
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


What do you do when love casts the most powerful spell of all?

Curran has spent years hiding a hopeless crush on Marlin—his brother’s best friend and a bodyguard sworn to protect the king. Marlin is everything Curran can’t have—he’s loyal, honorable, and off-limits. Curran has nearly convinced himself he can bury those feelings forever, but one night changes everything.

Marlin never thought Curran could want him. He’s spent years keeping his feelings locked away, unwilling to risk his friendship with Curran’s brother for something he doesn’t believe exists until a night of drunken passion changes everything. 

That night leaves Curran with an impossible-to-ignore consequence—he’s pregnant. It’s not his only problem because he ends up in the plans of a dragon who wants to use him to kill the king, which means he has to rely on Marlin, the one person he’s trying to avoid.

Love was never part of the plan. But sometimes, fate has a mind of its own.
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Chapter One
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The palace was buzzing with anticipation. It wasn’t often that such a big party was organized, and it was even less often that their king had two children.

They were the reason behind the party. Curran was happy for his king and his king’s consort, but he really could have done without the mess that came with the celebrations—people everywhere, the smell of food wafting through the hallways, loud music. Curran was too young to have been at parties like this because the old king hadn’t allowed the clan to participate in celebrations, but he’d heard stories, and he knew how they went.

Maybe he was a prude, but he didn’t see anything interesting in getting drunk and spending an evening throwing out every inhibition. There was no appeal to any of it, and as soon as he’d found out about the party, he’d wondered if he could get out of participating.

He didn’t know yet, but he was going to try.

He just wasn’t in the mood. The king’s kids weren’t Curran’s, and considering the clan was still rebuilding part of the palace, Curran thought there were better things to focus on. Other people didn’t share that belief, but they didn’t have to. It wasn’t like Curran wanted the king to cancel the party. He just wouldn’t go.

“I can already tell what you’re thinking from your expression,” his mother said.

Curran turned to Alaina. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Oh, yes, you know. You also know what I have to say about it.”

Curran groaned. “I just don’t see why I need to go.”

“To celebrate our king. To celebrate the fact that, since he has two children, our clan will be safe and sound for the next generation.”

“You can’t know that. The kids might be terrible rulers.”

Yarra snorted from where she was putting together their lunch. “Do you really think any child of Killian’s could be a bad ruler?”

“Well, his father sucked, so I don’t see why not.”

“But Killian isn’t his father.”

“That’s the only reason the clan is still standing.”

Alaina shook her head. “I don’t understand why you’re so negative.”

“And I don’t understand why everyone is supposed to be happy. I mean, yes, I am happy, but I don’t see the need to spend an entire evening getting drunk and making a fool of myself.”

Alaina arched a brow. “Do you think that’s what’s going to happen if you go to the party?”

“Isn’t that what usually happens at parties?” 

Curran’s mom sighed. “It’s been a long time since there’s been a party like this. You don’t know what it’s like when the entire clan celebrates together, but you should.”

Curran had seen enough celebrations to be sure that he didn’t want to find out. The old king might not have wanted the clan to celebrate, but he and his friends had never hesitated to do so. “Look, you can do what you want, but there’s no reason for me to go. I can stay home, have fun by myself, and I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

“Your brother will be disappointed not to see you there.”

That was a low blow, and Alaina knew it. Curran didn’t want to give her the satisfaction, though, so he smiled sweetly. “Birch is working today. He won’t even notice I’m not there.”

“How about Marlin? Is he working?”

“He’s not.”

Curran knew it had been the wrong thing to say when he saw the smile his mothers exchanged. Dammit. They knew about his crush on Marlin—he was pretty sure the entire clan, except for Marlin, knew—but they’d always stayed out of it. Hopefully, they’d continue doing so. 

Curran did not want to be humiliated in front of half the clan. He especially didn’t want to be humiliated in front of his brother since Birch was going to be there and would be sober. His job was to protect the king and the king’s family, and while Curran didn’t expect Hedley and the children to be at the party, the king would have to make an appearance. Birch would be with him since he was his bodyguard.

A knock on the door should have made Curran feel like he was saved, but he knew who it was, which meant he knew that his situation had just become worse. He groaned when Alaina got up from her chair and went to open up. “You should leave him out there,” he muttered.

“I know I didn’t just hear you telling your mother to abandon me outside in the cold,” Deryn said as he walked in.

“In the cold? We’re inside the palace.”

Curran’s best friend shook his head. He looked disappointed, but Curran knew he was just playing around. “The hallways are really cold, Curran. Why would you want to do that to me? What did I ever do to you? I’ve always been a good friend.”

“Right now, you’re a good friend who’s going to force me to go to the stupid party.”

