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  Chapter 1

Ruya


This was it. I had spent the last two weeks preparing, and now I was going out on my first mission as an official member of the unaligned rebel court. Part of me—the part that had been slowly wasting away, starving under the strict rule of The Mother all my life—was actually looking forward to this. That part of me actually  craved adventure and danger. That part of me thought that I could be like the people around me—strong, smart, brave, full of conviction and dedication to the things I believed in. I let myself bask in that for a moment, in the fantasy of myself as some powerful, awe-inspiring warrior-goddess of a woman. It was a fantastic feeling, something I had never thought I would crave.                                                                                                                       
But there was also the part of me that had been conditioned all my life to be small and quiet, and to never cause a fuss. It was the part that had been trained to always put the needs of others before my own needs. To be first and foremost a priestess, an empty channel for the healing power that everyone coveted. 
Scared? Cicely's voice in my head brought me out of my downward spiral and I squared my shoulders, giving him what I hoped was a determined look. 
"A bit," I admitted. "But the syndicate has to be stopped. And if Robin is going to be the one to do that, then we need to know where we can find the emperor. Queen Acacia might be close to him. She may very well be the only person who knows who he is and where he calls home. I have to do this."
The truth was, as unhappy as I might be about Robin's motives, her bloodthirsty plans, and her inner darkness, she was right about one thing; the emperor and his corrupt ring of syndicate leaders had to go. So many people were suffering under the syndicate's rule. I had met them. I had touched the hands of the homeless and outcasts who the syndicate had shoved to the outskirts of society and basically sentenced to death. Now that my eyes had been opened, I couldn't pretend to be ignorant of that.
I just hoped that once I got the information we needed—once we knew where the emperor hid when he wasn't out visiting his underlings or inspiring fear in the masses—that I could somehow keep Robin's need for revenge from destroying the innocents within the syndicate. And keep the dragon shifter from destroying herself along the way. 
I had met plenty of people, in my time with The Order of the Triple Moon, who were eaten up from the inside by the awful things they had done. They were poisoned by it, one morally gray decision leading to another that was even worse, until they were completely lost. They had come to me for healing when diseases, curses, or retribution from their targets finally caught up to them. I healed their bodies, but there wasn't anything I could do for their hearts and souls. Forced to use my healing powers, I had only ensured that they kept on living, that they kept on spreading their evil in the world.
I was determined that Robin would never become like those people. That her own need for vengeance wouldn't completely snuff out the dragon shifter's inner flame.
"You've got your knife?" Martina asked, coming up on my other side and startling me out of my dark train of thought. 
I nodded, patting the sheath that lay horizontally along my waistband, hidden under the hem of my shirt. "Right here." I also had an arm sheath and a leg sheath, courtesy of my bloodthirsty chupacabra friend—something for every outfit. She and Sanka had helped train me relentlessly on how to effectively defend myself, but the plan was to mostly rely on the element of surprise if things went bad, since I couldn't see my potential fictional attacker. Hence the concealed blade. 
I heard Dusek and Sanka rolling my suitcases along the tiled floor of The Fox Theater's lobby and moved to follow them. Robin joined me, looping her arm through mine, her fiery alpha aura making my own magic chime in happy response to her powerful presence. My omega nature might be strange and unexpected, but I had to admit…in moments like this, I felt nothing but appreciation for it, for the feeling of comfort that coursed through my entire being in the presence of someone who could be a potential true mate. 
Shelter…home…. I knew better than to fully give into those instincts, but still, some part of me knew that if I ever did give in, it would feel like complete and utter security and belonging. Something I had never felt before, but craved so much it ached. 
The dragon shifter pulled me aside as the others moved about helping to carry my things outside and waiting to see me off. We weren’t sure how long I’d be with the vampire coven, but it might take a while to build a relationship with someone in the know and get the information I needed. And Robin refused to let one of her people go around "looking like a beggar." So I had a lot of luggage.
I had to work really hard not to let myself feel bad about the excuse for my little visit. Robin and Yukio had schemed and planned, and they had managed to poison one of the vampire queen’s favorite menagerie members. Robin had then positioned herself to bump into one of the queen’s more gossipy staff members and mentioned that Robin’s little unaligned group had recently obtained a skilled healer that she might be willing to loan to the queen. 
