eretar, he was just about to take that pain out on her. She didn’t seem to realize she was basically walking into the den of a wounded animal. She entered the throne room with her head held high and a smile on her full lips.


  “Your Imperial Majesty,” she purred, “thank you for receiving me on such a short notice.”


  “It’s always a pleasure to see you, Lady Elina,” Hareem replied, deciding to go with a more diplomatic route first. “Unfortunately, my time is not my own. What did you wish to speak of?”


  “I admit something important has been on my mind as of late,” she said, approaching the throne more. “A few months back, you invited me into your life. I admit I had hope for something more. I… Well, I didn’t want to presume, but I truly hoped that…” She gave him a shy look and trailed off. “But I’ve already said far too much. I just… I had to see you. I trust you’ll forgive me.”


  Hareem was tired of playing games. He had no intentions to prolong this further and make the situation more embarrassing than it already was. “There’s no need for apologies, Lady Elina. In a way, I’m grateful for your visit. It is true that at one point, I had every intention of claiming you as my official mate. However, right now, Ornoz has my full focus. I couldn’t possibly go through with my original plans. ” He smiled to take the bite out of his words. “Of course, you’re always welcome at court, although, as you know, right now is a difficult time for all of us. Now, do you have any other concerns?”


  Elina blinked at him. She obviously hadn’t expected this reaction, although Hareem couldn’t imagine what she’d thought would happen. Either way, even he realized he’d been callous with her, he couldn’t bring himself to regret it. In the end, he was the draechen emperor. She had been wrong to even make any demands of him. This entire visit was completely out of line, not to mention that it wasn’t real emotion that had ushered her into action.


  Anger flashed through Elina’s gaze for a fleeting moment. It passed as quickly as it appeared, and Hareem might not have seen it at all if he hadn’t been paying attention. “Thank you, Your Majesty, no. I wouldn’t dare to keep you further from your duties. I am, as always, humbled by your dedication to Ornoz. With your permission, I’ll be leaving Draechenburg today.”


  “Of course, Lady Elina,” Hareem answered. “You’re free to go.”


  She bowed lowly in front of him, much like the guard had done earlier. “I live and die by your command.”


  Hareem dismissed her with a wave. As she abandoned the throne room, though, it occurred to him that he’d just made another enemy.


  “Are you afraid of her, Hareem?” Taryn asked through their bond. “Or do you regret not mating her? How can I convince you that you’ve made the right choice?”


  Hareem closed his eyes, once more completely focused on his mate. Elina vanished completely from his mind as he allowed himself to feel what Taryn did. He undid his pants and gripped his swollen prick, imagining it was his mate’s fist around him instead of his own. Or better yet, Taryn’s tight little ass.


  A memory drifted in his mind, one of the many times he and Taryn had been together in this very room. Taryn had taken to shifting into his wolf form and sitting through all of Hareem’s meetings. When Hareem was done and they were in private, he’d change into his human shape, rubbing his young, naked body against Hareem. He would straddle Hareem’s lap, teasing his dick through his pants until Hareem was wild with lust.


  Finally, Hareem would tear off his clothing and bury his aching dick into Taryn’s welcoming heat. The memories were so vivid Hareem could practically feel the hold of Taryn’s channel tightening around his prick. Hissing, he rubbed his thumb over the leaking head of his dick, his need rising more and more as he felt Taryn touch himself.


  It was only a ghost of what they could have done if they’d been together, but at the same time, it was perfect, beautiful, and carnal in a way only sex with Taryn could ever be. Sooner than Hareem expected, he found himself on the brink of climax. His mate was close, too. Hareem could feel it, as if they were flying together in the eye of the storm.


  “Come for me, sweeting,” he sent to his mate. “Let me feel you.”


  With a mental cry, Taryn came, and a wave of bliss swept over Hareem, propelling him over the edge. In spite of the physical distance, his bond with Taryn glowed with their love and shared desire. Hareem lost himself in it, in the nearly overwhelming nirvana.


  It was so very easy to forget all of his problems within the physical pleasure, so easy to imagine that all of the loss he and Taryn had experienced was nothing more than a bad dream. But that only meant that, when the high of the bliss faded, Hareem was struck even harder by the cold loneliness of the throne room.


  His breath caught as he remembered that his mate was so very far, lost to him until he found a solution that appeared to elude him no matter how much he struggled. Hareem swallowed around the sudden knot in his throat, angry with himself for his weakness. He shouldn’t be losing hope. His mate was relying on him to fix this.


  “You will,” Taryn soothed him through their bond. “I have complete faith in you. And once it’s all over, we can be together again, you, me, and our baby.”


  The thought made Hareem smile. Overlords, he couldn’t wait to be a father. He hated that he couldn’t be with Taryn through this delicate time, but they had their mate bond, and through it, Hareem could feel everything Taryn did, including the stirrings of incipient life within Taryn.


  He was so lost in thought that he almost missed the new knock on the door. Grumbling, Hareem wiped himself down as much as he could and fixed his clothing. His garments wouldn’t pass muster if he had to face a shifter, but he really didn’t care. What was the use of being an emperor if he couldn’t masturbate in the throne room from time to time?


  “Yes?” he called out, much like he had earlier. Really, he was tired of all these meetings. What he really wanted to do was to fly out there and take matters into his own hands, but instead, he had to linger here and delegate, and deal with scorned draechen females. Overlords, sometimes he really hated being an emperor.


  This time, however, it wasn’t a draechen who demanded his attention. The guard led a pale-looking Alwyn into the throne room. “I need a word with you, Your Majesty,” Alwyn said, his voice quiet and subdued.


  “Of course, Lord Cyraltin,” Hareem replied. He’d grown to like the little sprite, since he’d brought so much joy in Rachen’s life. “What is it?”


  “I want to go home,” Alwyn blurted out. “I need to leave Draechenburg.”


  


  * * * *


  


  “Leaving?” Rachen stared at Alwyn in disbelief. “What do you mean you’re leaving?”


  Alwyn winced, and Rachen realized he’d raised his voice at the sprite. He’d also grabbed Alwyn’s arm and was squeezing it rather tightly. He never did that. With Alwyn, he always tried to remain gentle, to push back that part of him that told him he’d never be good enough and just believe. Perhaps this was why this news felt like such a betrayal.


  “It would be just for a brief visit,” Alwyn said, not even trying to pull away. “I need to see my family.”


  “But why?” Rachen inquired plaintively. He knew he should be letting go, but he couldn’t bring himself to do so. In his heart, he feared that if he freed Alwyn, the other man would just disappear and never return.


  “You have to understand that Alwyn has been in Draechenburg for quite a while now,” Hareem said from behind him. “With us being in lockdown, Elusians were forbidden from coming here. It’s understandable that Alwyn wishes to visit his family.”


  Hareem’s palm landed on his shoulder, and Rachen turned, glaring at his older brother. He’d have asked Hareem what in the world he knew about being estranged from a loved one, but then, he realized Hareem was in the perfect position to give advice on that. After all, he’d been forced to separate from his pregnant mate.


  Rachen took a deep breath and did his best to calm down. Deep inside, his dragon was mortally wounded. No matter what Alwyn said, Rachen knew there was more to this than just a simple visit.


  But Rachen couldn’t keep Alwyn tied to him. It wouldn’t be fair, not when so many months had passed and Rachen still hadn’t managed to get his act straight. Not to mention that Alwyn had been acting strangely as of late. It might have had something to do with the increasing strain the benandanti’s efforts put on Rachen, but somehow Rachen doubted that.


  Well, he could accept rejection like anyone else. He released Alwyn’s arm and forced a smile. “I understand. Will you be coming back?”


  “Of course,” Alwyn answered. “My father did agree on it with His Imperial Majesty.”


  Well, that was an answer to the question Rachen hadn’t asked. It seemed strange, because Rachen had begun to believe that Alwyn truly was his mate. Apparently, he’d been mistaken.


  A few hours later, a plane was prepared for Alwyn’s departure. Rachen accompanied Alwyn to the cliffside. His brother didn’t join them, something for which Rachen felt grateful. He was already humiliated and torn inside, and he didn’t want anyone to witness Alwyn’s departure in case he broke down completely.


  Rachen led Alwyn to the plane and stopped in front of the aircraft. For a few seconds they just stared at each other. As he took in Alwyn’s familiar face, Rachen knew he could not let the sprite go. He wished he could be a better man, like his brothers, but he wasn’t.


  “Stay,” he said. “Don’t leave me.”


  Alwyn didn’t even try to say he wasn’t abandoning Rachen. “I don’t want to,” he replied, tears appearing in his dark eyes. “I can’t stay. If I do… I can’t explain it, Rachen.”


  “Try,” Rachen insisted. “You know you can trust me.”


  On impulse, Rachen took Alwyn’s hands and kissed them. A few months ago, he’d never have dared to do that, but now, it seemed natural. They’d never even shared any sexual touches beyond a few kisses, but Rachen still felt so very close to Alwyn. He truly didn’t think his mind would survive Alwyn’s departure.


  He didn’t know what reaction he’d expected from Alwyn, but it certainly wasn’t a fierce embrace. “I can’t. It’s so complicated, and it’s not completely my story to tell.”


  Rachen hugged Alwyn back, inhaling the sprite’s scent, wishing he could bottle it so that he’d at least have that when Alwyn was away. He didn’t push Alwyn into revealing anything his mate wasn’t ready to tell him.


  “I want to ask you to come with me,” Alwyn confessed when he finally pulled away, “but it wouldn’t be fair to your people.”


  Sudden knowledge sparked in Rachen’s mind. “You’re not going to see your family, are you?” he inquired.


  Alwyn shook his head. “No. I’m sorry. It’s just…there’s something I really need to do.”


  He didn’t even meet Rachen’s eyes as he spoke. Instead, he seemed to be staring at something beyond Rachen’s shoulder. Rachen stole a look behind himself, but he couldn’t see anyone standing there.


  Shaking himself, Rachen faced Alwyn again. He cupped Alwyn’s chin and forced their gazes to meet. “Ask me. I’ll say yes. My brother will understand.”


  Alwyn’s lower lip trembled. “I don’t want to be selfish. This isn’t about me.”


  “Everything is about you,” Rachen impulsively answered.


  Before Alwyn could answer to that, Rachen felt someone approaching them. This time, when he glanced away from Alwyn, he saw that Hareem had unexpectedly joined them on the cliff.


  “Go,” Hareem said. “You need this. You need to be free.”


  Rachen was torn. His loyalty to Ornoz and to his family reminded him that his presence was required if they were going to find a solution to the problem with the Ancient Horror. His dragon pointed out that nothing was more important than his mate.


  There was nothing more Rachen would have liked but to go with what his beast demanded. But he saw the loneliness in Hareem’s eyes, and he realized that, beyond his duty as a soldier, he had one as a brother.


  “I can’t just leave you,” he pointed out.


  Hareem chuckled. “I’ll be fine,” he said. “I don’t need anyone to babysit me. Besides, Prince Kaelezrin is still here.”


  Yes, but Kaelezrin was focused on his own mate, something that seemed entirely understandable given Talrasar’s condition. “The benandanti…” Rachen tried again.


  “Drop by their lab again before you go,” Hareem said. “If they haven’t managed to find the Ancient Horror in the past months, it’s unlikely that a brief absence from your part will be a huge setback.” He arched a brow at Alwyn. “I do expect this visit to be as expedient as possible.”


  “Yes, Your Majesty,” Alwyn answered, now sounding a little breathless. “Of course.”


  Rachen couldn’t deny himself or Alwyn anymore. On impulse, he hugged his brother. “Thank you,” he said. “I won’t forget this.”


  “You don’t need to thank me,” his brother replied. “I just want you to be happy.”


  The embrace was a little awkward and a little too tight, but when Rachen released his sibling, he truly dared to think that, at last, he was part of a real family. And when Alwyn took his hand and squeezed, he suddenly knew that this departure wouldn’t be for naught. Somehow, throughout his trip, Rachen would manage to find the answers Hareem was looking for.


  Chapter Eleven


  


  A few days later


  


  Taryn bared his fangs at the wolf in front of him, anger coursing hot and bright through him. He couldn’t speak in this form, but he didn’t need words to communicate his fury. He’d grown tired of the other shifter’s clumsy attempts to seduce him. How many times did he have to say no for the guy to get the message?


  Sadly, he couldn’t actually pounce on the other wolf to teach him a lesson. He was in the last stages of his pregnancy, which meant that he was not only easily riled, but also quite fat and far clumsier than he’d have liked.


  It was perhaps fortunate that his brother got between them before things could escalate further. “That’s enough,” Monroe said through his mental abilities. “Andrew, go with the rest of the pack. I don’t want to see you approaching my brother again. If you do, I’ll take it as a challenge to my authority. Do I make myself clear?”


  The other wolf whined slowly and started to back away. Even so, when Monroe turned his back, Taryn spotted his would-be suitor glancing his way again. He didn’t react in any way, knowing it would only encourage the older wolf. He just went with his brother, forcing himself not to think about what would happen if Andrew tried again. Likely, Monroe would be forced to banish yet another member from the pack.


  As his pregnancy advanced, Taryn’s wolf grew increasingly restless and needy. He acutely felt his mate’s absence and yearned for Hareem’s touch. Hareem’s few visits soothed the ache but couldn’t completely satisfy the craving. Wolves were tactile creatures, and through his separation from Hareem, Taryn had lost something very important to him. His hormones were all over the place, and they were affecting the rest of the pack. More than once, other wolves had tried to mount him, and only Monroe’s intervention had kept him safe. He often hid from everyone else, just so that he could touch himself and imagine Hareem’s hands on him.


  It didn’t help that he had no real clue regarding when he’d give birth. There were very few records of how it had been for previous Lovingtons. In fact, Taryn didn’t even know if there had been male pregnancies in his line before him. It didn’t help that his baby would be a draechen half-breed, further confusing him. Werewolves usually had short gestation times, but dragons laid eggs, and they even had to hatch them after that.


  Feeling lonely and stressed, Taryn reached out with his mind to his mate. “Do you ever wish you’d mated a draechen?” he asked morosely.


  “I wish for many things, sweeting,” Hareem answered, “but not one of them implies changing you. I’d like for the Directive to be gone, for the Ancient Horror to have stayed dead, for me to be just a regular dragon. But I won’t ever doubt that you’re perfect just the way you are.”


  Taryn whined softly. He wished he could believe that, but the fact remained that he’d been the one to send Hareem away. Even if it had all been for a good reason, he couldn’t help but doubt himself.


  “Don’t,” Hareem told him. “As much as I miss you, things are toxic in Draechenburg right now. I don’t think it would have been a safe environment for you anyway. What with Rachen and Alwyn leaving, it seems to have gotten worse.”


  “Your brother will be fine,” Taryn said, even though he was a little angry with Rachen for abandoning Hareem now of all times. “He’s with his mate, and he is keeping in touch with you.”


  “Yes, but the draechen lords don’t realize that. In any case, sweeting, I’ll handle it. Just relax.”


  Taryn listened to soothing tone of Hareem’s voice and sat in the shade of a tree. He was distantly aware of his brother keeping watch over him. With Monroe’s quiet strength nearby and Hareem’s love flooding their bond, Taryn soon found himself dozing off. In the end, who cared about what his pack thought? Taryn certainly didn’t. He’d just worry about his baby and take things as they came.


  He was startled from his comfortable snoozing by a loud roar. Instantly, he shot up. Monroe was already directing the rest of the pack to take cover, and Taryn followed after his brother. To his shock, draechen started to appear out of nowhere, cutting off their retreat.


  Taryn would have thought that his mate had sent someone after him, but he knew better. These shifters weren’t their friends, and were likely not inclined to help Taryn in any way.


  Through his bond with Hareem, Taryn could sense his mate’s panic. “Run, sweeting. Go.”


  It was, of course, a useless demand, since Taryn was already running. He and the other wolves slipped into the forest, and Taryn hoped that the draechen would lose their trail in the thick undergrowth.


  However, the draechen seemed quite determined. A bolt of fire hit a tree right next to Taryn, and for the first time since the vampire attack, Taryn truly feared for his life.


  He tried to run faster, but in his condition, he got tired easier than before. The rest of the wolves were already in front of him, scattering through the bushes to avoid getting a serious case of third-degree burns.


  What could have gone wrong? They’d been so very careful. Taryn was sure of it. They moved around a lot, never staying in one place for too long. The only one who always knew where they were was Hareem, but Hareem hadn’t shared that information with anyone.


  Had someone followed Hareem from Draechenburg during one of his visits? No, that couldn’t be possible. Hareem would have felt any pursuer. A million questions swirled through Taryn’s mind, but he couldn’t focus on them. A tree collapsed in front of him, cutting off his escape. Taryn yelped and tried to leap right, but an ice spell kept him from advancing. He turned, only to find himself facing three huge dragons.


  There was nowhere to go, nowhere to hide. Out of all the possible things that could have happened, Taryn had never expected this. The whole point of him leaving Draechenburg had been to avoid it.


  The three dragons eyed him with predatory expressions. The red one released a loud roar and opened his snout, obviously readying himself to use his magic on Taryn. But Taryn wasn’t about to wait to be barbecued, though. He leapt forward, crawling between the legs of the creatures, using his smaller size to his advantage.


  A huge tail swept through the air, and Taryn rolled away just in time, barely managing to avoid being struck. Suddenly, the ground started to shake and his paws began to sink into the dirt, threatening to swallow Taryn whole.


  Whining in panic, Taryn tried to free himself, but he simply couldn’t, no matter how hard he tried. It seemed obvious that the third dragon’s affinity was with earth, and that was a power Taryn couldn’t escape so easily.


  The fire dragon turned toward Taryn again, its eyes glowing threateningly. Just as a fire blast left his snout, though, a large black wolf appeared out of nowhere, jumping straight for the throat of the fire dragon. His attack didn’t stop the fire ball, but it did change its trajectory. Instead of hitting Taryn, the spell struck the tree next to him. It erupted into flames and flew back, crashing against others, threatening to set the entire forest ablaze. Taryn couldn’t even imagine what the enchantment would have done to him had it hit its target.


  Fortunately, Monroe—because he was, of course, Taryn’s savior—managed to distract the earth dragon, and Taryn succeeded in freeing himself from the trap.


  “Run,” Monroe sent to him, still dodging the spells of the draechen. “Go to the cave. It’s very close. If you get there, you can make your escape. Not even the earth dragon can find you in there.”


  Taryn hesitated. His brother was likely correct in that the cave could protect him. It had been the refuge of their pack for as long as they’d existed. It was among the few sanctuaries they shared with the group led by their parents, as its use could be traced back to the first Lovington werewolf. The cave and other places like it had magic that kept the people inside them safe. However, Taryn didn’t want to abandon his brother to the mercy of the dragons. If he left now, Monroe would be killed. But what could he do? He couldn’t even protect himself, let alone Monroe.


  His vacillation cost him. The fire dragon managed to dislodge Monroe and tossed him away dismissively. Monroe hit one of the trees with a nauseating crack, and the sound made Taryn stomach roil and his heart break. When the dragons faced him again, Taryn realized he’d had enough.


  He couldn’t hope to defeat them through physical strength, but he had something else on his side. The same magic that existed within the caves stirred inside him, a power he hadn’t even been aware of. He didn’t even know where it had appeared from, because he hadn’t felt it during the vampire attack. Now, though, it burned through him, fueled by his anger, his loss, his protectiveness, and more than anything, his bond with his mate.


  Mercifully, his mate didn’t ask him to run like Monroe had. Instead, he infused Taryn with affection, whispering, “I love you so much. I love you, and I trust you.”


  “I love you, too,” Taryn answered.


  Just as he finished speaking, a huge ice dragon appeared in the sky above him and landed straight in front of Taryn. The other draechen froze at the sight, obviously taken aback. Their shock seemed to melt into terror when the new arrival spoke out, “Shift!”


  Technically speaking, Taryn shouldn’t have been able to hear it, because the dragon was using mental speech. However, he did, for one very simple reason which he couldn’t let his attackers realize. If they did, he, his baby, and Monroe would pay the price.