“It’s not stupid. Don’t you want to celebrate the two princes?”

“We don’t even know if they’re male or female.”

“That’s why we have to go to the party.”

“We won’t find out at the party. The babies aren’t going to be there. Hell, it’s going to be a miracle if the king is.”

“Well, Killian has better things to do, but he was nice enough to organize all of this for us. You wouldn’t want to disappoint him, would you?”

“The king won’t care if I’m there or not.”

“One of his personal bodyguards’ brothers not being there is something people will notice.”

Curran squinted. Was Deryn making fun of him, or did he actually believe that? “Why would they?” He wasn’t important. Hell, Birch wasn’t important. He was a bodyguard.

Deryn pouted. “Please? At the very least, you need to come with me to make sure I don’t do anything stupid.”

That much was true. Curran might not want to celebrate, but nothing would stop Deryn from doing so. He should be safe in the palace, but knowing Deryn, he might find a way to get himself into trouble. As his best friend, it was Curran’s job to ensure he didn’t. 

Even though there was nothing he wanted less than going to the party. “I hate you,” he muttered.

“You know that’s not true. You love me.”

“Sometimes, I wonder why.”

“You don’t need a reason why. I’m adorable.”

“You’re too old to be adorable.” Deryn gasped, but he was smiling, and Curran couldn’t help but smile back. “You know I don’t like parties.”

“I know, and I’m not saying you need to stay the entire night. Hell, I don’t think I will.”

Curran snorted. “Sure you won’t.” 

“I do like parties, but I’m not going to force you to stay there with me the entire night. We can have fun for a little bit, and then you’ll go home.” 

“Aren’t I supposed to keep an eye on you?”

“Then we can go home together.” 

Curran knew how annoying Deryn was when he didn’t get what he wanted from experience, so he doubted he’d be able to convince his best friend to go home before the party ended. He could still make sure that Deryn was safe, though.

He sighed. “Fine. I’ll come to the stupid party. Just know that I won’t be having fun at all.”

Deryn’s smile was evil. “We’ll see about that.”

* * * *
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MARLIN WAS GLAD HE wasn’t working. It wasn’t only that protecting Killian was going to be harder than usual because of the people celebrating the king and his children. It was also because he couldn’t remember the last time he’d gone to a party. There hadn’t been many reasons to celebrate before Killian became king, and even after he had, things had been hard. The clan had gone through a war, had lost people, and welcomed others, and they were still rebuilding their home. They’d lived through hard times, but things had started looking up, and now, it was time to celebrate. 

This wasn’t only for Killian’s children, although their birth was the official reason for the party. It was about celebrating the clan and everything they’d gone through. It was about celebrating how strong they’d been.

All in all, Marlin was looking forward to it. He’d try not to do anything too stupid because even though he wasn’t working, he was still Killian’s bodyguard, but he could relax and let go for one evening.

He grinned and swallowed what was left of his drink. He needed a new one.

He felt warm and relaxed, something he hadn’t felt in a long time. He loved his job, but some days, he thought he should have chosen something less stressful. Not that he’d had a choice. He’d been handpicked by the old king to protect the future king, and that had been that. He hadn’t had a say in what he’d do with his life, but he couldn’t say he minded. Things weren’t always easy, but he worked with his two best friends, and his job was important.

He glanced around the dining hall. The party was already in full swing, but Killian hadn’t made an appearance yet. Hedley wouldn’t come at all. He was too busy with the children, but then, no one had actually expected him to come. Most people had accepted him as their king consort, but some dragons were still wary of him since he was human. It was stupid, but people could be stupid sometimes.

Marlin wasn’t looking for anyone in particular, but his gaze stopped on Curran. Marlin was surprised to see him there. He hadn’t expected Birch’s brother to be, but maybe he should have. Curran was young. He should be partying now that he had the opportunity to do so. 

Things would have been very different for him if Killian’s father had still been in charge. He would’ve been forced to have children—hell, it was a miracle he hadn’t been before the old king was killed. It was probably because he was Birch’s brother, but the thought of Curran having children with someone he hadn’t loved or even disliked made Marlin want to punch the wall.

He eyed the stone wall behind him. He knew it was the alcohol speaking, which probably meant he should slow down. Curran wouldn’t be forced to have children with anyone. Hell, he didn’t have to have children at all if he didn’t want them. The clan was free of Killian’s father. He would never hurt them again.

Marlin pushed up from his chair and stumbled. He hadn’t drunk that much, but clearly, it had still been too much. He didn’t want to make a fool of himself, so he should slow down.