The syndicate’s favorite currency was favors and debts. By loaning a court member out to the vampires, Robin was earning a favor. One that she would no doubt cash in as part of her grand revenge scheme in the future. Yes, it was for the greater good, bigger picture and all. And yes, I could absolutely heal the poor woman they had poisoned. But it meant letting someone suffer—potentially for a prolonged period of time—until I got what I needed and was ready to come back home. Out of all the danger and potential issues with this whole scheme, that was the thing I hated most. 
Robin drew me to a halt, her husky voice resigned. “Ruya, it will all work out, one way or another. Trust me, darling, I have a bit of experience with these sorts of things.” 
I snorted. She was right. She had been scheming, manipulating, and planning for sixty years or so—twice as long as I had even been alive, even if she was still a teenager in dragon years. And in my limited experience, things did seem to work out in her favor, even if there were occasional hiccups along the way. That didn’t mean I had to like it. 
“I want to believe you,” I told her truthfully. “But I’m not you, Robin. You can’t pretend that I have any clue what I’m doing.”
I could hear the sly smile in her voice when she replied. “No. But I have every faith in your ability to learn as you go. You’re stronger than you give yourself credit for, Ruya. And I think you underestimate the surprising and unsettling effect you have on people.” She let go of my arm, and there was a rustle of fabric before she took my hand. “But it also doesn’t hurt to be cautious wherever we can.” Her hands were a couple degrees warmer than mine, radiating her inner fire, as she slipped a ring onto my index finger. 
I felt the charm in the ring as it attached itself to my aura, weaving its magic with my own in a strangely intimate way. “What is this?”
I touched the ring with the fingers of my other hand when Robin released me. “It’s a rather stunning moonstone. Perfectly iridescent, with lots of blues and pearly white. I added a few diamond chips along the band for effect. Oh, and it’s also a strong contraceptive charm.”
I raised my brows at her. “You’re giving me…a contraceptive charm. Right before I venture off into enemy territory.” I let out an indignant snort. “You think I'm going to be off having sex with the vampires?" I asked, torn between embarrassment and anger. 
But Robin wasn't the least bit put off by the subject matter of the conversation, pulling me aside again so the others could move around us to load up my luggage. Judging by Sanka and Yukio's distant commentary, the vampires had apparently sent a sleek and massively warded car to pick me up. 
"I had it commissioned before you were taken by the fae," Robin said evenly. "Sanka is my beta for a reason—despite appearances, he does actually have good instincts when it comes to how caring for people. We spoke about your need for boundaries and self-efficacy. I thought the ring was a good way to give you that and also let you explore your omega side."
It took me a moment to interpret all of that. Then I smirked in Robin's general direction. "You weren't sure what I needed to make me feel comfortable here, so you asked your marshmallow, demon-blooded beta mate for advice." Robin was an alpha, and she saw it as her duty to provide for everyone in her court. But I knew there was more to it than that. "Awfully respectful of you, toward a person who wasn't even part of your court at the time. Someone who was just a tool for you to use."
Robin sighed, and the tantalizing scent of incense smoke intensified. "Yes, Ruya, I started thinking of you as mine—as one of my court—long ago. But I'm being practical and selfish here, so don't go thinking you've turned me into a saint."
It wasn’t a new argument, but I wasn’t about to give up on the idea of saving Robin from herself. She had light in her. No matter how cavalier she wanted to be about her future plans for death and mayhem, she wasn't the cold, calculating leader that she pretended to be. That was all just armor. A defense that had served her well in a dangerous, lonely world.
Robin took my arm and steered me down the steps of The Fox and toward the waiting car. The last time I stepped outside the rebel court's wards it had been a disaster, but I squared my shoulders and forced myself to relax. Logic might say I should still have doubts about everything, but deep down inside, I knew that right now I was surrounded by people who wouldn't let me be harmed. 
"The ring won't stop your heat cycle," Robin said quietly. "But it is strong enough to override some of the omega mating magic—you won't be ridiculously fertile the way you normally would be, so long as you wear it. And it should prevent bonds. Even blood bonds. Though I'd prefer you didn't test that last one out. The sorcerer who made it said it was guaranteed to stop mating bonds, but that it wasn't failproof with blood bonds." She sighed. "Like I said, selfish of me. It will keep one of my court from being bonded to a vampire or siring a child that we don’t have the time or attention to deal with. And surely you can see how this protects me as well, since apparently you destroy my legendary self-control."