  Thankfully they didn’t seem to think the situation was in any way strange. Perhaps they realized that what they were doing was wrong and against what their emperor would want of them. In any case, they melted in to their human forms, just like they had been told.


  As it always happened for draechen, the shift took some time because of the difference in sizes. Taryn used the opening to rush to his brother’s side. Fortunately, Monroe was just shaking off the shock of being tossed against the tree. He blinked at the sight of the ice dragon now creating a barrier between them and their attackers.


  “What in the world is your mate doing here?” he asked through his mental abilities.


  Taryn couldn’t exactly reply, since he was still in wolf form. He just nudged his brother with his snout, gesturing for Monroe to head out. Monroe fortunately complied, and not a moment too soon. The illusion of Hareem’s presence flickered briefly, Taryn’s strength starting to fail him.


  The draechen didn’t notice immediately. After all, how could they? They couldn’t have possibly guessed that the Lovington line gave Taryn some sprite illusion magic. Taryn himself hadn’t known. He took advantage of it to steal one last look at them and register who exactly the people who’d assaulted him had been. He only recognized one of them, a female draechen. Elina Eretar. She was the fire dragon who Taryn had at first thought was male.


  Taryn supposed it didn’t really surprise him that she’d come after him. Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned. But what did take him aback was that her conversation with Hareem had only been a few days back. How had she managed to find him with such ease?


  He couldn’t dwell on those questions, though. Both he and Monroe began to run as the spell collapsed, Hareem’s image vanishing completely. As they made their way through the forest, Taryn realized something was very wrong. Horrible waves of pain assaulted him, coming from his abdomen.


  With a choked whine, Taryn collapsed, unable to move another muscle. Monroe shifted into his human form and took him into his arms. “Is it the baby?” Monroe asked as he started to carry him toward the caves.


  If he could have, Taryn might have felt inclined to kick Monroe’s ass for asking stupid questions. As it was, he just whimpered, confused, in pain, and more than anything, terrified. He loved his baby so much. He didn’t know what he’d do if something happened to his beloved child.


  “Breathe, sweeting,” Hareem’s voice came in his mind. “I’m coming. I won’t let you go through this alone.”


  “You’re an ocean away, Hareem,” Taryn answered. “There’s no way…” He trailed off as another wave of pain struck him. “Hareem…”


  Something was terribly wrong. Taryn was sure of it now. It could have been the magic, or simply the stress caused by the attack. Whatever the cause, he was so very afraid. He didn’t remember ever feeling such terror in his life.


  Behind him, he heard the angry roar of a dragon. Or perhaps it was the howl of his wolf, protesting the agony, trying to fight it back. A coppery scent reached his nostrils, the smell his own blood coming from wounds he couldn’t remember receiving. In his mind, Hareem whispered a litany of his name. “Stay with me. Taryn. Sweeting. Taryn.”


  Taryn clung to his mate’s voice, trying to keep a hold on his consciousness. The baby wanted to come out, whether Taryn accepted it or not, and Taryn had to hold on, to make sure his child was going to be okay.


  Darkness descended upon him. At first, Taryn thought he was losing the battle for his awareness, but then, he realized he and his brother had finally reached the caves. Voices sounded around them.


  “What happened?”


  “What’s wrong with him?”


  “Gods… Was it the emperor?”


  Monroe didn’t answer. Or maybe he did. Taryn couldn’t hear anything anymore. White noise clouded his senses, submerging him into an abyss of pain. He stubbornly forced it all back, focusing on his baby, doing his best to soothe the child.


  At one point, Monroe put him down on something soft, possibly a nest of blankets. They had been getting ready for this for months. Although Taryn had hoped to have his mate by his side when the time came to bring their son to the world, he and his brother had made all the possible preparations. They had supplied their hideouts—this cave included—with medicine and the equipment they would need. Everything a werewolf child required had been readied beforehand. They hadn’t expected a problematic birth, but Taryn had to believe in his brother.


  Monroe’s hand gently reached for him. “It’s okay, little brother,” he said, his voice choked. “It’s going to be okay.”


  Only it wasn’t, not really. Taryn knew that, beyond any shadow of a doubt. Pushing back the pain, Taryn met his brother’s eyes, so much like his own. He grasped Monroe’s palm with his own, squeezing it tightly.


  When had he shifted? He couldn’t remember. Then again, he couldn’t have kept his hold on his wolf form right now. He was too weak, in too much pain. “Monroe,” he gasped out. “Take care of him. He’s more important… more important than anything.”


  He wanted to say more, to tell his brother that if a choice had to be made, Taryn wanted his baby to survive. His life was secondary. His son mattered far more.


  Monroe nodded. “I’ll protect your child,” he whispered. “I promise I’ll protect him with my life.”


  In his mind, Taryn heard Hareem roaring his agony. “No, sweeting. You can’t leave me. You just can’t.”


  “I’m not going anywhere,” Taryn replied in a haze. “I’ll always be with you.”


  That was the last thing Taryn managed to convey before another wave of pain hit him. Finally, Taryn sent out a prayer to all the gods in existence to protect his baby and surrendered to the darkness.


  


  * * * *


  


  As an emperor, Hareem had been forced to make many difficult decisions. He’d imprisoned his parents and his twin and had narrowly dodged a war with Patala. He’d had to create an unlikely truce with the vampires and get used to a brother he hadn’t fully trusted.


  Nothing had prepared him for the agony he experienced this day. His mate had been attacked once before, and Hareem had nearly lost his mind then. But now, it was so much worse, because this time, Hareem instinctively felt that Taryn’s injuries were far more serious.


  When Hareem had felt the attack, he’d been in the lab, engulfed into yet another interminable meeting with the benandanti. The Connors didn’t like that Hareem had allowed Rachen to leave with Alwyn. The draechen lords grumbled that Alwyn’s departure meant a sign of weakness from Hareem’s part and a shakiness in the tentative treaty with Elusia.


  And then, it came, the dreaded attack. Hareem had already been on the edge, but he’d forced himself to push back his tension for his beautiful mate’s benefit. Upon feeling Taryn’s fear, he immediately melted into his dragon form and flew out of the lab.


  To be true, a more accurate assessment of his departure would be that he burst through the walls, sending brick and stone flying all over the place. The benandanti took cover, cursing as the lab equipment was destroyed.


  “What the fuck?” Hareem heard James Connors curse.


  It barely even registered at all. Nothing mattered anymore, not the Connors, not the draechen who were dodging Hareem, barely managing to avoid being trampled. At one point, he thought he heard someone grumble a “Not again,” but he seriously didn’t care about their opinion.


  By the time he reached the cliffside, his mate was already facing three furious dragons, with his brother as his only defense. What the fuck was going on? How had they found out Taryn’s location? Hareem had made sure that no one was tracking Taryn down. And yet, somehow, his own people were hunting Taryn, hurting him.


  Hareem wanted to gather an entire army for the simple purpose of destroying the group who’d dared to go against Taryn. He didn’t have time for that, but mercifully, there were plenty of people on the cliffside. With a roar, Hareem gathered them all around him. They instantly obeyed, changing into their dragon shapes.


  By some miracle, Talrasar and Kaelezrin were there as well. The fae prince took one look at Hareem and asked, “Where do you need me to go?”


  It was a wonder that Talrasar had even made the offer. His pregnancy was already showing, and his mate had grown very protective of both Talrasar and the unborn babe. Even now, Kaelezrin was frowning fiercely. Hareem couldn’t blame him, but right then and there, he’d have given his throne to have a fae backing him up.


  “Taryn is under attack,” he sent to Kaelezrin. “I…”


  He trailed off as he registered what was going on with his mate. Hope rushed through him as he felt Taryn create the illusion. He did his best to support Taryn, feeding his power into their bond, making the enchantment more believable.


  It worked. The draechen traitors fell for the trick, and Hareem experienced a brief moment of relief. It melted into dread when he felt the piercing agony explode over Taryn, coming from his abdomen.


  He couldn’t speak anymore. He could barely even think. Lost and desperate, Hareem launched himself into the air. He tried to hold onto his connection with his lover, willing Taryn to fight, to stay with him. For a while, Taryn held on, but then, with one heart-breaking promise, the werewolf lost consciousness.


  At that point, Hareem’s soul seemed to shatter. The weight of his guilt and sorrow seemed too much to break. His wings faltered and he might have fallen from the sky if not for the knowledge that Taryn was still alive. Taryn needed him.


  Of course, he didn’t have much luck in putting up a façade of calm. His magic started to emanate from him, stirring snow into the clouds. “Emperor Hareematek,” a voice reached out to him, snapping him from his trance before he could create a blizzard. “You need to remain calm. We’re with you. Just don’t lose hope.”


  It was Prince Kaelezrin. Hareem was deeply grateful to both him and his mate for deciding to join the expedition, but he couldn’t possibly express that gratitude in words. His full focus remained on Taryn, on the hope that any moment now, his mate would recover and reach out to him again.


  A million memories flashed through Hareem’s mind. Taryn’s smile, the sound of his laughter, the way he’d moan and writhe at Hareem’s touch. His swollen belly as their baby grew inside him. It couldn’t be over. Hareem refused to believe it. There was too much he hadn’t said, too much he hadn’t done, too many mistakes he hadn’t fixed. So many regrets, all of them piling on top of Hareem, pointing out what an idiot he’d been.


  He had wanted to do what was best for Taryn, for everyone. He had wanted to build a better world, where his son could grow up safe and loved, without having to hide. He’d failed abysmally. The only thing he’d managed so far was to piss off the wrong people. But Elina and everyone like her would pay the price for their transgression. If something happened to Taryn, the world wouldn’t have to worry about the Ancient Horror. Hareem would be the one to destroy it, to destroy everything.


  The trip seemed to take forever, and never once did Hareem feel even a stirring of their bond. Perhaps it was better this way. If Taryn had been conscious, he would undoubtedly have to endure a lot of pain. As things stood, Hareem could only rely on Monroe’s affection for his brother and hope that the werewolves had truly been prepared for Taryn giving birth.


  Finally, they reached the mountain range where the werewolves had taken refuge. Hareem could still see the damage the attacking draechen had done. They were obviously gone now, but Hareem had every intention to hunt them down.


  “There are three rogue dragons in the area,” he sent to his men. “One of them is Elina Eretar. Find them and bring them to me.”


  He kept half of the draechen with him, and of course, Princes Kaelezrin and Talrasar. His heart in his throat, he flew to the mountain side and landed next to the caves.


  The illusion protecting the sanctuary of the werewolves was strong. He’d never have known the place was there if he hadn’t taken that information from Taryn’s mind. Nevertheless, he had to respect the secrecy of it, even if the delay irked him.


  He ordered the rest of his men to stay behind, a good distance away from the caves. Shifting into his human form, he gestured for the two princes to follow. Kaelezrin, who had been in his dragon form, changed into his human one. Holding his mate’s hand, the two men trailed after Hareem.


  Hareem led them to the caves, or rather, where he knew the caves would be. As he approached their destination, however, a bolt landed straight in front of Hareem. He dodged the projectile with ease, but he had the feeling it had never been meant to hit him in the first place.


  “Stay where you are,” a voice sounded from the shadows. “I won’t warn you again.”


  Hareem ignored the threat. “Do not try to get between me and my mate, Prince Jud’enealh. You won’t like the result.”


  Oddly, he didn’t recognize the sound of his own voice. He seemed to be speaking from underwater, or rather, from a void of pure sorrow that was quickly consuming his consciousness. The elf prince didn’t seem very happy about Hareem’s loss of control. He stepped forward, glaring at Hareem. “You’re not in any condition to see him. Not to mention that you’ve already done enough.”


  “Step aside, elf,” Kaelezrin said. “This is none of your business. We’ll go through you if we have to.”


  Talrasar pressed his hand to his mate’s shoulder, but it wasn’t Kaelezrin he addressed. “Enough of this,” he told the elf sternly. “You don’t have the right to keep Emperor Hareematek from his mate and child.”


  Hareem didn’t even wait for a reply from the elf. He just pushed past the man and entered the caves. He felt the magic trying to keep him out, but his determination was such that not even the strongest spell could have kept him out.


  A pack of wolves surrounded him the moment he burst into the caverns. They bared their fangs at him, snarling and growling. Hareem snarled back. He could have easily wiped them out with one ice spell. His dragon was itching to do it, especially since he knew they hadn’t been exactly nice to his mate.


  Fortunately, he didn’t have to attack anyone. A large black wolf appeared in front of him, and silence fell over the caves. Instinctively, Hareem recognized him as the Alpha of the pack. Monroe released a low growl, but instead of trying to dissuade Hareem, he gestured Hareem further into the cave.


  Hareem didn’t speak. He didn’t even acknowledge Monroe in any way. He just ran past the Alpha wolf, deeper into the cave. The scent of blood reached his nostrils, making his stomach roil. He followed it to a small nest of blankets and froze.


  The sight of Taryn’s still body threatened to crumble what was left of Hareem’s reason. Ice bloomed under his feet as he stepped closer, the air growing frigid around them. Finally, he knelt next to Taryn, afraid to touch the werewolf lest he accidentally harm his mate even more.


  Strikingly enough, his dragon’s cold magic didn’t subside when he came closer to Taryn, but neither did it affect the unconscious shifter. Then again, perhaps it wasn’t so strange. After all, they were mates. Taryn had always been Hareem’s greatest strength and his greatest weakness, from the very first moment they’d met.


  Trembling, Hareem lay down next to Taryn. He cupped Taryn’s cheek gently, wanting to hold his lover close, but feeling that if he tried to do that, his frail mate would shatter into a million pieces.


  There were countless things he’d have liked to do then, but he was no healer. He did, however, have a responsibility, and someone else he loved who called out to him. A little, dim light glowed in his heart, giving him a measure of calm. Hareem remembered that not all was lost. He still had allies on his side, and his mate was still breathing. As long as Taryn remained alive, Hareem would never give up.


  Hareem brushed a kiss over Taryn’s cheek, then got up. He found Prince Talrasar close by, and he beckoned him closer. “Please,” he said, “help him.”


  “I will do what I can,” Talrasar replied.


  Kaelezrin went with him, and together, the two princes took Hareem’s place next to Taryn. Forcing himself to look away, Hareem scanned the cave for the man who was basically his brother-in-law. He found Monroe leaning against the wall of the cavern. He carried a small—entirely too small—infant in his arms.


  Confused emotions flooded Hareem. On autopilot, he went to Monroe’s side and extended his arms. Monroe wordlessly complied and handed the baby to Hareem.


  It wasn’t the first time Hareem had been around newborns. He and his twin were just a little older than Karein. While Karein hadn’t exactly been the most lovable baby, it had served Hareem to at least know a little about young children.


  Of course, Taryn’s child was nothing like Karein. He blinked wide eyes at Hareem, and Hareem noted that one of the beautiful orbs was ice blue and the other green-gold. He had a tuft of jet black hair that reminded Hareem of Taryn. He was lovely, but at the same time, so very quiet. Too quiet.


  “Is he all right?” Hareem asked Monroe.


  “We don’t know,” Monroe answered. “We’ve tried to feed him, but he won’t eat. He hasn’t even cried since he was born.”


  Hareem’s heart fell. He knew what it meant. It rarely happened for dragon children, because they hatched from eggs and weren’t actually born like mammals. However, even for them, problematic pregnancies could lead to brain injuries.


  He needed to get his son to a healer. Talrasar was already doing his best with Taryn, and his mate still hadn’t awakened. This was such a disaster. Hareem cradled the baby to his chest, feeling lost, helpless, and afraid.


  At last, a low whimper came from Taryn. The small werewolf stirred on the blankets as the healing light coming from Talrasar began to dim. Still holding his son, Hareem rushed to his mate’s side. “How is he?” he asked Talrasar.


  “I did what I could,” Talrasar replied. “Unfortunately, I’m not as strong as I used to be. If I push myself to much, I’d take chances I can’t afford.”


  Hareem could understand that. Talrasar had already risked a lot just by helping Taryn. Hareem could tell that his lover’s color had improved, but the pallor had trickled into Talrasar.


  Nevertheless, Talrasar gestured for Hareem to give him the baby. Hareem wordlessly complied. It might have been selfish of him, but at this point, the most competent person to deal with this problem was Talrasar.


  Light emerged from the fae prince’s hands once again. Hareem pet his mate’s hair, all the while willing Talrasar’s treatment to work on his son. Someone must have heard his prayer, because at last, the baby released a small coo, then started to cry.


  Instantly, Taryn’s eyes snapped open. “My baby,” he gasped out. “Where’s my baby?”


  Now almost ashen, Talrasar handed the child to Taryn. “We need to get them to Rose Noire for further treatment,” he told Hareem.


  “Isn’t there someplace closer we could go?” Hareem inquired. Crossing an entire ocean hardly seemed beneficial for his sick family. “Or perhaps we could try to contact them instead, so that someone could come here.”


  “It would be a waste of time, Hareem,” Talrasar answered. “Since the High Priestess’s sickness, most of the healers cluster in Rose Noire and they are understandably reluctant to leave.”


  It was so strange. Talrasar had never called him by that shortened form of his name. It spoke of a familiarity that Hareem and Talrasar had never acquired. It also suggested that Talrasar felt far sicker than he looked, which certainly wasn’t a good thing.


  Meanwhile, Taryn finally registered Hareem’s presence. “I knew you would come, Hareem,” he said with a dazed smile. “I knew you wouldn’t leave us.”


  Hareem kissed his mate’s temple. In his heart, he could tell that Taryn wasn’t at all well. Talrasar had mended his most immediate injuries, but using magic seemed to have put quite a lot of strain on his body and his mind.


  Kaelezrin gathered his mate to his chest and shot Hareem a dark look. “Rose Noire it is then.”


  It was both a statement and a question. Hareem just nodded. They weren’t out of the woods yet, and as much as he hated to admit it, the two princes were right in that Rose Noire was their best bet to get adequate medical attention. Taryn could easily relapse, and their baby was so small and frail. But Hareem had to believe that they could get a second chance. He had to believe that, if he wanted to preserve his sanity.


  A strong hand landed on his shoulder. “I want to come with you,” Monroe said.


  “You’d leave your pack?” Hareem asked. “I don’t know when you’d get to return.”


  “Taryn is more important. He and that baby are my family. I won’t lose them again. My beta can handle the pack until Taryn is better.”


  It occurred to Hareem then that Monroe certainly had his priorities in order. What could he do? He agreed.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  It seemed hard to believe, but Hareem had never actually been to Rose Noire. Before his parents had approached the Norrenddare family to push for Karein’s marriage to Sari, their two nations hadn’t been all that close. After that, Hareem hadn’t gotten the chance to visit the reclusive fae.


  When his plane landed in Rose Noire, though, the last thing Hareem had in mind was sight-seeing. Just like he’d feared, both Taryn and the baby had taken a turn for the worse. The baby had eaten very little, and much to Hareem’s dismay, Taryn had fallen unconscious again. At this point, Hareem was so terrified he could hardly think.


  The moment the doors of the jet opened, he took his mate in his arms and carried him outside. He’d have liked to hold his son, too, but he couldn’t do so. Fortunately, Monroe followed him, the tiny baby in his care. Prince Jud’enealh trailed behind him, still gripping his crossbow. Prince Kaelezrin was right by Hareem’s side, carefully cradling his weakened mate.


  Hareem had managed to contact Rose Noire beforehand, so there were a lot of priestesses already waiting for them. They flocked around Hareem, guiding him to the Temple. “Right this way, Your Imperial Majesty,” one of them said.


  The king himself was in front of the temple. He greeted Hareem with a nod, and Hareem noted that he looked quite pale himself. From inside, Sari and Karein emerged. No one spoke, far too aware of Hareem’s urgency. They waited quietly as the priestesses guided Hareem to one of the rooms. Hareem followed their instructions and placed his mate on the bed. Meanwhile, Monroe brought Hareem’s son inside. To think, Hareem and Taryn hadn’t even gotten the chance to decide on a name. For some reason, they’d never quite found the right time to discuss it. Hareem choked a little as he wondered if they ever would.