He made his way toward Curran. He wanted to make sure that his best friend’s little brother was okay. Curran looked like he didn’t want to be here, so maybe he should go home. At the very least, he needed someone to keep an eye on him.

Marlin wouldn’t hesitate to volunteer for the job. He’d been keeping an eye on Curran since Curran was a kid. Curran had never felt like Marlin’s brother, thankfully, but Marlin cared about him.

He stumbled on someone’s foot and turned to glare at them. They didn’t seem to care. They giggled, waving at him and trying to catch his hand. He extracted himself before they could pull him into the chair next to them and continued moving toward Curran.

Curran looked out of place. He didn’t have a drink in his hand, and he kept looking around as if searching for an escape. Maybe he was. It didn’t look like anyone was forcing him to be there, but Birch had seen things in his time as Killian’s bodyguard. There was always a way to force people to do something they didn’t want to do. Marlin would make sure Curran was okay. It was the least he could do.

“There you are,” a voice drawled.

Marlin turned to see Birch standing in front of him. He grinned and grabbed his friend, dragging him into a hug. Birch laughed, hugging him back.

“How much have you had to drink?” Birch asked when they separated.

“Not enough.”

“Are you sure about that? You look like you’re not very steady on your feet.”

“I’m fine. How much have you had to drink?”

Birch snorted. “Nothing. I’m working, remember?”

Right. Birch needed to keep a clear head to protect Killian. “That’s a pity.”

“Tell me about it. I wish I could spend time with my boyfriend instead of having to watch Killian’s back, but it is what it is.”

Marlin wrinkled his nose. “You should wish you could spend time with me. I’m your best friend.”

Birch laughed. “You’ve definitely had too much to drink.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I love you, but why would I want to spend time with you instead of my boyfriend?”

Marlin supposed that was true. Birch and his boyfriend had just gotten together, so of course they wanted to spend time together. 

Marlin wished he had someone to spend time with like that. Unfortunately for him, his job wasn’t conducive to relationships. Many people tried to climb into his nest, but not many of them stayed. He couldn’t remember the last time he had a serious relationship.

He frowned. Had he ever been in a serious relationship? He didn’t think so, and wasn’t that incredibly sad?

Birch snapped his fingers in front of Marlin’s face, startling him. Birch laughed, but he also grabbed Marlin’s shoulder and squeezed. “Are you sure you’re okay? Because I can ask someone to walk you back to your rooms.”

“Why would I want to get back to my rooms? The party’s just started.”

“And you’re already halfway drunk.”

“You don’t have to worry about me.”

“I always worry about you. As you pointed out, you’re my best friend.”

“Yeah, I am,” Marlin said happily.

Birch shook his head. “All right. I’ll leave you be, but please, don’t drink too much. You have to work tomorrow, and I’m not letting you off the hook.”

“Because you’re spending time with Aaron tomorrow.”

“Damn right I am. I deserve it after tonight.”

“You deserve a lot of things.”

Birch snorted. “Yeah, I do. I’m really glad I won’t have to deal with your drunk ass tomorrow morning. Drink something for me, too, all right?”

Marlin grinned. “I promise I will.” And he always kept his promises.

* * * *
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“YOU NEED TO HAVE FUN!” Deryn yelled over the sound of hundreds of voices.

Curran’s head felt like it was about to explode, and he didn’t even have a headache. No, it was just the sheer amount of noise and people gathered around him. He’d known that most of the clan would be there tonight, but it was still a lot to take in, and he wasn’t sure how much more he had in him. He didn’t think he’d ever wanted to run back to his room and hide so badly, but every time he tried, Deryn found him.

“I am having fun,” he said.

Deryn looked at him with wide eyes. “And I’m the new king. Come on, Curran. I know you’re lying.”

Curran was. He wished his best friend didn’t know him as well as he did because he might have been able to get away with it if Deryn hadn’t. As it was, he was sure that Deryn would have more to say tomorrow morning once he was sober. Knowing him, he’d complain about Curran not being fun.

Curran was fine with that. He loved Deryn, but sometimes, he needed his best friend to relax. They didn’t need to love the same things. They were friends anyway, and that was never going to change.

“Oh, I know why you’re so grumpy tonight,” Deryn suddenly said after taking a sip of his drink. 

The thing was violently orange, and Curran wondered if it was radioactive. It looked like it might be.

“What are you talking about?” Curran asked.

At least the place looked nice. They were in the dining hall where most of the clan ate their meals, but it looked different all decked out for the party. Someone had put a lot of thought and work into it, and Curran felt a bit guilty for not enjoying it more.

Not that he thought that whoever had organized it would care. They were probably three sheets to the wind already. The place looked nice, though.