I just patted her silk-clad arm where it was linked with mine. "Shh…I know. You're just so cold blooded and goal oriented, and this is all about making sure you don't do something disgusting like bring a child into this awful world and distract from your plans for revenge. Nothing nice about it. My poor, black-hearted alpha."
She took my sarcastic teasing in stride. But her next words shocked me. "Yukio told me how you described your heat. He said…that you felt like it was something that could be beautiful and freeing. That it could be a blessing, rather than a curse to bear.” 
I had said that. And I meant it. But…holy crap, Yukio had told her that? He had listened to what I said the day I tried to maul him while I was in my heat? The guy hated me. But then again, I knew there was more to the pixie-cross than his grumpy exterior. Everyone in Robin's court was wrapped in complex layers of old hurts and coping mechanisms. 
“I'm giving you a way to explore that part of you without consequence," Robin said seriously, unaware of my thoughts about her icy lover. Then she scoffed. "Or at least, without as much consequence. You'll still be as magnetic as always, and I'm certain you'll utterly destroy my whole court with drama and sexual tension.” She sighed dramatically. “But it is what it is, I suppose."
I shook my head at her. "You're so…"
Her voice was a purr. "Smart? Awe-inspiring? Stunningly beautiful? Insightful? The best alpha you've ever met?"
I laughed. "All of that, of course. And full of more goodness than you know."
She stopped me as someone opened the car door. Then she leaned in to speak close to my ear. "I protect those in my care, Ruya. It’s what my alpha blood demands. You're free to do as you like. But also…just know that if things get out of hand or you're put in a bad situation, this will at least be one thing you won't have to worry about. Do you understand, darling?"
My stomach was in knots as I nodded. The vampires were supposedly very fond of social etiquette and the need for invitation, and all sorts of subtle interactions that maintained their personal space. But…Robin and Martina insisted that was just a veneer over a darker, more brutal way of life, and I trusted their experience. The blunt fact of the matter was that while the ring did represent a powerful bit of freedom for me, Robin was also protecting me from getting pregnant or bonding to someone if I chose to engage in sex…or if they forced me or coerced me somehow. 
She had never been shy about informing me of all the risks involved in this endeavor. But I still felt driven to prove myself. 
Her long fingers brushed the side of my neck as she drew me in for a chaste kiss. "I'll be waiting for your return," she whispered, reminding me of her previous taunt about maybe helping me through my next heat if I did well on this mission. 
It didn't get rid of the fear completely, but it certainly helped take my mind off it for a moment. 
Each of the court took a moment then to say their own version of goodbye, and to impart their own gifts. Sanka enfolded me in his thick arms and held me so tight I groaned. "Remember how powerful you are, Ru," he said. And I was. Training with him and Yukio had made me far more confident in my ability to control my magic. “And you’ve got your bracelets if you need them.”
I nodded and patted the messenger bag that was slung across my chest. “In my bag.”
Sanka released me so Martina could ruffle my hair and kiss my cheek. She drew back to pat the knife that I wore concealed at my waist. "Aim for the major arteries and don't pull your punches."
Then Cicely was there. He didn’t say anything, even in my mind. He just kissed me senseless, then rested his forehead against mine as we breathed each other in. His gift to me had been training our magic together over the last couple of weeks, so we could link up more easily over a distance while I dreamed. He would be my lifeline while I was away.
Dusek hovered in the shadows while the others said their goodbyes, but I turned to him instinctively, orienting myself toward his dark aura and waving him forward. "Bubak," I said in the most commanding tone I could muster. "Get over here and kiss me goodbye."
He hesitated for a moment, still clearly afraid to cause me any discomfort with his physical presence, since the whole screaming terror episode after our one sexual encounter. But eventually he stepped forward and enfolded me in darkness as his lips caressed mine, his black aura drowning out all my other senses. I came up gasping for air when he pulled away and reality returned. 
"Don't hesitate to use this," he said in his deep, dark voice, tapping the charm that hung from my neck, concealed beneath my loose cotton shirt. It was a summoning stone. I had witnessed how it worked the day Sanka stole me from The Order. Invoking the charm would pull Dusek to me and unleash a nightmare upon whoever was nearby. Not something to be used lightly, since it would give away the game and land Robin and her court in an open war with the syndicate. Still, they would risk it for me if I needed them. Dusek would risk himself for me, even if it put Robin’s plans in jeopardy. I nodded to show that I understood. 