  “We’ll take it from here, Your Majesty,” the priestess said. “If you’d please wait outside, we’ll let you know when you can see him.”


  Hareem just stared at her. Yes, he was aware that men were forbidden in the Temple of Jenarra, but he had surmised that some sort of exception had been made. Apparently, he’d been mistaken.


  “I will not leave him,” Hareem said between gritted teeth. “You cannot possibly ask me…”


  “It’s okay, Your Majesty,” a voice said behind him. “We’ll be right outside.”


  Hareem turned, only to see King Selbrian standing behind him. “We’ll just allow the priestesses to do their jobs,” Selbrian said. “This is a special area to treat the injured. It doesn’t have the restrictions you might have heard of.”


  That relieved Hareem somewhat. He still didn’t want to abandon Taryn, but what else could he do? If he stayed there, he’d just be growling at the priestess and hindering the healing process.


  Nodding, he stole another look at his mate. He wanted to approach and kiss him, but there was no time for that. Feeling like he carried the weight of the world on his shoulders, he followed the Ivenian king out of the room.


  Selbrian slowly led him outside and into another chamber that seemed to be designed as a waiting area. Hareem found Sari and Karein already there.


  “I heard what happened,” Sari said, hugging him tightly. “I assure you they’ll have the best of care.”


  “Thank you,” Hareem replied, embracing Sari back. It should have been strange, but his brother-in-law’s familiar hold comforted him, and he didn’t want to doubt it. At the same time, though, he could still feel Sari’s swollen belly. It reminded him of the way Taryn had been the last time they’d seen each other. When he broke the embrace, he couldn’t keep his voice from shaking. “I just…I can’t imagine how such a thing would even happen.”


  His men were still looking for Elina and her accomplices, but so far, they’d had no luck. In hindsight, Hareem realized that he could have contacted his forces stationed in the States before flying there like a crazed lunatic, but he had to admit he hadn’t been thinking clearly, and he didn’t even know how he could have conveyed Taryn’s location.


  Selbrian released a heavy sigh. “Very few things make sense anymore.”


  Hareem recalled Eanera had fallen into a coma. It occurred to him that the High Priestess often received visions with the location of people. She had even helped Hareem during his quest to find Sage and Camden when they had been kidnapped by the vampires. He also figured that her sickness had been awfully convenient, in that she hadn’t been able to provide assistance against the Ancient Horror.


  He didn’t actually doubt Eanera. That would be stupid, since she had no real reason to go against Ornoz. However, that didn’t mean the Ancient Horror couldn’t have infiltrated Rose Noire and somehow managed to use her power.


  Renewed terror coursed through Hareem. He had left his family all alone, in the company of strangers. The priestesses seemed well-intentioned, but what if the Ancient Horror had possessed one of them? They could hurt Taryn and the baby so easily.


  “What is it?” Karein inquired, obviously realizing Hareem’s dismay.


  “I just…I have to be with Taryn,” Hareem explained. “I understand that this isn’t regular procedure, but I can’t just wait here.”


  Selbrian scanned his face for a few moments, then nodded. “Very well. I can understand your concern. I’ll speak with the priestesses.”


  As they headed back the way they’d come, they surprisingly ran into a woman Hareem recognized as Sari’s stepmother, Onyerre. “Oh, Your Imperial Majesty,” she greeted him. “I just found out about your arrival. Is everything all right?”


  There was something about Onyerre that Hareem had never liked, and that hadn’t changed. If anything, he disliked her even more. “I wish I could provide you with an affirmative answer,” he replied, “but unfortunately, I cannot.”


  He said nothing else, since he was needed at Taryn’s side and he had no patience for polite platitudes. Selbrian guided him into Taryn’s room. Hareem half expected the priestesses to try to send him away again, but no one did. They were all already in deep concentration, healing light pouring from their hands into Taryn and the baby.


  Hareem sat down on a nearby couch and prepared himself to wait for as long as it took. Selbrian said nothing. He just squeezed Hareem’s shoulder once, then took his leave. As the door closed behind the Ivenian king, Hareem wondered what exactly Selbrian knew that he hadn’t shared with everyone. He was certain of one thing. Like Draechenburg, Rose Noire had many secrets, and some of them could be really dangerous for Hareem’s family.


  


  * * * *


  


  Meanwhile, somewhere in Greece


  


  “Are you absolutely sure about this?” Rachen whispered as he quietly slid through the dark crypt.


  “Positive,” Alwyn answered. “I know it’s strange, but you have to believe me.”


  Rachen didn’t point out that he already believed Alwyn. If he hadn’t, he wouldn’t have come here, in a naga graveyard out of all places. He still couldn’t imagine what business Alwyn had in this place, but Rachen would get the beautiful sprite in and out as quickly as he could.


  The crypt was, naturally, guarded by a good number of naga. Thankfully, Rachen had completely recovered from his previous injuries, but he suspected that he still would have had some trouble getting past the group. It wasn’t that he couldn’t have defeated them, but the real difficulty of the operation lay in remaining stealthy. They couldn’t risk starting a conflict between Patala and Ornoz again. The situation in the paranormal world was already volatile enough without Rachen and Alwyn contributing to it.


  However, Alwyn seemed to be convinced that there was something in this crypt that needed to be dealt with. He had promised to explain as soon as they solved this mysterious problem. Normally, Rachen wouldn’t have rushed forward just like that, without receiving any answers, but he trusted Alwyn more than he did himself. He might not think that he deserved a mate, but at the very least, he could offer his support to Alwyn, especially when the sprite had practically saved his life once.


  As it turned out, Alwyn wasn’t exactly helpless. Rachen didn’t have to do anything at all, because he felt a veil of magic flow over him, cloaking his presence. They walked past the naga guards with the group none the wiser.


  Still, Rachen held his breath until they entered another corridor, this time free of naga. He and Alwyn fell into complete silence, both of them more than aware that there were likely more chimeras guarding the crypt. The entire place was quite huge, larger than Rachen had expected, given that naga were, essentially, immortal.


  They bypassed a few other groups with no incident. Finally, Alwyn stopped in front of a funerary chamber. It was, mercifully, empty. A large stone casket lay in the center of the room. Rachen hated the entire feel of it, but Alwyn didn’t seem distraught at all. If anything, he acted like he’d been here before.


  The sprite headed straight for the casket, his gait oddly rigid. “Alwyn?” Rachen asked. “Are you all right?”


  Alwyn didn’t answer, and that sent a shiver down Rachen’s spine. Just as Alwyn reached the casket, Rachen grabbed the sprite’s shoulder and forcibly turned him around.


  When he met Alwyn’s eyes, though, there was no recognition in his gaze. In fact, Rachen was shocked to note that the dark orbs he’d grown to love so much had completely consumed Alwyn’s pupils.


  Rachen had never actually seen how being possessed by the Ancient Horror manifested itself, but he’d read reports that it was pretty much like this. He didn’t want to believe it, but Alwyn had been acting very strangely. Rachen shook Alwyn, trying to snap the sprite out of his trance.


  A spark of light flared in the darkness of Alwyn’s gaze, as if his eyes went ablaze. A strange force pushed Rachen back, but Rachen didn’t let it separate him from Alwyn. He withstood it, clutching Alwyn’s shoulders and whispered, “Come on, Alwyn. Don’t let him get to you like this. You’re stronger than anything. We’re stronger.”


  Alwyn stepped back, as if Rachen had physically struck him. He freed himself from Rachen’s grip with striking ease and leaned against the casket. The world seemed to tilt, Rachen’s vision blurring slightly. When he could see again, a figure appeared in front of him. Rachen blinked, trying to understand how in the world Alwyn had brought back Talbot Stervos.


  It didn’t seem like he was about to get any answers now. Alwyn’s eyes rolled in his head, and he swooned. Rachen shot forward, and he caught the sprite before Alwyn could hit the floor.


  “What the fuck just happened?” Rachen asked no one in particular.


  “Your friend just did me a huge favor,” Talbot Stervos replied. “And now, I’ll do a favor for you. I’ll show you how to get rid of the Ancient Horror. But first…I have a few other requests.”


  


  * * * *


  


  “I don’t understand this.” Caroline Connors fumed as she paced through the lab. “How are we supposed to do anything to help when no one is cooperating with us?”


  “What we should be doing is packing up and leaving,” her aunt, Elizabeth, answered. “We should have known better than to try to work with draechen. Why are we even staying?”


  Camden watched the entire conversation in silence. He had been doing his best to provide assistance for the benandanti, but there was only so much he could help them with, beyond being a laboratory specimen, of course. He could, however, understand their frustration. His blood tests only happened very rarely. In fact, since his last ones, the benandanti hadn’t asked to repeat them at all. Meanwhile, Prince Rachen, who’d been the one to help them most, was now gone.


  “You are here because you want to keep the situation from worsening as much as we do,” he pointed out gently. “It’s unfortunate, but no one here has made much progress. You have to understand Emperor Hareematek’s impatience.”


  “Right,” James Connors drawled. “And what about that little fit of temper? What are we supposed to believe about that?”


  Camden didn’t answer. He was actually quite troubled by the emperor’s departure. The benandanti weren’t aware of the exact extent of how much something like this could affect the entirety of Ornoz. Personally, Camden was more concerned because he had a pretty good clue regarding what had determined Hareematek to leave like that.


  The benandanti caught onto his silence. Elizabeth arched a brow at him. “You know something, don’t you? What is it, Prince Camden? What are the draechen not telling us?”


  Camden was saved from replying when his mate entered the lab. Sage wrapped an arm around Camden’s waist and kissed his temple. “It’s just as I thought,” he said. “It looks like the emperor mobilized more troops for the United States. We’ve received notice that Lady Elina Eretar has gone rogue and we’re to detain her on sight.”


  “You think she did something to the emperor’s mate?” Camden inquired.


  “It’s very possible.” Sage gave Camden a serious look. “I certainly hope not, and not only for His Imperial Majesty’s sake.”


  Camden’s stomach roiled as Sage’s words summoned all sorts of scenarios of destruction in his mind. He leaned against Sage to hide his dismay. Lately, he was getting anxious even when he didn’t absolutely have to, so much so that, when he’d spoken to his parents last, they’d suggested his cold illness was back. Sage had been so distraught at the possibility that he’d actually considered leaving for Patala to find Camden a second mate—for the ten seconds it took for Camden to convince him that his emotions were perfectly fine. If anything, he was too sensitive.


  “I know what you mean,” he sent to his mate. “Emperor Hareematek is a powerful man. If he loses it… I can’t even imagine what would happen.”


  As Sage held him close and comforted him, James Connors frowned at them. “Well, I guess silence is an answer, too,” he said. “I suppose we can’t expect you to trust us with everything. It’s not like we haven’t given more than enough from our side.”


  “Nice try, Mr. Connors,” Sage answered, “but there are some issues that I’m not at liberty to discuss. I’m sure that you’ll find out soon enough.”


  The old benandanti snorted, and would have probably said something else. However, Raleigh chose this exact moment to enter the room. Another man was with him, one who looked a lot like James. Camden’s mind quickly worked around what he knew of the benandanti’s family, and he identified the new arrival as Mark Connors, James’s brother.


  On cue, Raleigh asked, “Have you met my uncle?”


  “Not officially, no,” Camden replied. There had been countless reports on the benandanti since their cooperation with Draechenburg had started.


  “Well, let us fix that, shall we?” Raleigh smiled. “Prince Camden Isaiat, Lieutenant Sagenamadeen Zager, this is my uncle, Mark Connors. Uncle Mark, His Highness Prince Camden Isaiat and his mate, Lieutenant Sagenamadeen Zager of the Chrysalidian Wyverns.”


  “It’s a pleasure and an honor,” Mark replied. “I’m so happy I got to meet you. I’m only here for a little visit.”


  “Well, I hope you enjoy your stay in Draechenburg,” Sage answered politely. Camden realized his mate was a little taken aback, because he hadn’t been informed about Mark’s arrival.


  However, they didn’t get to address that, because Mark grinned and clapped a hand on Sage’s shoulder. “I understand congratulations are in order.”


  Camden blinked in surprise. “Congratulations? For what?”


  Mark arched a brow at his brother. “You haven’t told them?”


  “Tell us what?” Camden asked. His heart started to beat faster and his palms began to sweat.


  “Recent blood tests show a modification of the hormones in your blood,” Raleigh answered, obviously a little put out by his uncle’s gaffe. “By all accounts, you’re pregnant.”


  Camden just stared. He and Sage still hadn’t gone through with an official marriage ceremony by the rites of the dragons. With everything that had been going on, no one had simply found the time for something like that. And now, they were going to have a baby. His knees went weak and he’d have fallen if Sage hadn’t been holding him up. “Oh. Shit.”


  Mark Connors’s face fell. “Sorry. I’ve upset you. I thought it was good news.”


  “It is,” Sage replied, although he didn’t really seem to be speaking to the benandanti. “It’s excellent news. A family, beautiful, just like we’ve always wanted.”


  Camden didn’t know if he should laugh or cry. He was so happy at the idea of being a father, of finally having hatchlings of his own. At the same time, though, any children he’d have with Sage would be half-breeds, and while Camden didn’t care about that, the Shifter Directive clearly forbade it.


  “No one can know about this,” he told the benandanti. “You have to keep it a complete secret.”


  “Of course,” Elizabeth Connors replied. “We realize it’s sensitive information. That’s actually why we didn’t tell you immediately. We wanted to be absolutely certain we had privacy when we notified you.”


  “Thank you,” Camden answered. “That’s very thoughtful.”


  If he wanted to be perfectly honest, Camden couldn’t say he was too surprised about it. He and Sage had ignored his parents’ warnings and had been having unprotected sex ever since they’d moved to Draechenburg. Likely, he’d been pregnant for quite a while, only the long gestation time for both draechen and naga making it hard for him to notice.


  Camden took a deep breath and struggled to calm down. This was a good thing, a beautiful thing. He could imagine it now, holding a hatchling with Sage’s ice-blue eyes, watching him or her learn how to shift. Distantly, he wondered if his baby would be a chimera like Camden, or a full-shifter like Sage. It didn’t matter.


  “Oh, there’s something else,” Raleigh added. “We can’t be sure about this, but there’s a good chance that this might be a multiple birth…well, pregnancy.”


  More than one hatchling, then. Wow. Camden felt a little breathless, and very much excited. He suspected he might have pounced on Sage right then and there and kissed him, but out of the blue, a knock sounded at the door.


  “Yes?” Sage called out.


  A panting soldier walked into the lab. “Lieutenant Zager, Prince Camden, Prince Rachen and Lord Cyraltin just arrived,” he announced. “They want to see you at once.”


  Camden blinked. He hadn’t expected the couple to return quite so soon. In fact, he hadn’t really understood why they’d left in the first place. Either way, judging by the soldier’s expression, this certainly seemed urgent.


  “Did they say what it was about?” Camden asked.


  “No,” the soldier answered, “just that they wished to speak with the two of you in private.”


  Sage just nodded wordlessly. Camden didn’t know why, but he got the feeling that this conversation would be very important. He hadn’t really given much thought as to why Rachen and Alwyn had left like that, but he felt now that they might hold the key to unraveling the mystery of the Ancient Horror.


  Taking his mate’s hand, Camden left the lab. It was hard to focus on his duty when he’d become aware of the treasure he carried within him, but he had to do it, precisely because of his family.


  He and Sage headed straight for the imperial wing. No one stopped them, although they shouldn’t have actually had unrestrained access to this area. This confirmed Camden’s guess that this had to be very important indeed.


  Prince Rachen met them at the door of his quarters. He said nothing, instead just nodding at Sage and Camden and gesturing them inside. The expression on his face could have meant anything at all. Then again, Camden had never been able to read Prince Rachen. More often than not, the man was a complete enigma.


  As they stepped inside, the first thing that Camden noticed was that Lord Alwyn Cyraltin lay curled on the couch, looking very pale and tired. Instantly, Camden grew alarmed. He’d grown to like Alwyn during his stay in Draechenburg, perhaps because, in spite of the less than ideal circumstances, Alwyn had managed to somehow bypass the automatic distrust draechen had begun to feel toward Elusians through his affection toward Rachen. The most remarkable thing was that Camden didn’t think Alwyn had even made a conscious decision in that regard. He was just a naturally warm and caring person, perhaps more than he himself realized.


  “Is everything all right?” he asked Rachen.


  “Yes and no,” Rachen answered. “We’ve brought someone to speak to you.”


  Camden just arched a brow. The soldier hadn’t mentioned anyone else. This was getting stranger and stranger by the second.


  He opened his mouth to ask what in the world was going on, but never got the chance. Out of thin air, Talbot appeared, right in front of him.


  For a few moments, Camden just stared at Talbot. Surely, this had to be some sort of weird dream caused by the guilt Camden still felt over Talbot’s death. There was simply no other explanation for it. Camden knew for a fact that Talbot’s body had been taken to Greece and buried in his family’s crypt.


  And then, Talbot said, “Hello, Camden,” and Camden couldn’t help it. All of a sudden, he couldn’t breathe anymore, and he swooned in his mate’s arms.


  He thought he might have blacked out, because when he came to, he was on the couch, next to Alwyn. Sage was pressing a wet cloth to his forehead, and their mate bond practically vibrated with panic.


  Camden shot Sage a sheepish smile. He was a little ashamed that he’d fainted like that. He never used to panic so easily. Of course, it wasn’t every day that his dead first love appeared in front of him. That had really happened, right? He hadn’t been dreaming. Or had he?


  “I’m sorry about that,” a familiar voice said. “I didn’t mean to take you by surprise.”


  No, not a dream. Camden looked at Talbot, taking in the sight of the other naga. He seriously didn’t know what to believe. As a paranormal creature, he realized there were more things on this planet than anyone would ever know, but seeing something like this in a person he still considered close was a little mind-bending.


  As Camden mused over this, Sage was shuddering with anger, his magic making the air cold all around them. “What the fuck? Do you really think an apology can fix everything? Do you—”


  Camden just took Sage’s hand and squeezed it, stopping his mate’s rant. Rachen, Alwyn and Talbot couldn’t have known that he was pregnant. Camden and Sage had only just found out. Besides, the last thing Talbot needed right now was to be received with hostility.


  There were a million questions Camden wanted to ask. In the end, he settled for just one. “What happened, Talbot?”


  The other naga released a heavy sigh. “Well, you must have already figured out that I was possessed by the Ancient Horror. The thing is, Camden, this creature doesn’t target just anyone. It uses your weaknesses against you, forces its way inside you through your darkest desires. I was so angry that I’d lost you… The Ancient Horror used that fury against me, and once I became useless, well…you know.”


  Camden winced. Unfortunately, he did know. “But…you’re back now?”


  Talbot shook his head. “I’m just a ghost, and the only reason you can see me is through Lord Cyraltin’s efforts. He gave me a measure of substance so that I could come back and at least clear my name.”


  “So you know where the Ancient Horror is, then?” Sage asked. “You know how to stop it?”


  “I am aware of the creature’s location, yes, but you won’t like it. As for how to destroy it… It needs to be trapped into one vessel, one host who can keep it inside. Someone strong enough for it. And then…that person needs to die.”


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  When Taryn opened his eyes, the first thing that occurred to him was that he felt…empty. He didn’t immediately realize what jarred him, but then, he realized something dreadful. He couldn’t sense his baby anymore. He reached for his belly and found it flat.


  Shooting out of the bed, Taryn screamed. He now recalled the pain he’d gone through after the draechen attack, all radiating from his abdomen. Had he lost his child? Gods, he couldn’t remember.


  Strong arms wrapped around him, and a voice whispered soft endearments in his ear. “Hush now, sweeting. You’re fine. We’re fine.”


  Hareem? How had he gotten here? Where was here anyway? Taryn couldn’t remember being anywhere else except in his pack’s sanctuary in the caves.