The main lights weren’t on tonight. Instead, the high, vaulted ceiling was illuminated by projectors that cast orange and pink lights as a call-back to the king’s children. The tables had been pushed to the side to leave a wide space at the center of the room, but all of them were decorated in orange and pink and laden with dozens of different dishes and drinks. The air was heavy with their smells, along with the scents and perfumes of the people talking, drinking, and dancing. Most of them were dragons, but there were a few humans here and there.

“Marlin is here,” Deryn declared.

Curran had to resist the urge to roll his eyes. “I’m aware.”

“That’s why you’re grumpy. You don’t want him to be here.”

“Have I ever said that?”

“You didn’t have to. I know you.” 

“Then you know I don’t care about Marlin.”

Deryn burst out laughing. “You’re a liar. There’s nothing wrong with being in love with him.”

“I know that.”

“I mean, I don’t blame you. He’s hot.”

Curran narrowed his eyes at his best friend. “I thought we agreed not to talk about that.”

“Did we?”

“I need to get over him, and that’s not going to happen if I keep drooling every time he’s in the room.”

“You can’t help how you feel,” Deryn said with a shrug before taking another sip. “There’s nothing wrong with being in love with him. I just think you need to tell him.”

“So he can laugh in my face?” Curran and Deryn had had this conversation many times already, and Curran didn’t want to rehash it. Marlin wasn’t in love with him, and he never would be because Curran was nothing more than Marlin’s best friend’s little brother. Curran didn’t need to think about that while he was at a party and supposed to have fun.

As if he could.

A waiter walked by with a tray filled with drinks, and Deryn snatched up two of them. He offered one to Curran, who tried to refuse, but Deryn pushed it into his hand anyway. “Drinking will help you relax.”

Curran looked down at the glass. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to drink. He just didn’t see the point. But maybe Deryn was right. Maybe Curran needed to relax, and since he didn’t think he could do so on his own, a drink might help.

This one was bright pink. Curran sniffed it, wrinkled his nose at the smell of sugar, and raised the glass to his lips. He downed all of it in one go, coughing and glaring at Deryn when he laughed at him.

“You need to go more slowly.”

“Like you are?” 

“That’s the only way you’re going to keep going all night.”

The alcohol felt warm in Curran’s stomach. It wasn’t unpleasant, so when another walked past, he grabbed another drink. Deryn laughed and clinked his glass against Curran’s, and together, they drank.

“This is going to be so fun,” Deryn declared.

It was fun for a bit. The alcohol helped Curran forget about the noise around them and the many people he wished he didn’t have to interact with. He always had fun with Deryn, so spending time with him was fine. Unfortunately, it didn’t last long enough. Deryn’s gaze strayed over to one of the tables, and when Curran noticed who he was looking at, he groaned. “You’re going to abandon me to try to get in his pants, aren’t you?” he asked.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Deryn answered.

“You’re drooling all over the doctor.”

“I’m not.”

“Hey, it’s okay to drool over the new human doctor,” Curran said, patting Deryn’s shoulder and stepping away when Deryn glared at him. “You should talk to Palmer.”

“Why would he want to talk to me? He doesn’t know me.”

“So? He seems like a nice person.”

Deryn sighed. “He does, doesn’t he?” He sounded lovesick, but Curran knew how he would react if he pointed it out, so he didn’t. 

Deryn always insisted that he didn’t need love or a relationship, but he wanted one anyway. “Seriously. Go talk to him,” Curran pushed. “Maybe this is your chance.”

“You think so?”

“Why not? You won’t find out until you go, will you?”

Deryn licked his lips. He was still staring at the human, who didn’t seem to have noticed. “Are you sure? I don’t want to abandon you.”

“You’re not abandoning me. Besides, you know me. I’ll have one last drink before heading home.”

Deryn wrinkled his nose. “You’re no fun.”

“Yeah, well, I already had fun.”

When Deryn still hesitated, Curran pushed him in Palmer’s direction. Deryn stumbled, but he caught sight of Palmer again, and within seconds, he was gone. Curran huffed, amused. It wasn’t surprising that his best friend had ditched him for a cute boy. At least now, he’d be able to go home without Deryn whining.

He turned, ready to do just that, when his gaze caught with Birch’s. Curran’s brother was on the other side of the room, hovering next to Killian, who was talking to someone. They stared at each other for a moment, and Curran waved. He didn’t want his brother to worry about him, but Birch always did, almost as if Curran were still a child. 

Curran didn’t want anyone worrying about him. He was an adult, and he could have fun and drink and then go home.

He squared his shoulders, snatched one last drink from a nearby tray, and made his way toward the exit. He was almost there when Birch caught up to him.

“I didn’t think you’d be here tonight,” he said.
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