My crow fluttered down and landed on my shoulder in a rustling of silken feathers. He was coming with me in the guise of an eccentric pet. Robin had assured me that the vampires would find it "goth chic" to tote around the big black bird. But in actuality he was one of my lifelines too, a way to help me spy and to summon help if needed. 
After a lot of consideration, I had settled on calling him Odin, since the Norse mythological figure was associated with ravens. Odin had informed me quite firmly that he was a crow, not a raven. But he liked the name anyway. So Odin it was. 
I slipped into the waiting car and was about to pull the door shut when a cold hand landed on mine, halting me. "Take these," Yukio said, his voice as cold and brusque as ever. He handed me a box of something that rustled and thunked softly when I shifted it. I could feel the faint hint of fae magic emanating from the box.
"Candies," he bit out. Then he leaned into the car, the cool brush of his yuki-onna magic against my aura making me shiver. "If you get all sappy and miss these other idiots, try one of those. The light colored ones are for comfort. The black one is for when the bloodsuckers get fangy. You should be able to see the difference in color. Just eat it before they sink their fangs in and they’ll be out of commission for a while. And…don't die." Then the pixie-cross was gone, closing the car door behind him. 
The car smelled faintly of some sort of dusky flower essence, and something else. Something a bit metallic. Probably blood. Not that I was exactly an expert on the smell of blood, but it seemed to fit. 
The driver the vampires sent was human, at least as far as I could tell. A very reluctant Yukio had been teaching me how to identify the more common paranorms by the feel of their auras, in between all the preparation that went into me leaving Robin's court to play spy.
I felt like my brain might explode from all the information that had been crammed into my head over the last couple of weeks. I was prepared. I should be fine. But I was torn between my own growing determination, Robin's confidence in me and…my absolute conviction that I was going to mess this all up and end up dead.
I sighed and blew out a long breath, thankful that the car was some fancy thing with a privacy screen between me and the driver. I couldn't see him anyway, of course, but it was nice to know that he wasn’t watching me while I had my little breakdown moment. I took a few deep, bracing breaths. I needed to appear calm. Like it was nothing for Robin to loan me out to others. As if this was all just standard procedure and I wasn't here for nefarious purposes. 
Right. I fiddled with the ring on my index finger, twisting it around and around, running my thumb over the fine whorls and engraving, and across the smooth moonstone that Robin had described to me when she gifted me the ring. I snorted softly to myself at the memory of the conversation. My life had taken some strange twists and turns since I was liberated from The Order.
It was a short ride to the vampire's territory, in a neighborhood of Detroit that was ironically named Piety Hill. The vampires of the syndicate had a biting sense of humor. Pun intended. I couldn't see it, of course, but when the car slowed, I knew we had pulled up in front of a massive neo-gothic cathedral, complete with tall spires and medieval style stained-glass windows. 
The Cathedral of the Most Blessed Sacrament was a fitting home for the vampire Queen. Apparently, this whole area of Detroit was littered with churches, and Piety Hill had once been home to some of the most wealthy, religious, and anti-paranorm humans in the city. The vampires had, according to Robin, taken great joy in proving to the humans that their religions had nothing to do with our existence, turning the pious-but-corrupt neighborhood into a nest of the worst "monsters" the humans could think of—the supposedly unholy undead. 
I had to admit, I sided with the vampires in this case. The irony was beautiful. But I also knew that the righteous humans, while horribly discriminating, might not exactly be wrong about the monsters. I was reserving judgment on that until I actually met the vampires. 






  
  Chapter 2

Ruya


My arrival at the syndicate's vampire coven was much different than my arrival at the fae court had been. Robin had arranged for me to be here, rather than me being kidnapped off the street, so my hosts knew that I was blind. The driver opened my door and lightly touched my arm with his gloved hand, so I would know where he was. Then he helped me out of the car and escorted me up a set of stone steps. No falling and injuring myself this time around. Wonders would never cease.                                                                                                     
The driver handed me off to a servant with a polite "good evening," and was gone. Neither of them commented on the crow that was perched on my shoulder like a fashion accessory. The new person was about my height, judging from the way my arm rested on his, and his voice was neutral but polite. "Queen Acacia is eager to meet with you, miss Ruya," he informed me. "Your driver will bring your luggage in and place it in your suite. If you would come with me?"