  That thought quickly faded away as irrelevant. He tore himself out of his mate’s embrace, unwilling to accept the comfort if…Gods, if something had happened to his baby. He took hold of Hareem’s shoulders and squeezed them so hard his claws dug into Hareem’s flesh.


  “Hareem… Our son?”


  “He’s all right,” Hareem replied softly. He brushed his fingers over Taryn’s cheek, making him realize that he was crying. “Let me get him for you, okay?”


  Taryn nodded and slowly released his mate. Hareem got up and pressed a featherlight kiss to Taryn’s temple. The gesture was so heart-breakingly gentle that Taryn might have thought his lover was preparing him for the shock of having lost his son. However, just as that fear flashed through him, he felt a stirring in his heart, one that couldn’t be denied. A light that glowed next to his mate bond with Hareem finally showed him the truth.


  A gasp escaped Taryn’s lips, and he shot to his feet. Just as he did so, Hareem moved away from the bed and retrieved a small infant from a crib Taryn hadn’t originally seen. The child released a soft coo, and Taryn stared in frozen awe as Hareem held him close.


  His mate crossed the distance between them and slowly handed the boy to Taryn. “This is our son,” he said. “Look, sweeting. Look how beautiful he is. Just like you.”


  Taryn took the child from his mate, cradling him to his chest. He’d already loved his son, from the very first moment he’d felt the beginning of life inside him. He had known his boy would be special, and he could see it clearly now, in the baby’s different-colored eyes. As their gazes met, though, Taryn’s instincts started to scream at him.


  “Something’s wrong,” he said, glancing at his mate. “What’s the matter with him?”


  Hareem released a heavy sigh. “It was a difficult birth. Both of you nearly died, although I’m told that your pack helped with everything they could. I managed to arrive a few hours later, and I brought Prince Talrasar with me, but he could only provide limited assistance. We managed to get you here, to Rose Noire, where you both received the best treatment possible. According to the priestesses, you’ll heal perfectly, but our son came to the world prematurely. They’re not sure yet.”


  Taryn’s breath caught. This was his fault, his fault for not being able to protect their child, for using magic he had never even been aware of before, for clinging to his pride, thinking he was doing the right thing and leaving Hareem’s side. He’d failed his son, and now an innocent life was paying the price.


  Hareem guided him to sit down and cupped his cheek. “You know things are rarely so black and white, sweeting. We both looked for the best solution, and at the time, that seemed it. No one could have predicted that Elina would manage to find you.”


  Elina. Taryn’s rival and Hareem’s supposed future fiancée. Anger coursed through Taryn just at the thought of what she’d done. He wanted to rip her to little pieces and make a handbag out of her hide.


  “Oh, you’ll get your revenge, and so will I, sweeting,” Hareem said darkly. “You can count on that. But meanwhile, you need to rest and recuperate.” Through their bond, he added, “Rose Noire isn’t entirely safe. It just occurred to me that the Ancient Horror could even be here. After all, if someone could have found out where you were just like that, it’s the High Priestess.”


  Taryn’s eyes widened. “You can’t possibly think she would… Isn’t she in a coma?”


  “Exactly,” Hareem answered.


  It made sense, although Taryn couldn’t help but wonder how no one had realized it until now. Surely, Sari or Selbrian would have been able to tell if a possessed person was hanging around. Either way, it seemed obvious that they couldn’t stay here.


  But where would he go now? What had even happened to his pack? And what about Hareem? Surely, he couldn’t abandon Draechenburg, just like that.


  Hareem’s expression darkened as that thought passed through Taryn’s mind. “I’m not leaving you again. Wherever we go, we’ll do so together. The three of us.”


  Taryn couldn’t argue with that. It was what he wanted, too, what he’d always wanted. He ached for his son, but he had to believe that together, they’d surpass this.


  As if hearing his thoughts, the baby extended his small hands toward Taryn and released a small coo. Taryn couldn’t help it. He smiled. “We should name him.”


  “Galynek,” Hareem said quickly. Obviously, he’d given it some thought while Taryn had been out of it.


  Taryn snorted. “You draechen and your strange names. I like it, though. We can call him Galyn.”


  Their gazes met, and in that moment, Taryn could easily see himself shouting his son’s name, perhaps reprimanding him for something. Hareem would laugh as Galyn would try to trick Taryn out of being angry. Eventually, of course, Taryn would yield to Galyn’s pleas, because he loved his son too much to stay mad at him.


  A knock sounded at the door, and the vision—or whatever it had been—faded. Galyn started to sniffle, apparently not happy with the interruption. Taryn rocked his son, shushing him. “Did he eat?” he asked Hareem.


  “Yes, and we have more formula we can heat up if we need it. I don’t think he’s hungry, though.”


  Taryn didn’t either. In fact, he had a feeling that his son’s anxiousness was, much like his own, connected to the new arrival. Hareem smiled tightly at him. “It’s probably nothing. I think it’s just Karein.”


  With that, Hareem went to get the door. Indeed, Karein and Sari were at the other side. “Oh, I’m so glad to see you’re better,” Sari exclaimed. “We were very worried about you.”


  It was strange that the couple had made them feel anxious, since, now, Galyn settled down and stopped crying. Similarly, Taryn’s nervousness disappeared, at least in regard to their visitors.


  “Thank you,” he said. He glanced at Sari’s swollen belly and distantly wondered when the fae would give birth. Taryn had gotten pregnant before him, but not by much. “When are you due?” he asked.


  “Oh, we’re not very sure,” Sari replied as he and his mate entered the room. After a brief pause, he added, “You never know with these things. Karein tells me that draechen pregnancies last for quite a while and werewolf ones are shorter, but a friend of mine who is mated to a wolf still hasn’t delivered his baby.”


  A friend of his. Caelyn Sutharlainn. Taryn had forgotten that Graham and Caelyn also had a little one on the way. The knowledge pleased him, because Graham deserved to be happy.


  “I’m sure they’ll be fine,” he answered.


  Galyn chose this moment to start cooing again. Sari wiggled his fingers at him, making Galyn giggle gleefully. “We named him Galynek,” Hareem told Sari and Karein. “Galyn for short.”


  “That’s a lovely name.” As the young fae passed his hand over Galyn’s forehead, the blue gem in the center of Sari’s forehead started to glow.


  For a few seconds, he didn’t say anything. Instead, he just looked at Galyn, his silver eyes shining with kindness and affection. When he glanced at Taryn again, he smiled. “I know you’re worried about him, but he is a strong boy. He’ll be all right.”


  “Do you really think that,” Taryn asked, “or are you just giving a white lie to comfort me?”


  Sari shook his head. “I wouldn’t do that. I wouldn’t give you false hopes. If I did, it would only hurt more later on.”


  Hope bubbled inside Taryn and he managed to smile back. “Thank you. That helps more than you know.”


  Sari beamed. “I’m glad.”


  “So when are you two headed out to Draechenburg?” Karein inquired, changing the hopeful tone of the conversation.


  Taryn grimaced, while Hareem hesitated. Truly, right now, he didn’t seem very sure they’d be going to Draechenburg at all, which was probably the reason why Karein had approached the matter in the first place.


  “Taryn and I have been thinking,” Hareem finally said, “and we think—”


  Before he could finish the phrase, a priestess burst into the room, not even bothering to knock at the door. She was very pale, her eyes swimming in tears. “Your Highness,” she gasped out, clutching Sari’s hand, “it’s Her Holiness. The High Priestess is dying.”


  


  * * * *


  


  When Sari ran into his mother’s quarters, he had no idea what he was expecting. He had never imagined this situation as possible. The sight that greeted his eyes was even more terrible than his worst nightmares.


  His mother thrashed on the bed, seizing and foaming at the mouth. The machines that had been monitoring her life signs were screaming, and Sari could tell that heart failure was imminent. Meanwhile, several priestesses surrounded the bed, trying to reach her, but unable to. A shield surrounded Eanera, making it impossible for anyone to approach. Even Sari’s father was there, trying to push past the enchantment, but failing.


  “What in the world is going on?” Sari asked, light-headed. “What’s keeping them from her?”


  “Sari, get out of here,” Selbrian said tightly. “You don’t want to see this. You’re not in any condition for it.”


  Karein grabbed Sari’s arm and started to drag him out. “Your father is right, Sari,” he said. “This isn’t good for you, or the baby.”


  It seemed obvious that they all thought his mother was going to die. Well, Sari had no intentions to leave. He knew himself and if he exited this room, he’d just fret and worry more.


  “I’ll stay,” he said. “I can’t abandon her. Please don’t make me.”


  His voice trembled as he spoke, and Karein’s breath caught. He said nothing, but he stopped attempting to pull Sari out of the room.


  Sari slowly approached the bed, and the priestesses moved aside as he walked. “Please, Mother,” he said. “Let us help you.”


  Instead of helping, his presence seemed to make things worse. The shields expanded, pushing Sari back. “Mother,” Sari called out, “what are you doing?”


  There was no reaction other than the one Sari had been trying to stop in the first place. Sari’s eyes filled with tears. “Why? Why is this happening?”


  He touched the shield again, but this time, much to his surprise, something unexpected happened. The world went white, and out of the blue, Sari wasn’t in his mother’s quarters anymore. In fact, he seemed to have been propelled in an abyss of untainted white, where no up or down existed, only himself and… his mother. No, that wasn’t right. Karein was also there, right beside him, as always. And there was something else, a cloud of darkness marring the purity of it.


  “What is this?” Sari asked. “Where are we?”


  Eanera laughed, a breathy, kind sound which Sari had missed tremendously. “You know where you are, dear child.”


  Yes, he did, but for some reason, it seemed safer to ask that than the questions he truly wanted answering. He clutched his mate’s hand, squeezing it tightly, and Karein did what he couldn’t. “What is going on, High Priestess?” he inquired. “Why are you struggling between life and death? Clearly, you still have quite a lot of power.”


  Eanera nodded, her expression grim. “It’s because of this power that I need to do this. Come. Let me show you something.”


  The image changed, the strange void fading into Eanera’s quarters. Sari saw himself, sitting on the bed, biting his lower lip. Eanera lay against the pillows, holding his hand. “I told you I’m perfectly all right,” she said. “We’ll see each other again in the morning.”


  Sari remembered that day. He had been feeling particularly tired and nauseated, while his mother had made an almost complete recovery. He’d wanted to stay with her, but he’d known that any further effort on his part would put a lot of strain on his pregnancy.


  “All right,” he said in the memory. The past-Sari hugged his mother. “I’m going. Sleep well.”


  She kissed him and watched him go, as always accompanied by Karein. As the door closed behind the two of them, the room fell silent. For a while, Eanera seemed to drift off into slumber, but then, a strange sound outside her door startled her from doze. The door opened, and Onyerre stepped inside.


  Sari let out a soft noise as he watched the scene. He should have known the damn bitch had something to do with this. She always tried to find every way to destroy Sari and Eanera.


  In the memory, Onyerre approached the bed. “What is it that you want?” Eanera asked. “How did you get past the guards?”


  Onyerre laughed. “Oh, I have my ways.”


  Suddenly, her eyes were consumed by darkness, completely black, and Sari’s heart fell. He didn’t want to continue seeing this. He didn’t want to know what his mother had done, because he already suspected the truth.


  The past-Eanera blinked, then released a heavy sigh. “I thought I sensed something within you. How could you do this, Onyerre? How could you bring that creature here, where your children are?”


  “I have no interest in Onyerre’s children, just in yours.” Onyerre smirked, and Sari knew that she wasn’t really the one speaking. “Your offspring carries something of great interest to me. But alas, until that baby is born, I can’t do what I need to. So, congratulations. You’ve earned my full attention for the next couple of months.”


  “I’m not afraid of you, creature,” Eanera replied. “Just try to touch me, and you’ll regret it.”


  “Come now, Eanera,” Onyerre drawled. “You needn’t fear me. I’m only here to do you a favor. I can kill your rival with a thought. Wouldn’t that be nice? You could become queen.”


  “I loathe Onyerre,” Eanera replied without missing a beat, “but I don’t wish for her death. She is the mother of Selbrian’s children. While our situation is unfortunate, nothing you could ever do would help us fix it.”


  Onyerre laughed. “I don’t believe you. The truth is, High Priestess, you have the same desires and passions as everyone else. You try to hide it behind your façade of holiness, but I see it.”


  Oddly enough, Sari could feel every emotion the Ancient Horror’s words had awoken inside his mother. There was anger, disgust, and regret, so much regret that it nearly choked Sari. Then, before the conversation could continue, her heart grew light. “I love my son and my mate. We might not make the perfect family, but you can’t make me ashamed of that.”


  “On the contrary,” the possessed Onyerre answered, “I always applaud an honest display of emotion. It makes my job so much easier.”


  That was the only warning Eanera received before a strange shadow emerged from Onyerre’s body. The queen slumped to the ground, breathing hard, but the memory no longer showed her after that. Everything became dark, and Sari gasped, feeling his mother’s pain as she battled the creature. It was obvious that the Ancient Horror wanted Eanera’s power, but Eanera didn’t allow herself to be defeated so easily. At first, she attempted to push it away, using the light of her magic against it. But then, sudden knowledge filled her, and through her memories, invaded Sari as well. Finally, Sari knew what his mother had done, and what she planned to achieve today.


  In the recollection, Eanera opened herself to the power of the Ancient Horror. But just as the creature attempted to take over her body, Sari’s mother shut her body down, trapping the monster within her.


  The memory faded, but not before Sari realized how much the past months had hurt Eanera. “That doesn’t matter anymore,” his mother said. “I have to go now, Sari. Please understand. The only way to destroy the Ancient Horror is to have it trapped within someone, and kill that person. This is our chance. Jenarra only knows what it will do if it escapes. It still has influence over Onyerre, and, unfortunately, I haven’t managed to keep it from accessing my powers. It’s already happened once. You know it. You felt it.”


  Another memory flashed in front of them, that of Onyerre speaking to a female on the phone. It was very distant, obviously seen through a filter of someone else’s consciousness. “Are you sure that werewolf whore will be there?”


  “Oh yes, Lady Elina. He’ll be there. Just do your part and kill him, and I’ll handle the rest.”


  “I feel like I should ask what your interest in helping me getting rid of that slut is, but I don’t really care,” the draechen female answered. “This had better be true, Queen Onyerre. You don’t want me as your enemy.”


  The recollection faded, and Sari faced his mother yet again. “Should the Ancient Horror be freed now,” she said, “I shudder at the consequences.”


  For a few moments, Sari just looked at her. He’d grown up knowing that many times, Eanera’s duties as High Priestess would be more important than him. Right now, what he wanted to do was to cry and beg for her to change her mind. A part of him pointed out that it would be childish, and wouldn’t provide a solution. He knew better than to do so.


  His mother’s words echoed in his mind as he thought this. It wasn’t shameful to love or be selfish in that affection. Even if his feelings changed nothing, that didn’t mean he couldn’t share them with her.


  Without further hesitation, Sari went to her side and hugged her tightly. She smelled like incense, warm and familiar. “I love you, Mother,” he said simply.


  “I love you, too, dear child,” his mother said. “And no matter what might have happened in the past, just know that you and Selbrian are and will always be the most important thing in my life. I’m just sure of one thing right now. You’ll be a great parent, much better than I ever was.”


  Sari said nothing else. He’d have probably burst into miserable sobs, even if this wasn’t the real world. However, his time at his mother’s side was up. Suddenly, he was thrust out of her arms, and he fell back into a reality he wasn’t ready for.


  His mother’s physical form was still shaking on the bed. Sari now realized that she was struggling to contain the Ancient Horror, while attempting to shut down her own body. The priestesses were frantic, as was Selbrian. No one seemed to have seen what had happened, except Karein of course. He hugged Sari close, not saying a word, obviously realizing that, at this point, it wouldn’t help.


  Then, out of the blue, Karein tensed. He turned toward the door, shielding Sari’s body with his own. Sari glanced over Karein’s shoulder, and much to his shock, he saw Onyerre standing there. He had no idea when she had arrived, because she hadn’t been there when Sari and Karein had been drawn into the mental conversation with Eanera. Either way, that was hardly the point. The most worrisome thing was that she held a gun, and pointed it straight at Selbrian. Sari’s father was too focused on Eanera to notice. Onyerre twitched, like she was fighting the control the Ancient Horror still had on her body. In the end, the creature was more powerful, because before Sari could even utter one word of warning, she pressed the trigger.


  None of this should have been possible. From what Sari had been told, the Ancient Horror shouldn’t have been able to possess two hosts at the same time. But clearly, Eanera was having some success in her plan, and the Ancient Horror fed everything he had to prevent her from killing herself, and him, in the process.


  On instinct, Sari threw a shield around the group of assembled fae. At the last moment, Onyerre’s hand jerked as she tried to stop herself, changing the direction of the projectile. This was fortunate, because the bullet went straight through Sari’s shield. Instead of being a lethal round, the projectile struck Selbrian in the shoulder.


  The entire thing must have lasted maybe five seconds. Before Sari even knew what was going on, Karein had already released him and pounced on Onyerre, removing the gun from her grasp. Selbrian cried out in pain and fell away from the bed, clutching his wound. The priestesses turned toward their king, gasping in terror.


  And then, at Selbrian’s groan, something seemed to change within Sari’s mother. Sari saw the exact moment when Eanera’s resistance cracked, when she couldn’t hold her focus any longer because of the attack on her mate. The Ancient Horror might have failed in killing Selbrian, but it did succeed in what it wanted to do. Eanera’s body stopped seizing, and a shadow left her form. As she opened her eyes, Sari knew that his mother would live, but because of that, countless others would probably die.


  A dark-cloaked figure appeared in front of them. “Well, well. It looks like we finally meet. Hello, Prince Sareltae Norrenddare Myrthylar lea Tersain. Greetings, Prince Shtamakarein Tersain. It’s a pleasure to meet the two men I’ve been considering for parents.”


  “You stay the fuck away from us.” Karein growled at him. “You don’t want to piss me off.”


  The creature laughed. “Oh, and what can you possibly do to me, Dog-Catcher? Face it. You’ve lost. There’s no way you can hurt me now. But don’t worry. I have another host waiting for me. I’ll see you soon.”


  And with that, the creature disappeared into thin air. Sari didn’t even know what to do first. He wanted to help his father, to make sure his mother was all right, but also pursue the creature.


  Karein kissed his temple and embraced him quickly. “Stay here. I’ll go see where it went. I have a feeling it had a very clear destination in mind.”


  Sari shared a look with Karein. Instantly, both of them thought of the same thing. “Oh, no,” Sari whispered. “Galyn.”


  Even as Sari said the name of Karein’s nephew, his mate was already out the door. Sari glanced toward his mother and father, considered his situation, then started to follow his mate. And then, Eanera called out to him. “Sari, don’t. You can’t help them now. You have your own responsibilities.”


  “She’s right,” Karein said through their bond. “Stay safe, Sari. I need to know you and our son are all right to face this.”


  Sari touched his own swollen belly. No matter how much he wanted to jump to Hareem and Taryn’s assistance, this was a battle he couldn’t participate in. If he went there, he’d just be in the way and put himself and his child at risk. He watched as the priestesses rushed to call more guards and personnel, then returned to his parents’ side. Sending a prayer to Jenarra, Sari waited.


  


  * * * *


  


  Hareem sat with his mate in his room, frustrated by the knowledge that he could do very little to help the Norrenddare. He had wanted to go with Sari and Karein, but he’d known that his place was at Taryn’s side. In fact, he’d have much preferred to get the hell out of Rose Noire, but with his mate just recovering from his injury and their son still in a delicate condition, now was hardly the time to travel.


  “Do you think High Priestess Eanera is going to die?” Taryn asked, leaning against Hareem’s shoulder.


  “I don’t know, sweeting,” Hareem replied. “I wish I had answers, but I don’t.”


  Taryn relaxed in his arms, holding Galyn close. Distantly, Hareem wondered about the reasons of his son’s anxiety. Had he felt the change in Eanera’s condition? That was really a little strange, since Galyn and Eanera really didn’t have any sort of connection.