I arched a brow at his formality but nodded my head. "Of course. Thank you."
I was led though a space that grew more open and vast as we went. I couldn't see it, but I could feel the way the cathedral opened up around us with tall, arched ceilings, our footsteps echoing on the smooth stone floor. Even though Robin's court had educated me on vampires over the last couple of weeks, I still had some old biases floating around in my subconscious, because some part of me was surprised how warm and light the space felt. As if I had truly expected some dank, dreary castle from human lore. 
I was led through the open space. The vampires must have removed or re-arranged the pews, and it reminded me briefly of the open theater area in The Fox, where Robin had removed the seating to make room for her dragon form. The vampires had no real need to accommodate something as large as a dragon, so I wasn't surprised when I was led to the side and heard the gentle creak and shift of old wood. The pews must merely have been moved into a different configuration, since this was a communal living area now, rather than a church.
"You must be Ruya," a warm female voice said as the servant released my arm and stepped away. A pair of small hands took mine and drew me closer. Thankfully, it was no longer much of a struggle to keep my magic to myself. "You're so pretty! I'm Acacia. I'm so glad you're here! Please, have a seat and we'll chat for a moment before I take you to Jessica. Oh! And look at your sweet pet. He's magnificent."
This was the syndicate's vampire queen? The leader of the cold, ruthless creatures who, under the previous king, had once held Martina captive and used her as a blood slave?
Acacia guided me until my legs met with a solid object, then released me so I could sit on what turned out to be a wooden bench of some sort, topped with a plush velvet-covered cushion. It was a lot more comfortable than I expected a pew to be. "Thank you," I said, turning to follow the soft sounds of the queen taking a seat next to me. "I'm happy to help however I can."
Acacia patted my knee. "You're very kind. I thought you might have questions. I know the situation is unusual, but I'm so grateful to Robin for letting me borrow your services."
I squared my shoulders and reminded myself that I had a role to play. I didn't feel pressured or threatened at all right now, but I had to watch my words just the same. "I'm sorry I couldn't come sooner," I said earnestly. "Robin is quite protective of the people under her care. You know how it is, I'm sure."
Acacia chuckled. "That I do. It must be so hard for her, a woman living unaligned out there, one step away from living in the sewers, and with all that pressure from the syndicate and no protection. I'm not sure I would have that kind of fortitude and courage. And skilled healers are so hard to come by. She must be uneasy being parted from you." She patted my knee. "Don't worry, Ruya. I'll get you right back to your alpha once your job here is done. In the meantime, I think perhaps my court can offer you comforts you aren't used to in the unaligned district, so please, take full advantage. If there's anything you need, just ask. We're rather communal around here, so there is always someone at hand if you have questions."
I smiled. "I appreciate the hospitality," I murmured, even as I tried to parse out what she had said. Was she trying to be welcoming, or was all of that just a veiled threat to keep me, wrapped up with a backhanded insult against anyone not aligned with the syndicate? Did she really see Robin's refusal to join a syndicate faction as bravery, or was she just saying that? For now, I supposed it didn't really matter. "Can you tell me more about the woman I'm here to heal?" I asked evenly.
Acacia sighed. "Of course. Jessica. She's one of my menagerie of donors. And she's…." She paused as if she was suddenly embarrassed. "My lover, as well. I'm really hoping you can help her." 
The vampire queen sounded so young in that moment. I was reminded of a teenage girl talking about her first crush. Or at least, how I imagined that would sound. All of my experience with that sort of thing was gained through movies and books while I was locked away in my tower room with The Order. "I see," I said easily. "Robin said her illness was sudden? It must be so hard to see someone you love sicken like that."
Her delicate hand took mine and gave it a squeeze. "It's been awful. She was fine one day, then the next she looked like she was at death's door. She'll get slightly better, then just fall ill all over again." She sniffled. "And I think it's all my fault."
I covered our clasped hands with my free hand, immensely glad that I had mastered the art of keeping my magic to myself when people touched me without warning, because it was difficult not to immediately offer the comfort of healing to someone in distress, even if she wasn't physically wounded. "How could her illness possibly be your fault?" I said softly.