  It was oddly peaceful to just lie here with his mate, a rare moment of silence Hareem had almost never benefitted from during their stay in Draechenburg. But even now, Hareem couldn’t completely relax. No matter what Sari had said, he remained worried about his son. Paradoxically, in spite of the feeling of rightness he experienced at holding Taryn, it also seemed to him that the walls were closing in on him.


  He was distracted from his thoughts when the door burst open again. Monroe stepped into the room, eyes wide, looking very pale. The elven prince followed behind him, as it mostly happened these days.


  Hareem could have kicked himself. It occurred to him then that, with everything that had happened, he had forgotten to let Monroe know that Taryn had recovered. He also figured out—not that it was very difficult—that Monroe was panicking because of the general feel of chaos in the temple. He’d probably believed the unrest was caused by something happening to Taryn.


  Taryn pulled away from Hareem and smiled. “Hello, brother. It looks like I owe you my life.”


  In seconds, Monroe crossed the space between him and Taryn. “You owe me nothing,” he said. He clenched his fists, obviously wanting to hug Taryn, but unable to do so because Taryn was still holding Galyn.


  Hareem extended his arms, ready to take his son from his mate, but he never got the chance to do so. Behind Monroe and Prince Jud’enealh, a shadow appeared. At first, it seemed unsubstantial, but then, it suddenly took the form of a man.


  “What a happy gathering,” the strange new arrival said. “I’m so pleased I could join you.”


  Hareem had never seen the Ancient Horror in his life, and his brothers hadn’t either. However, Hareem had no trouble identifying it, both from Stanton Hanover’s description and through his own instincts.


  He pulled Taryn back, shielding the werewolf and Galyn from the creature. Monroe formed another barrier in front of them. Meanwhile, the elf instantly retrieved his crossbow from where it had been strapped to his back. Without hesitation, he shot one of the bolts of the creature. Sadly, the projectile went straight through the shadowy figure. The Ancient Horror gave Jud’enealh a look of disinterest, obviously not impressed at all.


  “I have no business with a disgraced prince,” he said.


  Hareem really didn’t know what happened next. One moment, he was summoning a spell, the next, he was being flung aside by a force far stronger than him. He crashed against the wall with a painful thud, but was on his feet in seconds. By that time, it was already too late.


  Taryn lay fallen on the bed, with Galyn wailing, still in his arms. And then, the infant’s cries stopped, and Hareem knew exactly what had happened.


  His mate gasped, and their bond was flooded with agony and loss. A litany of “nos” filled their connection. The emotional pain was so intense it nearly crushed Hareem’s soul and mind.


  Normally, he’d have shut down his feelings so that he could function, but instead, he allowed himself to absorb them, not even bothering to suppress his own agony. Taryn looked at him with empty eyes, their green-gold color dimmed by the extreme sadness. Hareem couldn’t allow this. No matter what sacrifice he had to make, he would draw out the Ancient Horror from its current host. His son.


  As Hareem headed toward the bed, Taryn hugged their son close, whimpering. When Monroe tried to approach, Taryn bared his fangs at his brother. However, he allowed Hareem close.


  “It’s okay, sweeting,” he said. “Don’t be afraid. We can fix this.”


  Brushing his fingers over Galyn’s tuft of black hair, he stared deeply into his son’s different-colored eyes. “Don’t do this,” Hareem said. “Galyn isn’t of any use to you.”


  No reply came, and Galyn clutched Taryn’s arm with his little hand, sniffing and shying away.


  “You’re scaring him,” Taryn said, voice trembling. It might have sounded like a reprimand, except Hareem could feel the young werewolf’s despair. Taryn didn’t even know what he wanted anymore. In his heart, he understood what Hareem planned, but he couldn’t do anything about it. Hareem couldn’t help him with the choice he had to make. The only thing he could was to go through with his idea and hope for the best.


  He touched his son again, noticing that Galyn’s skin was far cooler than before. Swallowing around the knot in his throat, he tried again. “Come now,” Hareem taunted. “You don’t want Galyn. He’s a weak child. Surely you can tell. The birth affected him a great deal. He wouldn’t be of any use to you. But I would.”


  That got him some attention. Galyn turned and just blinked at him, and his gaze suddenly grew black. He didn’t speak, but out of the blue, Hareem could hear the Ancient Horror’s voice in his head. “Don’t try to play games with me, Emperor. You won’t win.”


  “I’m not playing games,” Hareem insisted. “It’s easy. No tricks. I’m willing to hand myself in to you for the child. In the end, what use do you have for a half-breed werewolf? With me, you can become emperor.”


  The Ancient Horror laughed. “You’re trying to fight fire with fire, Emperor? I know all about hidden desires.”


  Hareem had no idea what that meant, and neither did he care. He doubted the phrasing was a coincidence, since the creature obviously loved pointing out inadequacies in others. Mentioning fire when referring to something an ice dragon would do clearly pointed out the high likelihood of that action failing.


  Either way, Hareem didn’t plan on fooling the Ancient Horror, at least not just yet. He fully intended to give the monster control over his own body. After that… well, he had no idea. He hoped that by accepting the creature within him, he’d find some sort of weakness it had. Nothing was omnipotent outside the Overlords. The Ancient Horror had been killed once. Not to mention that Sagenamadeen Zager had once banished him from Draechenburg. It had to have a vulnerability now.


  “The only thing I want is for my son to be free,” he said. “Surely you can see that.”


  “How noble. And do you truly think all the people here will allow me to become emperor?”


  “They won’t say anything,” Hareem replied, throwing a gaze over his shoulder at Monroe and the elf. “They don’t care about me, only Taryn.”


  “I suppose that’s true,” the Ancient Horror answered. “Very well. You have yourself a deal.”


  Taryn released a sound of dismay and trembled, but made no protest.


  Hareem waited, meeting his mate’s gaze without fear. At last, a shadow trickled out of Galyn’s small body. Distantly, Hareem heard his son start wailing, but he couldn’t focus on it for too long. The alien force invaded him, cutting off his breath, threatening to sever his consciousness.


  At first, Hareem welcomed it, as per their deal. He could feel the Ancient Horror’s dark satisfaction as it began to take over. But Hareem didn’t waste what little time he had at his disposal. He searched for the answer to his questions, trying to find the chink in the Ancient Horror’s armor. Meanwhile, with his final strength, he pulled away from the bed, putting some distance between himself and his family.


  “That’s sweet,” the Ancient Horror said, “but you can’t stop me from hurting them if I want to. You can’t do anything anymore, Emperor Hareematek.”


  Hareem would have fallen into despair, except a knowledge filled his mind. He saw exactly what he had to do, the only way the world would ever be rid of the creature.


  “No, Hareem, no,” Taryn said through their bond. “Don’t do this. We’ll find another way.”


  But there wasn’t one, not really. Hareem clung to his mate link with Taryn, drawing the strength he needed from Taryn’s love. The Ancient Horror realized what he was doing, but it was too late. He’d already merged with Hareem’s consciousness, and he couldn’t get out.


  “You treacherous maggot,” the creature fumed. “You’ll regret this when I escape.”


  Hareem ignored the voice. He shifted into his dragon form, all the while carefully monitoring the second presence inside him. How had Karein lived with another soul within him for so many years and remained sane? To be true, it wasn’t the same thing—Rachen was nothing like the Ancient Horror, and remained Karein’s twin—but that didn’t change the fact that a body wasn’t meant to hold two souls.


  Well, in this case, Hareem wouldn’t have to carry it for long. It wasn’t exactly easy for a dragon of any kind to be killed. Hareem’s best bet was one of those special weapons created specifically to fight his kind. Fortunately, Prince Jud’enealh had one of his crossbows here. While it hadn’t worked on the Ancient Horror, it would hurt Hareem.


  The question was whether Hareem could keep the creature inside himself if Jud’enealh shot him. Those bolts had the unfortunate effect of countering his powers, which could be counterproductive for his plan.


  The best way to approach this was by using his powers against himself. Ice dragons were vulnerable to fire, yes, but they were also resilient to cold. This gave Hareem the idea he needed. He might have doubted it, but he felt the Ancient Horror’s apprehension when the creature became aware of what Hareem had in mind.


  Clinging to the hope that this would work, Hareem burst out of the building through the large temple windows. Outside, Rose Noire bloomed beautifully, shining like a jewel in the sun. For some reason, the sight of it reminded Hareem of Taryn’s eyes. But now was hardly the time for romantic musings. It was time to prove his worth, not as an emperor, but as a mate, a father, and a man.


  As he flew higher and higher, the Ancient Horror’s anger increased within him. He could barely see now, his vision clouded by darkness, but he held on, knowing this was his chance to save his son and mate. Never again would the Ancient Horror plague them. Never again would it get the chance to touch Galyn and steal his young life. Hareem might have fucked up countless times since meeting and mating Taryn, but today, he wouldn’t fail him.


  His wings ached as the Ancient Horror protested his plan, but Hareem’s determination didn’t fade. As he ascended, the temperature became increasingly colder. Hareem’s resilience to chill helped, as did his draechen nature that was adapted to flight at high altitudes. But as he kept climbing, he grew dizzier and dizzier, the pain in his body no longer caused by just the presence of the Ancient Horror within him. Nevertheless, he didn’t allow it to dissuade him. He kept a tight leash on the creature, using his mental bond with Taryn to support his own fading strength.


  It worked perfectly, far better than Hareem himself had expected. As his body started to shut down, he still managed to focus his remaining magic on keeping the Ancient Horror trapped. Not to mention that here, there wasn’t anyone else whom the monster could take over.


  “If you die now, it will be for nothing,” the Ancient Horror said in his mind. “You can’t stop me.”


  The words might have scared Hareem, but his instincts told him this was the path he needed to take. Hareem actually managed to smile once. “I already have,” he replied. Focusing on his bond with Taryn, he sent out, “I love you, sweeting. Don’t ever forget that. And tell Galyn that I love him, too.”


  “Hareem,” Taryn whispered in his mind, “please… Don’t leave me. I love—”


  Taryn’s words faded from Hareem’s mind before Hareem could hear the full phrase. Finally, his body surrendered the battle, his wings unable to carry him anymore. As he started to fall from the sky, Hareem knew that, for the first time since he had met Taryn, he’d finally made the right choice.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Rachen hated airplanes. Mostly, he understood their utility, and he had to admit that it was far easier and faster to reach certain destinations by using them. However, a side effect of his being trapped for two hundred years within his brother was that at times, he felt almost claustrophobic.


  Of course, he never showed it, but he’d been in a foul mood ever since they’d left Greece. He didn’t really know why. Alwyn had recovered since his strange episode in the crypt. He no longer looked so sickly and pale. However, there was something bothering Rachen, like a niggling fly buzzing around his mind. Exactly what had Alwyn done to bring back Talbot’s ghost? He’d never heard of sprites having powers of necromancy, or anything that in any way resembled it. So what other secrets was Alwyn keeping from him?


  Shaking himself, Rachen stole a look out the window of the plane. They were approaching Rose Noire now, and soon, Rachen would get to see his brothers again. He didn’t look forward to notifying them that the only way to stop the Ancient Horror was to sacrifice someone. Because, no matter what Talbot had done, Rachen believed him. He believed that truly, that was the only solution.


  That conversation would likely not go over well. However, it could hardly be more awkward than the current situation. Rachen turned toward Sage and Camden, who were seated on the other side of the plane. Sage had an arm wrapped around his naga mate and was occasionally glaring at Talbot, or maybe at Rachen and Alwyn. The three of them were close together, so Rachen couldn’t really tell.


  “Well, this is fun,” Talbot muttered at one point. “One would think that they were the ghosts, and I was the one who’d killed them.”


  “Technically speaking, you did kill a lot of draechen,” Rachen pointed out, “and Sage wasn’t the one to end your life.”


  It was perfectly true, although Talbot didn’t look like he appreciated the reminder. He kept glancing Camden’s way, obviously still wishing he could have been the one to hold the young naga prince. Unfortunately, that had never been possible, and now even less so.


  Rachen wondered what the exact limits of Talbot’s form were. Could he have a mate? Would he manage to live like this, in this non-existence? He’d never gotten the chance to ask, and he couldn’t exactly do so now. He might be blunt, but he wasn’t that tactless. They guy was dead, for fuck’s sake.


  In the end, though, Rachen knew that, through all these questions, he was merely trying to distract himself from the real problem. What did he mean to Alwyn? What did Alwyn mean to him? This was something he’d been fighting with for months now, and he still hadn’t reached a satisfactory conclusion.


  He glanced at Alwyn’s beautiful face, and his heart did a little flip when Alwyn looked back at him and smiled slightly. It was a shy, almost tired smile, but nevertheless there, and obviously meant just for Rachen. In that moment, Rachen could almost forget that he’d never actually touched Alwyn beyond a handful of kisses. He felt as if they truly had a connection, one that went beyond what shifters could usually build.


  He was tempted to reach out to Alwyn on the spot. Perhaps he’d have done so, in spite of being in the presence of so many other people, but Talbot released a gasp. “What in Varuna’s name is that?”


  Rachen followed Talbot’s gaze and looked out the window once more. He didn’t have to focus too hard to notice what had drawn the naga’s attention. A blue dragon was plummeting out of the sky at an alarming speed. Even from the distance, it seemed obvious that the strange draechen was seriously injured.


  Something stirred inside Rachen as he watched the other shifter’s fall. And then, the dragon shifted into his human form. Overlords. That was Hareem. “Oh, no,” Rachen gasped out.


  “Oh, Jenarra,” Alwyn whispered. “We have to help him.”


  Rachen clenched his hands into fists. “Fuck. Can’t this plane fly any faster?” Cursing, he called out to the pilot, “Land!”


  He’d already lost sight of Hareem’s falling form. They were still a good distance away from the area where Hareem had been, but at this altitude, Rachen couldn’t hope to discover anything.


  Fortunately, the pilot complied with his request, but it was still too slow for Rachen. He wanted to just open the plane doors and fly out, but if he did that, he risked jeopardizing the lives of the rest of the passengers.


  It seemed to take forever, but finally, the jet landed on a nearby field. It was quite fortunate that they even managed to find an appropriate spot, but Rachen didn’t feel like congratulating anyone for that achievement. He rushed out of his seat and, as soon as the doors opened, jumped outside. Immediately, he scanned the area for signs of his brother. It wasn’t hard at all to find his target.


  Up ahead, a patch of trees had received the brunt of the draechen’s fall. Rachen couldn’t see his brother among the splintered wood, but that wasn’t exactly surprising given that Hareem was in human form now. He ran toward the trees, praying that he wouldn’t be too late.


  Behind him, Alwyn and their other companions followed. It was very fortunate that Alwyn had joined him, because the moment Rachen caught sight of his fallen brother, he couldn’t think anymore. There was blood everywhere, the tree branches having pierced Hareem’s body in several places. Normally, draechen were impervious to injuries like that, but Hareem had clearly fallen from a nearly obscenely high altitude. Just flying up to that point, beyond what humans called “the death zone,” could have easily killed even the strongest of shifters, even if one didn’t take into account Hareem’s plummet. Hoping that the emperor might have survived was a foolish dream.


  And yet, in spite of that knowledge, Rachen found that he could still hear the very slight sound of a heartbeat. “He’s still alive.”


  He intended to rush forward and help his brother, but then, Talbot appeared in front of him. “Don’t,” he said. “You have to let him go.”


  Rachen snarled at the naga. “Get the fuck out of my way, or I’ll get rid of you, and this time I’ll make sure it’s permanent.”


  Talbot didn’t back down. “You don’t understand. Do you know why he’s even still breathing? It’s the Ancient Horror. It’s inside him and keeping his heart pumping while waiting for a new host. And guess what? You’re the perfect target.”


  “You’re bullshitting me,” Rachen shot back. “If the vampires are to be believed, the Ancient Horror could easily leave my brother and survive without a host.”


  “Normally, yes,” Talbot answered, “but Emperor Hareematek’s sacrifice weakened him. If he doesn’t find another host, the creature will perish. That’s why, if you get to close, he’ll take advantage and use you.”


  “That may well be, but I can’t just stand by and watch Hareem die.” Rachen’s entire body went rigid just as he took in what Talbot was suggesting. “He’s my brother.”


  “Not to mention our emperor,” Lieutenant Zager said from behind him. “There has to be a way to help him.”


  Talbot seemed to muse over this. He glanced toward Hareem, going quiet. Rachen wondered what he was thinking. Finally, he got tired of waiting. There was no reason to believe that Talbot was even being honest. After all, he had been possessed by the Ancient Horror and killed a lot of draechen before his death.


  He tried to push past Talbot, but Alwyn grabbed his arm. His dark eyes were wide and concerned. “Please,” he said, “be careful.”


  He didn’t insist on Rachen not helping his brother, something for which Rachen felt grateful. However, the delay Alwyn provided surprisingly gave Talbot the time to decide.


  The naga approached Hareem’s prone form and knelt next to him. Hareem’s body started to twitch, making Rachen wince. He took a step forward, but Alwyn’s hold on him tightened. “It’s all right,” he whispered. “He’s going to help your brother. Trust him.”


  “I don’t,” Rachen answered, “but I trust you.”


  In his heart, he knew that Alwyn wouldn’t push him into something that would hurt him. Indirectly, that covered his brother’s welfare. Still, it wasn’t easy for Rachen to watch Talbot kneel next to his brother without knowing what the naga would do.


  His worry only increased when Talbot’s hands hovered over Hareem’s chest. For a few moments, nothing happened. “To tell you the truth,” Talbot said without looking at them, “I came here to earn your forgiveness and avenge my death. I finally have the chance to achieve that.”


  “Talbot,” Camden asked, “what are you doing?”


  The ghostly naga threw a gaze over his shoulder. “What I must,” he replied as he got up. “The Ancient Horror still has a connection with all of its hosts. That’s why Fallon Hanover remains in a coma even after all these months. In fact, if he tries hard enough and has an opening in the former host’s desires, the Ancient Horror can force his will on him or her. A side effect is that I myself can sense him, and I can draw him out.”


  “But, as a spirit, you wouldn’t actually have a physical form,” Camden argued. “You can’t be his host.”


  “No, I cannot,” Talbot answered. “However, the creature is weak now. I believe I can hold his energy within me long enough for Alwyn to do what he has to do.”


  Alwyn released a gasp. “No. Don’t ask me to do that. I beg of you. I couldn’t possibly kill you.”


  “Lord Cyraltin,” Talbot said softly, “I’m already dead. You know as well as I do that I couldn’t even hold onto this form forever. This is our best course of action. The alternative is to allow Emperor Hareematek to sacrifice himself, as he obviously intended to.”


  “But is it really safe?” Rachen asked. “If the Ancient Horror is truly keeping him alive, removing the creature might kill him.”


  “Send for a healer,” Sage advised. “Rose Noire isn’t far. It shouldn’t take them more than a few minutes to get here.”


  A few minutes was already too much. Hareem was already on death’s door. If they waited much longer, they’d be signing his death warrant. Fortunately, the fae seemed to have been aware something was seriously wrong.


  Even as Sage spoke, a group of aircrafts appeared in the distance, with a black dragon in the lead. Instantly, Rachen recognized him as Karein.


  Karein reached their location in record time. He landed next to Rachen and shifted into his human form. “What’s going on here? Why are you just sitting around doing nothing?” His gaze fell on Talbot and he gaped. “What the fuck? I thought that naga was dead.”


  “I am,” Talbot replied calmly. “I’ve merely come to lend my assistance in drawing the Ancient Horror from His Imperial Majesty. We needed a healer to tend to his injuries, though.”


  “You can do that?” Karein frowned. “Well, then, go ahead. I brought fae with me that should be able to deal with Hareem’s wounds.”


  Rachen pulled Karein aside and quickly made a summary of what Talbot had told them. His twin blinked in shock, looked at Talbot, but didn’t say anything. Rachen knew exactly how Karein felt. If he wanted to be perfectly honest, he would have said that Talbot’s idea made sense. Out of all of them, Talbot seemed to know the most regarding the Ancient Horror’s true nature, so the best course of action would be to follow his suggestion. However, Rachen couldn’t find it in his heart to push for it, not when it would mean Talbot would die, and Alwyn would have to be the one to strike that final blow.