She drew in a shaky breath. "That's what I wanted to talk to you about before you see her. I think…well, I'm fairly certain she's been poisoned. I can smell it, sense it in her blood. But the healers who have seen her aren't skilled enough to parse out what kind of compounds or magics are at work." She clutched my hand like a lifeline. "It's not uncommon around here, unfortunately." Her voice was so sad, full of tired regret. "No matter how hard I try to be a good leader, there is always infighting amongst my people. And we're also always at odds with the other paranormal factions. They don't like the way I run things. They say I'm too…soft."
I did my best to keep my breathing even, hoping any change in heartrate that she might sense would be attributed to the natural horror of finding out that someone had been poisoned, and not to the fact that I knew exactly who had done the poisoning. "That's awful," I said, giving her hands a squeeze. "But fixable. Poisons can be tricky and time consuming to heal, but I will do everything I can to get your lover back to perfect health."
"Thank you." Acacia stood, keeping one hand in mine so she could lead me. "Come along. I'll take you right to her. Then you can see your suite and rest if you'd like. Robin cautioned me that using your healing gifts is quite tiring for you."
I stifled the urge to sigh. Healing people didn't tire me out at all, in fact, it gave me a much-needed relief valve for the magic that constantly built up inside me. But if the vampires thought my work here exhausted me, it would give me plenty of time to "rest"—time I could use to poke around and find the information we needed. 
I followed the vampire queen across the echoing space and down a hallway to an area with slightly closer walls and ceilings, from what I could sense around me. We then turned a corner and climbed a spiral staircase, the banister smooth and polished under my hand. My blurry view of the world was awash in light, the sinking sun painting the second story in sunset shades of pink and orange through what had to be the arched stained-glass windows my fellow court members had described to me before I left. 
Really, everything here was so contrary to all the human lore about vampires. No wonder the vamps had taken over the cathedral to prove their point. Clearly, they weren't all monstrous night-dwelling abominations, even if they did tend to prefer the hours after dusk, due to a mild light-sensitivity. Acacia seemed so caring and down to earth.
"Here we are," Acacia said, leading me to what I thought was an impressively tall wood door, judging from the height of the dark blur before me and the sound it made when she knocked. She tapped on the panel three times, and it swung open. "Hello, Josh," the vampire queen said fondly. "I've brought the healer to see Jessica."
She turned to me and touched my shoulder. "I will leave you in Josh's care for the time being. I have a dinner meeting that I can't miss, unfortunately. Business, you know."
I nodded my understanding. I was very familiar with the type of meetings she might be alluding to—syndicate business. And I was pretty sure dinner didn't mean the same thing to her as it did to me. I was happy to be left alone to do my own work while she ate people and met with thugs. "Don't worry," I said easily. "I'll take good care of Jessica."
"Thank you," Acacia said, drawing away. "Oh, and Josh? Remember what I told you about Ruya's vision. Make sure she gets to her suite safely once she's done, will you? We wouldn't want her to wander the halls and get lost."
"Of course, mistress," the man said softly. 
The light, rapid click of Acacia's heels dwindled as she walked away. A soft, touch to my elbow drew my attention back to my new keeper. "I'm Josh," he said, softspoken but kind. "I oversee the queen's menagerie. Thank you for coming. Jessica has been so ill…I was afraid we would lose her."
I let him steer me into the room with another light touch to my shoulder, noting that he closed the door behind him. And I was pretty sure that little click I heard was the sound of a lock being engaged. "I'm afraid I don't know much about vampire culture," I said as I followed Josh's lead. "If I understand correctly, the menagerie is the coven's group of blood donors. But are you their caretaker, or…a member?"
He didn't laugh at my obvious lack of knowledge. Instead, he just answered my questions in that same soft tone of voice. I got a soothing feeling from him. I was pretty sure he was human, so it wasn’t magic I felt. It was just his own natural aura. I was beginning to see why he might be in charge of a bunch of blood donors—they probably needed a lot of soothing. 