  Perhaps that was the most unbearable thing, that Alwyn, sweet, gentle Alwyn, had to end a life. Even if Talbot wasn’t actually alive, he certainly seemed so. After a small moment of hesitation, Rachen opened his mouth and suggested, “Perhaps I could—”


  “No,” Alwyn cut him off. “I’m the only one who can do this. It’s my power that is anchoring him. I have to do it.”


  Rachen shut up. He suspected he’d already earned Alwyn’s anger and distaste, although he’d have willingly done that if he could have prevented Alwyn from suffering the guilt he’d undoubtedly have to endure.


  “Are you sure, Talbot?” Camden asked softly, his voice trembling. “I—”


  “Shush.” Talbot actually smiled. “I’m only a ghost now, and this is what I want. Just make sure you tell my parents about it and maybe apologize on my behalf that I didn’t come to say good-bye. I knew this form was temporary. I didn’t want to make them suffer more than they already have. Now, come on. Enough talk. Let’s get this show on the road, because I imagine the emperor doesn’t appreciate us talking this over so much.”


  Alwyn nodded and took Rachen’s hand, squeezing it so hard it hurt. Distantly, Rachen thought that Alwyn was far stronger than he looked. A grip like that could have easily broken a human’s hand. Rachen, on the other hand, reveled in it. He provided what little comfort he could in that simple, platonic gesture.


  Meanwhile, Camden walked to Talbot’s side and brushed a kiss over the other naga’s cheek. Rachen couldn’t tell if they actually touched—he had no idea if it was possible—but the gesture still held the same affection and regret. Even Sage seemed regretful of the way things had turned out, which was saying a lot, since Talbot had been his rival.


  At last, Talbot pulled away and returned to Hareem’s side. His form hovered in front of Hareem, and he took a deep breath, as if bracing himself for something. Finally, Hareem’s body started to shake again. Karein released an angry sound, beckoning the fae he’d brought with him closer.


  A shadow emerged out of Hareem, but before it could solidify into something specific, it seemed to enter Talbot. The naga’s image flickered, like a television show with a bad reception. “Go,” he choked out, staring at Alwyn. “Now.”


  Alwyn’s hold on Rachen’s hand suddenly seemed to burn. It was strange, but since Rachen still had an affinity with fire, it didn’t really hurt. He held on and watched as Talbot’s figure shattered in a burst of bright light. A deafening screech sounded as Talbot disappeared, threatening to numb Rachen’s ear drums. In that moment, Rachen could almost see tendrils of fading darkness trying to reach out to them, but not succeeding to grab anyone.


  Finally, the strange obscurity faded, and Alwyn slumped into Rachen’s arms. He clenched his fists in Rachen’s shirt, hot tears wetting the material as sobs wracked his body. Rachen held the weeping sprite close and waved the fae into action.


  “Hurry,” he said. “The emperor needs urgent medical assistance.”


  As the Ivenian healers rushed into action, Rachen met Karein’s eyes. Someone had sacrificed himself for them today. The fact that Talbot’s life had already been forfeit didn’t make that any less significant. But under the circumstances, they hadn’t really had other options.


  Already, Hareem’s life signs seemed to be improving. The Ancient Horror was clearly gone. Rachen had felt it when the creature had made that awful sound. So why then did Rachen feel that this wasn’t over? Why did he fear that this wasn’t the last he’d seen of those dark tendrils?


  


  * * * *


  


  A few hours later


  


  The room echoed with the sound of Galyn’s wails. Taryn rocked his son, trying to soothe him, kissing his tiny face to reassure himself he was still there. Galyn could tell something was wrong, however, and he simply wouldn’t stop crying.


  His brother slowly approached him and gave him a concerned look. “Taryn?” Monroe asked. “Are you all right?”


  Taryn shook his head but didn’t speak. He couldn’t say anything. If he did, he’d just start screaming, and that was hardly conducive to good results.


  He wasn’t all right. He never would be again, at least if he didn’t get some good news on his mate. With every second that passed, the likelihood of this happening seemed more and more unlikely.


  Taryn had felt every second of Hareem’s ordeal. He’d practically heard Hareem’s heartbeat start to fade, even if the dragon was unconscious. The pain that Taryn had experienced then could only be compared with the one he’d felt upon believing his son was dead. Ironically, it had been the same creature who’d caused this tremendous hurt that had kept Hareem from dying. But now that the Ancient Horror had vanished, Hareem had to fight his own battle. He had been brought into the temple in Rose Noire after the first attempts to wake him had failed. No one would give Taryn a straight answer regarding the reasons behind this, and the priestesses had forbidden him to join them in Hareem’s room, arguing that Taryn was in no condition to witness the healing process.


  That really didn’t help Taryn stay calm. If anything, it made him even more anxious. He already knew that the process was unlikely to be very smooth, but his imagination was making it all even worse.


  He wasn’t sure if his son was responding to his anxiety or something entirely different, but Galyn’s cries just about broke his heart. At the same time, his baby was the only reason why he hadn’t collapsed in a depressed heap on the floor. His son needed him to be strong. If the worst thing happened and his mate died… Truly, Taryn didn’t want to think about that possibility, but that didn’t change the fact that it was there. He needed to keep that in mind, because no matter what happened, Galyn would always need a father.


  Taking a deep breath, Taryn pushed back all thoughts of scenarios of destruction and focused on his child. Ignoring everything else, he started humming a lullaby tune. He was doing it to calm Galyn down, but as he looked into his son’s mismatched eyes, he found his own heart settling a little. He needed to believe in Hareem’s strength, in the strength of their bond. Hareem wouldn’t abandon them. He’d tried to find the right solution for everyone, but most specifically, for Taryn. It hadn’t always worked out, but they’d done their best with the knowledge they had at the time. Most importantly, Hareem loved them, so he would fight to come back to them.


  Obviously sensing Taryn’s change in mood, Galyn settled down, sniffing slightly but no longer crying. It eased Taryn’s heart a lot, although he still feared for his mate. He just had to focus on the fact that they had a lot of allies on their side. They weren’t alone in this, and Hareem had the best possible care.


  A voice snapped him out of his thoughts, as if in response to his trail of thought. “Mr. Lovington.”


  Taryn looked up, only to see High Priestess Eanera Myrthylar standing in front of him. “Your Holiness,” he greeted her, “how are you feeling?”


  Those were empty words, and Eanera surely realized that in the grand scheme of things, Taryn couldn’t have cared less about her well-being. In fact, he resented her for having escaped the Ancient Horror’s clutches at his lover’s expense. Sure, it wasn’t a rational emotion, but he and Hareem had tried reason many times. Too often, it put them in the position to suffer because of everyone else’s choices.


  “I’m much better, thank you,” Eanera replied.


  This was Taryn’s chance to find out exactly what had happened. “Is the Ancient Horror gone?” he asked. “Will Hareem be all right?”


  A painful shadow seemed to pass over Eanera’s face. “The creature was my powerful than any of us expected. I tried to beat it, but unfortunately, his hold on his previous host remained strong, stronger than we believed possible. But worry not, Mr. Lovington. He is gone now, and I’ve come to lend a hand to your mate.”


  “But are you well enough for that?” Taryn inquired. He had to admit he hadn’t expected that, although in hindsight, he probably should have. The fae priestesses, Eanera included, had repeatedly proven their selflessness, more so that Taryn ever wanted to.


  “I’ll be fine,” Eanera said. “Remember I’m a healer.”


  Taryn had no intention to argue with her. She did look very normal for someone who’d been on death’s door a few hours ago. “I want to come with you,” he said.


  “Very well,” Eanera said after a brief pause, “but you’d have to leave your son with your brother.”


  Taryn winced. He really didn’t want to give Galyn to anyone, no matter how much he trusted Monroe. But in his heart, he knew that his presence would help Hareem. Meanwhile, Galyn was only a baby, and he’d had a very traumatic birth. He needed to rest and sleep, not to be carried around like a comfort blanket.


  With a great deal of reluctance, Taryn handed Galyn to Monroe. The child started to fret, but Monroe held him expertly, shushing him. “Go,” the older werewolf told Taryn. “I’ll watch over him for you.”


  Taryn threw his brother a weak smile and made a mental note to thank Monroe for all his help after all this was over. Truth be told, he still couldn’t figure out what he would say that would ever express what Monroe’s support meant for him. Gods, Monroe had even left the pack in their beta’s care, just so that he could be with Taryn.


  For the moment, he just brushed a kiss over Monroe’s cheek. His brother understood his gratitude, and no words needed to be said, at least not right now, when Taryn’s presence was required somewhere else.


  As Eanera opened the door and stepped into the room, Taryn followed. Instantly, his gaze zeroed in on the bed. Exhausted priestess surrounded the massive four-poster, and a pale Hareem lay on the mattress, motionless.


  Taryn wanted to rush to his side, but Eanera signaled for him to stop. Frustrated, he nevertheless complied. He didn’t want to be in the way and make the healing process harder.


  Eanera didn’t look at him. She approached the bed as if in a trance. The priestesses moved aside to let her pass, bowing slightly in spite of their fatigue. Apparently, even if Eanera had just awakened from a coma, the trust of the other healers in their leader was unshakeable.


  The High Priestess sat on the edge of the bed and took Hareem’s hand. For a few seconds, nothing happened. Then, much to Taryn’s surprise, Eanera called out to him. “Come closer, Mr. Lovington. Touch him. It’ll help. But brace yourself. This might not be easy.”


  Taryn didn’t wait to be told twice. Breathless with hope, he knelt on Hareem’s other side and held onto Hareem’s palm. The contact didn’t feel like enough to his dissatisfied wolf. Before he even knew what was going on, he found himself shifting into his animal form. He curled up against Hareem, nuzzling the draechen’s cheek with his snout. He kept his eyes on Hareem, although he occasionally stole peeks at Eanera. Finally, the gem in the center of Eanera’ forehead began to glow. Bright blue light engulfed all of them, and Taryn felt it all the way into his body, heart, and soul. He sensed it echoing through his bond with Hareem, which was a good sign, because he hadn’t felt the magic of the other priestesses. And then, at last, their connection flared to life. Hareem groaned and stirred, his pain and fatigue exploding through their bond. Ironically, it was the best thing Taryn remembered feeling, because it meant that Hareem was back. Injured, but back.


  To point that beautiful fact out, the first word Hareem uttered was, “Taryn?”


  Taryn released a little yip and licked his lover’s chin. He then decided that this shape limited the displays of affection he could express. He melted into his human form and brushed a kiss to his mate’s parched lips. “I’m here, Hareem,” he said. “I’m here with you.”


  Hareem’s arm went around his waist, his hold on Taryn both possessive and reassuring. “What happened?” he inquired. “I just… The last thing I remember is…”


  He trailed off, obviously not wanting to remind Taryn of that. Taryn was thankful for it, but at the same time, he knew he wasn’t likely to forget about it anytime soon. Swallowing around the sudden knot in his throat, Taryn answered, “You tried to destroy the Ancient Horror, and yourself in the process, but Rachen found you before it could…well, you know.” He couldn’t actually say the words, but Hareem understood what he meant. How could he not? “Anyway, you don’t have to worry about it.”


  Opening his mind, Taryn conveyed to Hareem what the others had told him. He still didn’t fully understand what had happened, of course. How could a sprite bring back a ghost, then send him back where he’d come from? Where did ghosts even go? The entire thing unsettled Taryn, especially since Elusians were renowned for having powers over illusion, not the realm of the dead. However, both Karein and Rachen had witnessed the entire thing, and they’d guaranteed that the Ancient Horror was gone. Naturally, they couldn’t be sure that he wouldn’t come back, but few things were certain in this life.


  “You’re right,” Hareem said through their bond. “But I do know one thing. I love you, Taryn, and I love our son. This is going to be our second chance, and I’m not letting it go to waste.”


  He was already getting up, looking completely decided. “Hareem, what are you going to do?” Taryn inquired, a little alarmed.


  Hareem just smiled. “Don’t worry about it, baby. This time, I understand what’s needed of me.”


  Just like that, Taryn’s concern melted. He knew he should have probably been a little more worried, but right then and there, Taryn didn’t give a damn. The only thing he wanted now was to take his son in his arms and hold him close. Oh, he didn’t kid himself. Life might not be perfect. But under the circumstances, it certainly seemed like the gods were on their side.


  For his part, Taryn had no intentions to question his good fortune. Yes, his future might be uncertain, but in Hareem’s eyes, he saw that they would no longer have to face their foes apart. Today was, plainly put, the first day of the rest of their lives. A cliché it might be, but it was the truth, and Taryn would be happy to prove it.


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  A few days later


  


  Hareem’s return to Draechenburg was far more discreet than his position warranted. Once they were sure that both Hareem and Galyn had recovered and travelling wouldn’t hurt them, a plane was brought in. It hadn’t been easy for them to decide what to do, but in the end, they’d agreed that they had to face this challenge as a couple. That meant returning to Draechenburg together and revealing the secrets Hareem had struggled to contain.


  Hareem didn’t regret any of it, and yet, when their plane landed on the Draechenburg runway and he looked at his mate and child, he couldn’t help but feel apprehensive. Taryn shot him a small smile. “Don’t worry. We’ll be fine. I’m sure that it won’t be half as bad as you expect it.”


  He was probably right, but in his heart, Hareem would always worry about his mate and child’s welfare. In the end, he just nodded and brushed a kiss over Taryn’s lips. “Come on. I made sure that we wouldn’t be intruded on right this moment.”


  Taryn laughed softly. “I can only imagine how Monroe would have reacted if he’d been here.”


  Hareem wasn’t fooled. There was a dose of sadness in Taryn’s voice, but also acceptance and maybe even, relief. After a great deal of hesitation, Monroe had finally decided to return to his pack, but only because Taryn had promised he would keep in contact with his brother. The young werewolf had known that it would be hard for Monroe to withstand the pressures of Draechenburg. It was better for Monroe to pursue his own relationship with the elven prince somewhere they could be alone. Hareem couldn’t have agreed more, although he knew the separation had been hard on both Taryn and Monroe.


  As Hareem thought this, a wave of affection flowed into their bond. “I think he has his mate now, and so do I,” Taryn said. “But we’re no longer separated like we were before. We’ll see each other soon.”


  Hareem nodded. He had no intentions of allowing Taryn to suffer because of Monroe’s absence. Once things settled down, Hareem planned to bring draechen closer to werewolves anyway.


  They exited the plane with Hareem leading the way and his mate following, carrying Galyn. Behind them came their companions, Hareem’s two brothers, as well as Sari and Alwyn. Now that Eanera had awoken, Sari’s presence in Rose Noire was no longer needed, so they had returned to Draechenburg with Hareem. In fact, it had been preferable for him to go, since the fae were dealing with the aftermath of their queen shooting the king. It had become obvious through information Eanera provided that the Ancient Horror had needed Onyerre as a host to penetrate the shields surrounding Rose Noire. Furthermore, the extent to which the queen had been controlled by the creature when she’d shot Selbrian remained a mystery. Onyerre insisted that she had never actually wanted Selbrian to get hurt, and Eanera agreed to a certain point. However, the only person who could have provided a clear answer—the Ancient Horror himself—was gone. Now, King Selbrian was struggling with making a decision regarding his wife, and he didn’t need any distractions from Hareem and his party.


  Prince Kaelezrin and his mate were waiting for them on the otherwise empty runway. “Welcome home,” Kaelezrin said simply.


  One look into Kaelezrin’s eyes told Hareem that his instructions had been followed to the letter. Hareem had told the older Tersain that he didn’t want his arrival home to become a spectacle. He had no idea how Kaelezrin had managed to contain all the nobles who’d undoubtedly intended to greet him in hope of seeking his favor, but he’d certainly done a brilliant job.


  “Thank you,” he said. “I trust everything’s been all right in my absence?”


  “Actually, quite well,” Kaelezrin answered. “As you’ve probably been told, Elina Eretar and her accomplices have been captured and are currently in the dungeons, awaiting your decision. Fallon Hanover has awoken. He and his father wish to see you as soon as possible. The benandanti are itching to inquire as to how exactly you made that happen, although Mark Connors already left. It seems that news of your injury might have gotten out and unsettled certain layers of the paranormal world.”


  Hareem groaned. He really didn’t want to see anyone else except his mate. Sadly, as emperor he had…


  He stopped himself before he could even finish the thought. No, he wasn’t falling into that again. He’d made a decision, and he’d stick to it. Right now, Taryn and Galyn were his priority. He must have been insane to even consider fulfilling that request.


  In the end, what good came out of being an emperor if, at times, he couldn’t even focus on his own personal life? “Later,” he said. “I’m going to see everyone later. Right now, I’m going to take my mate to our quarters.”


  Kaelezrin gave him an approving look, and Talrasar smiled at him. Rachen squeezed his shoulder, while Karein said, “Go. We’ll start making arrangements for what we discussed later on.”


  Hareem didn’t delay in doing exactly that. He smiled and guided his mate inside. He did pass by a lot of guards, but they just bowed at him and gave him space, having obviously been drilled by Kaelezrin beforehand. Of course, there were other soldiers who carried their bags, mostly gifts from Eternelle, but also Galyn’s supplies. They reached the imperial wing with no incident, at which point Hareem noticed Kaelezrin had also tightened security in this area. Hareem appreciated that, although he guessed it wasn’t only for his benefit.


  Hareem was very pleased when they finally got to their quarters. As soon as they were behind closed doors, both Hareem and Taryn released twin sighs of relief. “So far so good,” Taryn said.


  “Like I said, you don’t need to worry,” Hareem answered with a grin.


  Taryn arched a brow at him. “I thought I was the one who said that.”


  “Yes, well… I was thinking it.”


  His joking around was rewarded when Taryn burst into laughter. The crystalline sound of his chuckles woke Galyn, who up until this point had been dozing comfortably in his birth father’s arms. Instead of starting to cry, though, Galyn began to giggle, too. The infant seemed to have a peculiarly strong connection to Taryn and Hareem’s emotions. Naturally, his good mood didn’t last, because he soon began to sniff and release little cries of protest. Taryn immediately lost interest in Hareem and focused on their son. “He’s hungry,” he said. “Give me his bottle.”


  Hareem retrieved the item from their bags and obediently handed it to Taryn. His mate smiled at him as he took the bottle. “Thank you.”


  Really, Taryn didn’t have to thank Hareem for something so small, but his mate’s words weren’t really connected to what Hareem had done just now. There were too many feelings between them, and they’d struggled so much to reach this point that Hareem felt pretty grateful himself.


  He just smiled back and kissed his mate’s temple. Taryn leaned against him, and they just stood like that as Taryn fed their son. When Galyn had enough to eat, Taryn put the bottle away and wiped the baby’s chin. He tapped the baby’s back to burp him, and as he watched them, Hareem’s heart swelled with love.


  Together, the three of them entered the bedroom. An ornate crib had already been prepared for them, just waiting for Galyn. They had a nursery in this wing, but Hareem didn’t want his son out of sight, not just yet, and Taryn had agreed.


  Taryn set Galyn into the bed and tucked him in, covering him with a blanket to protect him from chill. Finally, Galyn fell asleep, allowing the two of them to focus on each other. Hareem wrapped his arms around Taryn and kissed his nape. “Maybe we should retreat to bed as well,” he suggested.


  Taryn chuckled and turned into his embrace. “Somehow, I doubt that what you have in mind is sleeping.”


  Hareem nuzzled Taryn’s ear, drawing a soft gasp from the werewolf. “You know me too well, sweeting,” he whispered.


  Back in Rose Noire, there had always been countless people around, not to mention that both Hareem and Taryn had been recovering from serious injuries. Therefore, even if they’d been together for quite a while, they hadn’t had sex since their reunion. Suffice it to say, Hareem’s dragon was protesting this injustice.