“You’re correct,” he said easily. “A menagerie is the word vampires use for their group of blood donors. But this is specifically the queen’s menagerie. There is another group of feeders for the rest of the coven who live in the cathedral. This group here contains only the queen’s private lambs. Her personal providers and lovers.” He gently guided me around an obstacle. “I am their caretaker, but no, I’m not one of them. I don’t suit the queen’s…particular tastes. So I look after the welfare of the menagerie. Here we are.”
He pushed open a door and guided me through. “Jessica,” he said happily. “The healer is here. The one who was loaned to us. Her name is Ruya.”
He took my hand and guided me over to what my questing fingers told me was a bed covered in a soft quilt. I could feel the aura of the person in the bed, my magic already reaching for her, sensing illness and toxins that I could purge. “Hello, Jessica,” I said as I sank down onto the chair that Josh unobtrusively pulled up behind me. “I’m sorry you’re not feeling well, but I’m here to help.”
“She hasn’t been able to speak for a day or so now," Josh said softly. "But I think she still hears us, don’t you, Jess?” He touched my shoulder lightly. “Is there anything you need?”
I shook my head. “Nothing but a bit of skin contact.” I held up my arm and he guided me to touch the other woman’s cold hand. “Thank you,” I said absently, my mind already half on the healing. 
Josh the caretaker faded quietly into the background like a well-trained shadow and let me work in peace. 
It was difficult. Not the healing itself—that was easy. I felt along the woman’s aura and knew that I could have her completely healed in an instant. What was hard was knowing that I couldn’t heal her yet because I needed the excuse to stay with the vampires and get the information I needed. It was awful, willfully withholding my full power and letting the woman suffer this way. But I squared my shoulders, got a grip on the magic that wanted to burst out of me, and sent a slow trickle of healing from me to the queen’s lover and blood source. 
She wouldn’t be healed today. I had to do it in slow stages. The poison and magic combination Robin and Yukio had managed to concoct wouldn’t kill the woman—at least, not anytime soon. It was carefully crafted to make her seem to get worse over a period of time before her system slowly cleared the toxins. She would probably recover all on her own without me, though it would take a long time and be quite hard on her body. 
I hated it. But I could at least make it a little better now. I focused on easing any pain or discomfort she might be feeling first. She might need to stay ill a while longer, but she didn’t have to suffer. I sighed as a trickle of my own golden energy flowed through our linked hands and settled into Jessica’s aura. 
Healing was a part of me. It was who I was and what I was meant to do. It felt wrong to use it for such devious purposes. But if this all worked, one day in the future the whole structure of society would change. Maybe then I could simply help everyone who needed it, without fear of being captured and used. And without having to worry that the people I healed would just be reinjured or killed again by the syndicate and their discriminatory way of life. 
I healed as much as I dared within the first minute or so. But I let myself linger for a while longer, as if I was really working hard to achieve just this much. I had to sell the lie that this was difficult, draining work that would take me days or weeks to complete. Finally, I straightened with a dramatic sigh and released Jessica’s hand, noting that her body temperature had already improved where our fingers had been linked. 
“Her color looks better,” Josh said softly from behind me. “Thank you, healer.”
I thought I felt another presence somewhere behind Josh, but no one spoke. When I stood, the caretaker took my arm and led me out the door. I felt watched. I wasn’t sure how many people were in the queen’s menagerie, but I was certain they were all checking to see if Jessica was okay. Maybe wondering if they’d be the next person to be poisoned just to wound their vampire queen. 
As Josh silently led me to my own room one floor above, my mind was filled with only one thought. The feeders were licked in. Acacia said that things like this poisoning weren’t uncommon. She mentioned infighting in the vampire ranks, as well as alluding to the animosity between different syndicate sects. That probably explained the lock on the door to the menagerie wing. It would be tempting for anyone with a grudge to target the people closest to the queen, especially since the menagerie was made up mostly of humans and a few lesser paranorms.
Robin was right about one thing. The syndicate was a corrupt system that only caused pain and suffering for everyone involved. Even if I really wanted to like the sweet little vampire queen and the people I’d met here so far. 
Which also proved my own point rather nicely. The syndicate was corrupt and awful. But clearly not everyone involved with it deserved to die. I was more determined than ever to find a way to convince Robin to alter her revenge plans and save innocent lives. 
“Your suite,” Josh said, still so soft spoken, as if he was afraid he was interrupting or bothering me. 