  “We’re going to have to be really quiet so as not to wake Galyn,” he added. “Do you think you can do that, sweeting, or do I have to gag you?”


  Taryn was actually quite a noisy lover, something that excited Hareem a great deal. At the same time, Hareem looked forward to seeing Taryn trying to contain his cries.


  The werewolf’s eyes glowed with sexual excitement as he rubbed his body against Hareem’s. It seemed that one thing wouldn’t change with Galyn’s birth. Taryn was just as easily aroused as before, and Overlords, Hareem loved it.


  Without another word, Hareem crushed his lips to Taryn’s, taking his lover’s mouth in a devastating kiss. Taryn moaned and granted him entrance, and Hareem eagerly thrust his tongue into Taryn’s wet cavern. He could never get tired of tasting Taryn, of sampling his lover’s delicious flavor. Taryn melted against him, his arousal sweet and intoxicating as it coursed through their bond. As his tongue met Hareem’s, his prick insistently nudged Hareem’s. His hand clutched Hareem’s shoulders convulsively, and the tip of his claws dug into Hareem’s flesh through his clothing.


  Hareem bit Taryn’s lower lip as the young werewolf’s aggressive side reared its not ugly at all head. In all honesty, Hareem loved it when Taryn got like this, as it only fueled his own lust. With a growl, Taryn began to guide his mate toward the bed.


  He walked Taryn back, toward his huge four-poster. He was reluctant to lose contact with Taryn even for a few moments, but he had to break the kiss when he pushed the young werewolf down. Even so, he didn’t delay in joining him on the mattress. He climbed on top of Taryn, brushing his lips over his mate’s again.


  His dragon was urging him to move things along, but Hareem had other ideas. Taming his wild lust, he started to pepper Taryn’s face with kisses. Everything from his mate’s eyelids to his cute button nose and, of course, his lovely mouth became the target of Hareem’s explorations.


  At one point, Taryn released a low, pleading whine. “Come on, Hareem,” he whispered. “Fuck me.”


  “No,” Hareem replied. “I’m going to make love to you.”


  After that, there were no more words. Hareem started to undress his mate, slowly, like he was unwrapping a present. To a certain extent, he was a present that in many ways, Hareem had forfeited the right to. But in spite of all of Hareem’s mistakes, here they were, together again, and beginning to build a better future.


  Hareem pressed kisses to every inch of soft, silky skin he revealed. He tossed Taryn’s shirt aside, exposing his mate’s torso. As he did so, though, he found himself staring at his mate’s abdomen.


  The last time he and Taryn had been together like this, Galyn had still been inside Taryn. Hareem remembered well how beautiful Taryn had been during his pregnancy. Even if Hareem hadn’t been around as much as he’d have wanted to, the memories lingered with him, and probably would for the rest of his life.


  He also recalled how close he’d come to losing both Taryn and Galyn. He really didn’t want to think about it, but a week or so ago, Hareem had been crossing the ocean in a panic, feeling like the world was about to end.


  “Are you sure you’re up to this?” he inquired.


  Taryn arched a brow at him. “I should be asking you the same thing. Come on, Hareem. Touch me. Feel me. I want you.”


  How could Hareem respond to that? He covered Taryn’s mouth with his own, his hands already working at Taryn’s pants. The position didn’t allow him for the best angle to gain access to his mate’s naked body. This time, when he broke their kiss, he was frantic, removing Taryn’s shoes and tossing them on the floor. When Hareem tore off the rest of Taryn’s garments, the werewolf released a moan, arching his back, a picture of demanding desire.


  He was so beautiful that Hareem’s reason flew out the window and he fell back on pure instinct. A part of him just wanted to admire his beautiful lover forever, but he was beyond admiration right now. He started to explore every inch of Taryn he could reach, first with his hands, then with his mouth. He was unavoidably drawn to Taryn’s nipples, but as he sucked one tiny bud into his mouth, he also reached for Taryn’s dick, gripping it in his fist. Taryn released another cry, making Hareem chuckle slightly. In truth, the last thing he felt right now was amusement, but teasing his mate also seemed like the best idea in existence.


  As he slowly jacked Taryn’s dick and bit down on the tender bud in his mouth, he glanced up at Taryn and reached out to the werewolf through their bond. “Remember,” he said, “you promised to be silent.”


  In response, Taryn shot him a glare. Of course, the look would have been more effective had Taryn’s gaze not been clouded by lust. As things stood, Hareem knew that his mate was as appreciative of their little game as Hareem himself.


  Taryn covered his mouth with one of his hands, but the other reached for Hareem again. “Hareem… Please… I need you.”


  All games aside, Hareem was terrible at refusing his lover. He didn’t want to have to do that ever again, and he had no intention of attempting it today. He released Taryn’s nipple with a wet pop and crawled down his mate’s body. He couldn’t help but linger over Taryn’s belly, where their son had once rested. Was it irresponsible that he couldn’t wait to have another child? Probably.


  For the moment, though, Hareem wanted to focus on Taryn’s pleasure. Without giving his mate one word of warning, Hareem lowered his mouth over Taryn’s dick and took it all the way into his throat.


  Taryn’s cry of ecstasy was muffled by his own hand, but their connection was anything but quiet. A litany of incoherent pleas filled Hareem’s mind. Ecstasy exploded through him, one he himself commanded every time he touched Taryn’s body. He rode the wave of pleasure, accepting it within him, pooling it back into Taryn and flooding his mate with sexual desire. As he did so, he bobbed his head up and down Taryn’s dick, groaning as the flavor of Taryn’s pre-cum hit his taste buds.


  At one point, Taryn’s other hand landed in hair, holding onto him as the werewolf began to fuck Hareem’s mouth. Hareem reveled in his mate’s loss of control. He had Taryn at his mercy, exactly where he wanted him, and he had every intention to show Taryn exactly how much he was loved.


  The young werewolf writhed under him, his rapture flowing over Hareem like a wave that threatened to break the dam of Hareem’s control. Frustratingly, and yet unsurprisingly, Hareem found that he was already on the verge of climax, just because he experienced Taryn’s pleasure.


  He truly wanted to make this moment last, to have his lover come first and only then focus on his own orgasm. However, he knew that with the pent-up sexual tension between them, he could probably climax over and over tonight and still not have enough. So he stopped making elaborate plans and just went with it, following his instincts. He reached between his mate’s buttocks and rubbed at the tempting hole hidden there. As he pushed his dry finger into Taryn’s anus, he sucked his mate’s dick one more time into his mouth and swallowed around the head. With another muffled scream, Taryn came, filling Hareem’s mouth with salty-sweet spunk.


  Taryn’s climax predictably triggered Hareem’s. He found his peak without even touching himself, and as he shook through the waves of his climax, he drank down every drop of his mate’s cum. Just the addicting taste of Taryn’s spunk was enough to fuel the flames of his passion once again. When he released Taryn’s cock from his mouth, he was again hard and aching, needing to be inside Taryn so bad it hurt.


  Obviously, Taryn overheard the thought, because he started to nod eagerly. His hand briefly drifted away from his mouth. “Yes,” he said. “Oh, please, yes.”


  Hareem wasn’t sure if Taryn had said those words out loud, through their bond, or both. He was so far gone at this point that his dragon could only focus on one concept, claiming Taryn.


  Naturally, the first thing he did was to disrobe. He was far more dismissive of his garments than he’d been with Taryn’s, which basically meant that in seconds, he got rid of his shoes, tore off his clothes, and discarded the scraps of material on the floor. Once that task was done, he reached for the nightstand and opened the drawer, frantically looking for the lubricant. Sadly, it seemed that Prince Kaelezrin hadn’t thought of everything, not that Hareem would have expected him to. Since Taryn’s departure from Draechenburg, Hareem’s supplies of lube had been depleted. He probably had a tube somewhere in the room, but he couldn’t remember where it was for the life of him.


  When he had no luck with tracking down the item in his nightstand, Hareem returned to the bed and made a quick decision. Instead of going on a useless quest for the lube, he went with something both of them would enjoy very much. He flipped Taryn on all fours and smoothed his hands over his mate’s bottom, caressing the firm cheeks. Taryn wiggled his ass, practically begging to be taken. More aroused than he had ever thought an ice dragon could be, Hareem parted Taryn’s ass cheeks, exposing his mate’s nether opening. Already on the edge, he licked a wet stripe over his lover’s crease.


  A small shout escaped Taryn before he quickly quieted himself. With taboo pleasure awakening Hareem’s every nerve ending, he stabbed his tongue into Taryn’s hole, using it like a little cock to stretch Taryn. The werewolf buried his face in the pillows and pushed back against him, fucking his face, demanding more.


  With the nearly desperate arousal coming from Taryn, Hareem found himself spending an inordinate of time exploring Taryn’s hole with his tongue. Finally, though, his lust became too great. He lifted his head and spat in his palm, slicking his cock as best as he could. Saliva wasn’t the best lubricant, and Hareem truly would have preferred to prepare Taryn more carefully, but they both needed this, to remind each other that their love hadn’t changed because of the trauma they’d gone through.


  Holding onto Taryn’s hips, Hareem positioned his cock at his mate’s opening. Slowly, ever so slowly, he slid inside. Taryn was so tight and hot, his ass squeezing Hareem’s dick like a velvet fist. Hareem could only be thankful that he’d come before, because otherwise, he wouldn’t have been able to keep himself from orgasming on the spot.


  As it was, he went still inside Taryn, giving his mate time to adjust. Taryn just pushed back against him, obviously not willing to wait. “Come on, Hareem,” he begged through their bond. “I’m not going to break. Just move.”


  Hareem couldn’t have stopped himself from doing just that if he’d wanted to. With a growl, Hareem pulled out of his mate and thrust back inside, aiming straight for his lover’s prostate. Sparks of pleasure erupted over his body as he hit his target. Taryn screamed into the pillow, and the sound of ripping fabric reached Hareem’s ears, signaling that Taryn had dug his claws into the sheets. With every second that passed, Hareem’s lust rose higher and higher. He plunged his dick in and out of his mate’s body, fucking Taryn with abandon, claiming his mate as his.


  The bed rocked and creaked in protest at the increasing speed and strength of his thrusts. Hareem’s own grunts, Taryn’s muffled cries and the sound of flesh slapping against flesh filled his ears, an orgiastic symphony that aroused Hareem even more. Distantly, he was aware that he should have been gentler, quieter, but he couldn’t help himself. He experienced his own pleasure at penetrating Taryn, and Taryn’s ecstasy at being penetrated. Their bodies were one, so much so that Hareem didn’t even know where he ended and Taryn began.


  In that moment, Taryn tilted his head and their connection echoed with a desperate plea. “Hareem…claim me.”


  Hareem didn’t hesitate for a single second. With another hard thrust, he buried his fangs in his lover’s throat. As sweet blood flooded Hareem’s mouth, he fell over the edge into a bright, almost suffocating climax. Taryn came at the same time, his orgasm feeding the sexual energy that threatened to drive Hareem into near insanity. The real world dimmed around the edges, melting into a reality where only the two of them existed. The rapture seemed to go on and on, a tidal wave wiping away Hareem’s very sense of identity, cleansing his soul of all doubt. And when it finally began to fade, the high of pleasure left behind pure contentment and bliss.


  Hareem slid out of his mate, pressing a kiss to his lover’s nape. Taryn finally released his hold on the pillows and turned in Hareem’s embrace. His green-gold eyes were shining with love, happiness, and lingering sexual satisfaction.


  Smiling, Hareem pressed a kiss to his lover’s forehead, then pulled away. Taryn released a low whine of protest, clinging to his hand. He somehow managed to be both adorable and sexy at the same time, and Hareem had the urge to fuck him again.


  Instead he pulled away and said, “Be right back.”


  As he stepped into the bathroom, Hareem reminded himself he needed to give Taryn some time to recover. He’d been a little rougher than he’d intended, and while as shifters, their libidos demanded a healthy sex life, Hareem had to be careful not to push it.


  Hareem washed a little, then grabbed a wet cloth from the bathroom and returned the bed chamber. As he stepped toward the bed, again, he realized his mate was already dozing off. Hareem smiled. It looked like he’d made the right choice.


  Hareem carefully passed the cloth over Taryn, making sure he was gentle and wouldn’t wake up the sleeping werewolf. Once he cleaned Taryn, he covered the werewolf with the blanket. Just as he finished, his son stirred in the crib and started to make unhappy noises.


  Instantly, Hareem was on his feet. He tripped over his shoes in his zeal to get to his son, but fortunately, he didn’t fall. He managed to get to the wardrobe in record time and pulled on the first pair of pants he could find. Then, he rushed to the crib and carefully lifted Galyn in his arms. It was quite fortunate that he’d had the foresight to clean up a little. Galyn wouldn’t exactly be able to tell Hareem smelled like sex, but that was hardly the point.


  Grinning to himself, Hareem held his son close. “Shh,” he whispered to the baby. “We have to let your daddy rest.”


  Hareem rocked Galyn, and his son settled down, starting to giggle and reaching for Hareem’s hair with tiny hands. As he looked into Galyn’s mismatched eyes, Hareem suddenly felt at peace. They might have a lot of challenges headed their way, but they’d be able to handle it all, together. Hareem, his consort, and his son.


  Epilogue


  


  “Who’s my beautiful boy? Who’s my beautiful boy?”


  Hareem blew a raspberry over Galyn’s belly, making the infant chuckle. “Come on. Can you say daddy?”


  Taryn rolled his eyes at his mate. “Hareem…he’s only a few weeks old. He won’t be able to speak for a while yet.”


  Hareem turned toward Taryn, taking Galyn in his arms as he did so. He shot Taryn an affronted look. “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.”


  Taryn shook his head at his mate’s antics, but smiled nevertheless. He loved seeing his mate together with their son. Hareem spoiled Galyn like crazy, and made use of every possible chance to point out how much he loved both of them.


  In truth, Taryn had expected their return to Draechenburg to go much worse, but apparently, a lot of the draechen populace had learned of Hareem being injured while fighting a terrible foe. Taryn didn’t know whether the draechen nobles would have been too heartbroken if something had happened to Hareem, but apparently, Hareem was more loved among the regular people than either of them had thought.


  In any case, Taryn was glad Hareem didn’t feel nervous about tonight. Taryn tried not to show it, but he himself was a little on the edge. He still couldn’t believe what Hareem had in mind. If someone else had told him about such a wild idea, Taryn would have deemed that person insane. But Hareem had planned everything so carefully. From the moment he’d opened his eyes after his ordeal, he’d started to tell Taryn that he’d no longer stand for hiding their mate bond. Taryn only wished he didn’t feel like he was the huge hole in Hareem’s ploy.


  Obviously catching onto the thought, Hareem scowled. “You most definitely are not. Now, get ready. The party is about to get started, and we’re all set for the announcement.”


  Taryn just sighed. “Can’t I stay here with Galyn?”


  “Well, you’ll still have Galyn with you,” Hareem pointed out. “I don’t want him exposed to the hostility that abounds in Draechenburg any more than you do, but it can’t be helped. We have to face this, Taryn. That was my mistake. Trying to run and hide never works.”


  Taryn nodded. “And you know I’m behind you one hundred percent. Just…do you truly think it’s going to work?”


  If Hareem had made foolish, far too optimistic promises, Taryn would have actually felt frustrated. Instead, the dragon hummed thoughtfully. “Well, it certainly won’t be easy. If I’d thought differently, I’d have tried it a long time ago. But I do think that we can do it. Karein and Prince Kaelezrin agree with me, as does Rachen.”


  Taryn could only be thankful that Hareem had his family’s backing. “I guess we’ll just have to see what happens,” he said. Grinning, he imagined the looks on several of the nobles’ faces when they realized what Hareem was doing. “Can I be completely irresponsible and say I can’t wait?”


  Hareem grinned back. “You can be whatever you like, sweeting. After all, you’re the Ornozian Emperor’s consort.”


  


  * * * *


  


  No matter what he had told Taryn, Hareem was well aware that his idea had a huge potential of failure. However, he was also reasonably certain that he’d covered all of his bases and taken all possible precautions to avoid anymore fiascos like the ones with Joyceropt Eretar. Today, he was ready for whatever the draechen nobles wanted to throw at him, and he wouldn’t be alone in this battle.


  As he stood on his throne, he watched the faces of the assembled dragons with interest. Taryn’s arrival had, of course, been leaked through various rumors, as had Galyn’s presence. A werewolf with a small baby couldn’t exactly be kept a secret, no matter how hard Hareem had tried before. Distantly, he wondered what they thought was going to happen. Certainly, they had no idea the exact extent of the change they would witness today.


  To his right, next to throne, stood Karein and Prince Kaelezrin, accompanied by their respective mates. Rachen was with them, and although his expression was completely neutral, Hareem would have bet money that he was uncomfortable because Alwyn Cyraltin hadn’t joined him. Sadly, Alwyn wasn’t an official part of the imperial family, not even close. While Hareem would have gladly ignored the issue, Alwyn himself had insisted that it wouldn’t be appropriate for him to be there.


  Hareem found renewed strength in the proximity of his family, and even more so in the man who was waiting for him in the adjoining room. “Here goes nothing, sweeting,” he sent to his mate.


  “Go get ’em,” Taryn replied.


  Hareem did. Getting up from his throne, he smiled brightly. “Welcome, my people, and thank you for attending this gathering today. I have summoned you to bear witness to a momentous event. Starting this moment, Ornoz will become the powerful force it was always meant to be, three times as strong as before.”


  No one spoke, but then Hareem hadn’t said anything particularly frightening until now. “We have long prided ourselves in the strength and long-lasting life of our empire. But faced with the challenges of the present, that strength is no longer enough. Unfortunately, countless power struggles have weakened us, making us vulnerable to outside attack.”


  Now, the nobles were starting to look uncomfortable. Good. Hareem wanted them to realize that they had been the ones to erode at the solidity of the Tersain dynasty. Granted, the arrogance of previous emperors had long ago set the basis of what was happening now, but Hareem had no intention of pointing that out.


  “Our own people hurt each other, and even the members of the imperial family have been known to aim attacks at the dynasty. But no longer. Today, for the first time in history, an Ornozian emperor will become something else.”


  Murmurs started to sound into the room. Some of the nobles smirked, obviously believing that Hareem planned to step down from his position. Hareem rushed to clarify that misunderstanding. “I was born to lead,” he said, “and I will continue to do so. But I find that it is unfair for two other men who are just as capable as me—albeit in different ways—to have to be robbed of the chance to fully contribute in the decision-making process.”


  He gestured for his brothers and Prince Kaelezrin to approach. Talrasar and Sari were both smiling proudly, and waved them off. It was actually nice to see them together like this. The two Ivenians had yet to give birth, and that really showed, especially for Sari. Both fae had gotten pretty big, and Karein and Prince Kaelezrin grew more protective of them every day. Hareem could empathize. He was more than ever glad that soon, he’d be able to have what they did, time he could just spend at Taryn and Galyn’s side, without worrying the empire would collapse on top of them.


  Hareem turned toward the gathering once again. “As you are all well aware, Prince Kael was once first-born son, too. Unfortunate circumstances made him unable to take over Ornoz, as he should have, perhaps. Meanwhile, my brother, Prince Shtamakarein, was the one to end the tyranny of the previous emperor, our father. I trust them all with my life and with our empire. Starting today, the two of them will join me in the leadership of Ornoz. They will gain a new role, beyond the one of mere advisors. Today, the three of us will become the new ruling body of Ornoz, the Imperial Consuls.”


  Hareem’s idea to change the Ornoz political system hadn’t come out of nowhere. For a long time, he had been burdened by the throne, to the extent that he’d started making compromises and shying away from what needed to be done. Of course, he had only ever wanted what was best, but he had tried so hard to please that in the end, he had been jumping through hoops to make sure everyone was happy and failing to see what was most important. His family.


  As shifters, draechen naturally had the urge to put their mates and children first. Anything else would have been an abomination. However, when they were also faced with having a demanding duty, like in Hareem’s case, it naturally followed that they became torn between what they wanted and what they needed to do.


  That was a problem that Hareem would probably never fully fix. Nevertheless, this change in policy would go a long way to improving the situation. “We will be dividing responsibilities between the three of us so that we can be more efficient in our work. Our consorts will assist us. And on this note, for my second announcement, I’d like to introduce my new consort and my son.”


  The side door of the throne room opened, and Taryn headed inside, dressed in draechen finery and outfitted with jewelry that marked him as belonging to the Tersain dynasty. He carried Galyn in his arms, and he was as nervous as hell. However, he didn’t show it in the slightest. He walked to Hareem’s side with his head held high and a small smile on his face, like he didn’t have a care in the world.


  In his heart, Hareem regretted forcing Taryn into such a difficult situation. However, the only alternative to it would have been Hareem giving up the throne. He had considered it, but that would have meant that all of his efforts up to this point had been for nothing. Ornoz would still be shaken by instability due to his decision, but at least they would have continuity.


  Besides, Hareem was no quitter. He believed that the paranormal world could be better, that people needed to see the members of the separate castes weren’t so different after all. They needed to learn that the Directive was a poisonous law. Hareem couldn’t in good conscience leave the task up to his brothers. After all, they had families and mates, too. The best thing they could do was to cooperate at a level far higher than before.


  Meanwhile, Taryn would have to become Hareem’s official mate and consort. This meant blatantly going against the Directive that distinctly forbade mate bonds between shifters from different castes. In fact, Galyn should have never existed, and as an enforcer of the Directive, Hareem should have ended the pregnancy. However, whoever dared to say that would find that Hareem was done following the rules created by others. And he had every intention to point that out today.


  Smirking, Hareem wrapped his arm around Taryn’s waist. “This is my mate, Taryn Lovington, and our son, Galyn. As is only natural, he will participate in building a better Ornoz. In fact, he’ll have a very important role, as in the future, we aim to reach out to the other castes and mend the rift between our different nations.”


  “Rift?” a noble in the front repeated with a dismissive scoff. “They’re trash, animals. You cannot possibly expect us to cooperate with—”


  Hareem waved a hand, and an ice bolt shot from his fingertips. Instantly, the noble in question was frozen completely. Hareem didn’t even look in his direction from that point on.


  “Naturally, if you have any concerns at all regarding these changes, you can bring them to either of us.” He smiled brightly as he spoke to the rest of the nobles. “However, I will request all draechen citizens to comply with the new legislation. Trespasses will not be permitted.”


  “With all due respect, Your Imperial Majesty,” someone else said, “what about the Directive?”


  “The Directive was a law created by us. Similarly, we’re the ones who can change it. But that is something all of the castes will discuss. In fact, my mate will be directly in charge of that.” Prince Camden Isaiat would assist him and had already approached his family with plans to gather the rest of the rare shifters for a preliminary meeting. Hareem would reveal all that in due time. “The Shifter Directive is centuries old. Circumstances have changed greatly since then, and we have other enemies to worry about rather than werewolves and vampires.” As he spoke, Sagenamadeen Zager slipped into the throne room and nodded at him. Hareem continued on to say, “And on this note, we have some very important guests today.”


  On cue, the throne room doors opened. Stanton and Fallon Hanover walked inside, not seeming in the least bit impressed by the gathering of draechen.


  It was more than obvious that the two of them were vampires. They didn’t actually wear badges with little bats on them, but they didn’t have to. It showed in their gait, in their eyes. Unlike before, they were guests, not prisoners. Raul Gomez was by Stanton’s side, his gaze fixed on Hareem, as if he was expecting Hareem to fall back on his word.


  The fact that Fallon Hanover had awoken was another sign that the Ancient Horror had disappeared. Hareem wasn’t sure if the creature had been eliminated for good, but it had certainly received a devastating blow.


  This was one of the reasons why he’d decided on an alliance with the vampires. They needed to be ready if the Ancient Horror ever returned.


  The two vampires and their fae companion headed his way. The draechen nobles moved out of their path, perhaps sensing Hareem wasn’t in the mood to be crossed. The man turned into an icicle clearly attested to that. He wasn’t dead, but by the time the spell wore off, he’d be in very much pain indeed.


  That reminded Hareem of another problem that needed to be solved. Behind the vampires and Raul, Elina followed. Her accomplices were naturally with her, and they were all surrounded by guards.


  This was one matter that puzzled Hareem. On one hand, his dragon wanted to tear her apart for lifting a finger against Taryn. He also needed to point out to the gathering that those who dared to go against him would pay dearly, with far more serious consequences than a spell that would fade away. At the same time, though, Hareem’s reason reminded him that he had his own share of blame in this fiasco. If he hadn’t shown interest in Elina in the first place, she never would have gone after Taryn. Not to mention that she’d been influenced, to a certain extent, by the Ancient Horror when it had been inside Onyerre.


  By his side, Taryn winced but didn’t move away from Hareem. “I suppose there’s only one solution to our predicament,” he said through their bond. “Send her to prison.”


  He didn’t sound very satisfied with the idea, and to be true, Hareem wasn’t either. Nevertheless, he didn’t have many other options. With a mental sigh, he did his best to look welcoming toward the vampires. “Thank you for joining us on this important day, Your Grace,” he told Stanton.


  “You honor us, Your Imperial Majesty,” Stanton replied with a brief and so very appropriate bow. “We look forward to working with you for the benefit of both our peoples.”


  Obviously noticing that Hareem wanted to deal with Elina, the two vampires and Raul stepped aside. The traitors who’d attacked Taryn were nudged forward by the guards.


  Hareem hadn’t actually given too many details to his people regarding Elina’s capture. However, the men who’d been with him were aware that she’d betrayed him in some way, and had likely drawn their own conclusions based on Hareem’s behavior. Hareem chose to confirm them, regardless. “You attacked my mate and my son, members of the Tersain dynasty. You committed treason. You are aware of the penalties for your crimes, are you not?”


  “Your Imperial Majesty, I understand that our transgression was great,” Elina said. “I can only defend myself by saying that I wasn’t thinking clearly at the time. I was so angry and jealous. I thought that…”


  She trailed off, obviously reluctant to say more. Frustratingly enough, she shot Taryn an ugly look, which really put things into perspective. If she couldn’t hold back her hostility for Hareem’s mate when she was here, in front of everyone, she was a danger to them all.


  “Even more worrisome,” Hareem continued, “you recruited others to your treacherous cause. What do you have to say for yourselves?”


  The two male dragons who’d accompanied Elina on the expedition fidgeted in discomfort. It seemed obvious that they didn’t want to reveal their reasoning, but judging by their expressions and the way they stared at Taryn and Galyn, it had a lot to do with the principle of it. This was what Hareem had feared, that other dragons would target Taryn because of their bond.


  To be true, it was a little encouraging that the group had been pretty small, but that didn’t mean Hareem could be lenient in this. “Very well then,” he said. “I won’t prolong this for longer than I have to. I hereby sentence you to prison for life.”


  Elina released a soft gasp. “Wait,” she said. “I’m loyal to Ornoz. This was just a mistake, a huge mistake.”


  Hareem would have actually been inclined to believe her, except he also realized this error was the type that repeated itself. He realized it was partially his fault for her unfortunate choices, and if this had been just about him, he might have given her a second chance. But she had threatened the lives of Taryn and Galyn, and that was the one thing that he could not accept. It didn’t even have anything to do with his original idea that he should give the rest of the draechen a little demonstration of strength. There would be time enough for that. His decision was based on a very simple fact, that of his protectiveness toward his mate.


  Elina interpreted his thoughtful silence in a different way. She must have been thinking that he was hesitating with regard to the punishment, because her expression grew hopeful. “You wouldn’t regret being merciful. I have some important information I can provide.” She smiled. “It’s about someone very close to the imperial family. Somehow who can do great harm.”


  Hareem blinked. This was an unexpected and somewhat frustrating development. Hareem didn’t like the way she was looking at him. What did she know that he didn’t? Hareem didn’t want to start his new rule in the company of his brother and Prince Kaelezrin by succumbing to Elina’s manipulations, but there was something in her eyes that told him she wasn’t bluffing.


  He wanted to discuss the matter with Karein and Kaelezrin, but they’d already established beforehand that this matter concerned him directly, so he should be the one to address it. One thing was certain. If she tried to trick him, she would regret it.


  “Technically speaking, she doesn’t have much to lose,” Taryn pointed out. “She can guess that you won’t kill her, and torture is not your style. You’re a fair emperor, Hareem, and that will work against you sometimes.”


  “I might be fair, sweeting,” Hareem replied, “but even I have my limits. I’ll agree to speak with her, perhaps later, in private. But I highly doubt she has any information that would convince me to treat her differently.”


  He was just about to convey his decision when Elina’s eyes widened. She released a choked sound and paled visibly. Hareem frowned and started to move toward her. Karein and the other guards were already in motion.


  Before they could do anything about it, Elina started twitching and collapsed on the floor. Circles of fire started to form around her, making everyone else back off. Hareem had no clue what in the world was going on. She knew better than to attack anyone here with her powers, as even on his own, Hareem was far more powerful than she was. Besides, his brothers could absorb the energy of her magic, making her spells useless.


  Indeed, Karein did exactly that. He walked straight toward her, drawing in her magic and quieting it. Talrasar and Sari rushed after him, obviously wanting to assist the woman.


  Sadly, it was already too late. When the two fae knelt next to her, they both shook their heads. “I’m sorry,” Talrasar said. “She’s gone.”


  “Just like that?” one of her accomplices asked. “You can’t be serious. What game are you playing here, Emperor?”


  Hareem didn’t deign the question with a reply. “Take Galyn into our quarters and stay there,” he told his mate. “I don’t like this, and we need to investigate.”


  It was more than obvious that someone had killed Elina. But who? Hareem didn’t know, but he aimed to find out.


  His brother obviously thought the same. Karein was already scanning the crowd, glancing for the possible culprit and ordering for everyone else to remain inside. Rachen evacuated Sari and Talrasar, and Hareem sent Taryn along with them. Lieutenant Zager took Elina’s accomplices away, their rant only serving to make everyone even more nervous. Meanwhile, Kaelezrin sat next to the dead draechen woman, analyzing her body.


  Hareem had no idea what had happened and how she had died so easily. One thing was certain, though. Elina Eretar had known something about the Tersain, and that secret had killed her.


  


  * * * *


  


  Caelyn sat in the shade of a tree, one hand on his swollen belly, the other in Graham’s grip. He glanced at the woman in front of him, more confused than he remembered being in quite a while. “You wanted to see us, Your Holiness?”


  Eanera Myrthylar nodded. She certainly didn’t look like a woman who’d spent the better part of the past months in a coma and almost died after that. But then, she was the Ivenian High Priestess. There were some perks that came with that position.


  “Yes,” Eanera replied. “I wanted to address a matter of grave importance. Thank you for indulging me.”


  “That’s quite all right,” Graham answered. “After everything you’ve done for us, you know you can always count on us.”


  Eanera nodded and paused briefly. “I must point out first that no one except King Selbrian knows about this. I haven’t discussed this matter with Sari, as I don’t want to force him into an awkward position with his mate.”


  This was serious indeed if Eanera thought she couldn’t talk about it with Sari. Then again, Eanera had insisted on seeing them away from the actual Eternelle compound so that other people couldn’t hear. In hindsight, that was a little alarming, since Eanera should have been able to create shields to keep anyone from spying.


  Caelyn frowned. “What exactly is the matter, Your Holiness?”


  “Soon, I suspect you will be asked to visit Draechenburg,” Eanera replied. “Emperor Hareematek is choosing some aggressive policies. In fact, he intends to change the Directive altogether, and it is my belief that he will want to have you there as guests, both because of Sari’s affection toward you and to point out that he genuinely intends to modify the law. When he does so, I need you to watch the actions of a certain person. His name is Alwyn Cyraltin.”


  Ah, yes, the famous son of Krite Ferradul Cyraltin. Truly, Caelyn had been a little surprised when he’d heard about Alwyn’s existence, but he supposed that, in the end, Krites were people, too.


  Of course, that didn’t explain Eanera’s strange request. He was a just a sprite prisoner, right? What could possibly make Eanera ask this of them?


  As always, Graham heard his doubts and questions. He squeezed Caelyn’s hand and gave Eanera an inquiring look. “If I may, Your Holiness, what exactly are we looking for? Is he dangerous? If so, I’m not sure I want him around Caelyn.”


  The High Priestess released a heavy sigh. “The thing is, Mr. Powers, I met Alwyn Cyraltin. He struck me as a nice person. But at the same time, I have a feeling… something I can’t quite put my finger on. He’s close to Prince Rachen Tersain, which is why I can’t go ahead and claim Jenarra knows what based on a gut feeling. It might not be anything. He might not be the one to watch for at all. But Lord Alwyn has shown some alarming abilities. According to what I’ve heard, he actually has some sort of peculiar power over the world of the dead.” She shot Caelyn a telling look. “I realize that your priority is your child. But I think it’s important to have a sprite’s perspective on this. I’m just not comfortable with the idea of a sprite summoning back ghosts from beyond the grave and using them to his whim.”


  She continued on to say something else, but Caelyn didn’t hear her. He simply couldn’t believe that a sprite would have done something like that. “Perhaps it was an illusion,” he suggested.


  Eanera shook her head. “I assure you. It was very real. Lord Sutharlainn…Caelyn, I would truly not ask this of you. But I have this feeling that something is going to happen, something my Sari isn’t ready for. I need to know what it is, but with everything that happened…”


  She trailed off, and for the first time since knowing her, Caelyn realized she looked uncertain. He distantly wondered exactly what had happened in Rose Noire. The priestesses of Eternelle hadn’t given him and Graham any details.


  Worried, Caelyn reached out for her and took her hand. “Your Holiness, we’ll go. But if you want to tell us anything else, we’re here for you.”


  Eanera met his gaze and finally smiled weakly. “It’s a long story, Caelyn, a very long story. But I suppose you deserve to know. It all started centuries ago, before any of us were even born….”


  


  * * * *


  


  The disaster in the throne room naturally led to more chaos all throughout the day. As a member of the Tersain family, Rachen was in charge with doing a lot of damage control. After making sure his brother’s mates were safe, he attempted to find all of Elina Eretar’s previous communications. One of his countless dilemmas was why the woman hadn’t approached them earlier if she had something so important to tell them. Granted, Hareem hadn’t exactly been very open toward her, but if she’d wanted to convey a message, she’d have managed to find a way.


  He found very little information, and no one who could tell him anything about what secret Elina knew. More than once, he asked around to make sure Alwyn was safe, but he never managed to actually go and find the sprite. It almost seemed like Alwyn was avoiding him.


  Night had already fallen by the time Rachen could go focus on searching for Alwyn. Intellectually, he had no idea where the sprite could be, but his instincts knew how to find his mate.


  He found himself heading out of the actual palace and onto the cliffside that served as a landing area for both planes and draechen. Alwyn was there, on the very edge, gazing out into the night.


  Rachen went to his side, wanting to hold him, to touch him and make sure he was all right. Alwyn had been pretty quiet ever since he’d been forced to send away—Rachen hesitated to say “kill”—Talbot’s ghost. Today, though, there was new tension in his shoulders, one which Rachen ached to ease.


  Under different circumstances, Rachen would have hesitated to approach Alwyn. He still felt that he didn’t deserve a mate as beautiful as the young sprite. However, now was not the time for Rachen to allow his insecurities to get the best of him. Before he could overthink things again, Rachen wrapped his arms around Alwyn’s waist, holding him close.


  For a brief moment, Alwyn tensed. Acknowledging the rejection, Rachen would have let go. However, just seconds later, Alwyn released a heavy sigh and relaxed in Rachen’s embrace.


  Silence fell, one loaded with questions Rachen had no answers to. In the end, it was Alwyn who broke the strange quiet. “Any news on what killed Elina Eretar?” he inquired.


  “According to our healers, she seems to have died of a condition to what humans would call a brain aneurysm,” Rachen answered. “It’s very rare for fire dragons, but occasionally, in moments of great tension, their blood can run too hot and burn like acid through their brains. No one really knows what to make of that, although Talrasar has said that he suspects the cause could have been a terrible shock.”


  Alwyn said nothing at Rachen’s words. He just stood there, glancing out into the night. At that, Rachen released Alwyn and forcibly turned him around. Quiet dread rose inside him. “But you already knew that already, didn’t you?” he asked his mate. “What happened, Alwyn? Who killed her?”


  Finally, Alwyn looked at him. When Rachen met the sprite’s gaze, what he saw in Alwyn’s eyes chilled him. There was something about Alwyn’s dark orbs that felt different. They felt deeper somehow, like Rachen was staring straight into an abyss of darkness, need, passion, and despair. In that moment, he knew without a doubt that Alwyn was his mate. He saw it right there, undeniable, so very real.


  Almost instinctively, Rachen tightened his hold on Alwyn. Alwyn didn’t seem to mind. Instead, Rachen’s reaction seemed to encourage him. He brought their bodies closer, and in spite of the circumstances, Rachen’s dick went rock hard.


  Alwyn just buried his face in Rachen’s chest, clutching Rachen as if he were an anchor that was keeping him from going adrift in a world that had stopped making sense. Rachen just let the sprite do whatever he wanted, because no matter what his stupid libido thought, now was not the time for sex.


  For a while, Alwyn simply held onto Rachen. Rachen allowed himself the luxury to bury his hands in Alwyn’s soft hair and just stood there, enjoying the feel of having his mate in his arms. Of course, while they kept the embrace platonic, Rachen couldn’t help but feel that wherever Alwyn’s palms touched, a blaze of fire seemed to brand him, arousing Rachen’s every instinct.


  All too soon, Alwyn let go. He seemed a little calmer now, and even if his eyes were red-rimmed, they were dry, like Alwyn hadn’t allowed himself to cry. Still, Rachen could tell that something was very wrong.


  “Tell me,” he said simply.


  “I didn’t hurt her,” Alwyn replied instantly. “I…wouldn’t have. Right? I wouldn’t have hurt her.”


  Rachen didn’t like the fact that Alwyn even felt uncertain about it. “What makes you think that you even have anything to do with this? What happened in there, baby?”


  The endearment flowed from his lips, and it seemed to encourage Alwyn. Perhaps, like Rachen, he realized how right it felt, how true their bond was. Either way, when Alwyn replied, he appeared to draw strength from Rachen’s support and proximity. “I’m…I’m really not sure. I just felt something in the throne room, something I can’t really describe. I looked around, and then, I don’t really remember, but the next thing I know, that woman was writhing on the floor and dying in front of us.”


  “Well, that doesn’t mean you killed her,” Rachen answered. “What possible reason would you have, after all?”


  Alwyn licked his lips and faced Rachen, looking more apprehensive than ever. “I have a confession to make, and I believe I owe you an explanation. Remember how I managed to empower Talbot’s ghost?”


  Rachen nodded. How could he forget? He’d been wondering about that, but he simply hadn’t found the right moment to ask. At first, he’d thought that Alwyn might have been affected by the Ancient Horror in some way, but now… After everything that had happened, he doubted that the Ancient Horror would have managed to keep hold over Alwyn too, even as he controlled Onyerre. Besides, Rachen himself felt like he’d have known if something was wrong with Alwyn. So what had happened then?


  Alwyn hesitated briefly, and Rachen tried to smile and look comforting. “It’s all right. You can tell me anything. Did you figure out something about that time?”


  The other man took a deep breath. “Well,” he finally added, “I suppose you know that bringing spirits back isn’t exactly a sprite power, but…it didn’t feel wrong. When I first started to see Talbot’s ghost, it seemed like I understood him at a level I can’t even express in words.”


  “What exactly are you saying, baby?”


  “To tell you the truth, Rachen, I don’t think I’m a sprite.” He hesitated, his nails digging into Rachen’s flesh painfully as he obviously struggled for words. “In fact…I don’t think I’m Alwyn Cyraltin at all. And she knew it. Elina knew it, and she died for it.”


  


  


  End of Book 5: Emperor’s Consort
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