I pulled myself out of my own thoughts long enough to give him an honest smile. “Thank you,” I said sincerely. “I can tell you do a good job looking after people. Let me know if anything changes with Jessica overnight, okay?”
“Of course, healer.”
Then his footsteps retreated, and I let myself into my new temporary home. 






  
  Chapter 3

Cicely


Locking the door of the motel room Robin had rented, I got myself seated comfortably and closed my eyes, taking deep, slow breaths as I calmed my mind and entered the meditative state that allowed me to use my magic. It was more difficult this time, the distance between myself and my target farther than I had ever stretched my dream powers, even from my rented room in the vampire district. My powers were strained, but Ruya's cooperation helped. So did the amulet she wore that contained my blood.                                                                                                               
Vampire wards were strange, but easy to circumnavigate with the right combination of magic and knowledge. When Ruya had entered the cathedral carrying my blood, the wards had scanned her and identified the bit of my essence as just part of her own blood-borne aura. When the vampires set the wards to recognize her as a neutral presence to allow her to stay with them, they also unwittingly made it so my magic could slip through and reach her without being sensed. 
Convenient, since it gave us a way to check in and communicate with Ruya without anyone being able to trace a phone call or listen in on our conversation. It would be even more convenient if I could just use the ability on the vampire queen to get the information we needed, rather than risk Ruya. But the vampires all had personal protections in place to prevent mental manipulation—a necessity, since their kind tended to possess all sorts of powers of mental influence. 
Ruya's bright woodland dreamworld blossomed around me, and a bit of the strain lessened. A welcoming, willing participant made all the difference. Her arms went around my neck, her soft curves pressed to my body, and I hugged her to me, lifting her off her feet to spin her in a circle, just to get one of those bright laughs that always slipped out when I reminded her to play. 
"I've missed you!" she said, the moment I set her back on her feet. 
I gazed into those pretty crystal blue eyes and felt something in my heart settle. She was okay. If she was here now, smiling at me, her sleeping mind calm and restful, then nothing terrible had happened to my witch today. "I miss you too," I said with a smile. It had only been one day, but with the potential danger, the hours seemed to stretch on forever. And I had gotten more than a little attached to her. She was the reason I had abandoned my fae clan and was currently living with a bunch of rebels who hated me. I might not be an alpha, but she was still my mate. My place was at her side, which made the separation feel even worse. 
"Are you well?" I asked as I stroked her pretty silver hair back from her face, my other hand smoothing over the sweet curve of her hip. "How is it going?"
She heaved a sigh. "I'm fine, but I'm afraid I don't have much to report when it comes to my mission. I only talked to Queen Acacia briefly today. I met Jessica and did a little bit of healing." She shrugged. "Then they brought me dinner in my room and were careful to let me rest…you know, since I'm pretending that using my healing magic is so taxing and all. I didn't send Odin out to scout the place, because I thought it would seem strange if he was out flying around the cathedral while I was still in my room. I'll try tomorrow."
I led her to a pile of plush cushions by a bed of flowers and pulled her down next to me. "No one tried anything? You haven't had to use the pixie's special candies?"
She huffed a laugh as she sank down beside me. "No, of course not. In fact…everyone has been extra nice. They've made it clear that if there is anything I need or want, all I have to do is ask." She shrugged. "It's strange. I expected monsters, but they've all just been…polite and helpful." She looked down at her hands, then glanced up at me hesitantly. "I know it sounds stupid, but I actually like Acacia. She seems to care for her people, and she's just so…normal."
I frowned. "Is she? From everything I've heard, she's absolutely ruthless, and a little unhinged. But then, most of my information has been colored by fae bias. King Odell pretended to be friendly with her for business reasons, but he secretly hated her, and I know he was jealous of her connections to the emperor."
Ruya nodded and I took her hand in mine, giving it a squeeze. "Just please be careful. Give it time before you make any decisions about the vampires. And remember why you're there."
I worried about Ruya. She was a smart woman, and powerful. She had been through a lot of harsh learning experiences just lately, but I didn't think it was enough to erase her lifetime of conditioning. Prior to a few months ago she was living a completely sheltered life. She was so kind, always willing to see the good in people and ignore the bad. I worried that those qualities made her an easy target. After all, I had been able to waltz right into her dreams and earn her trust when I was under Odell's command….
"I'm not a child," she reminded me, a bit of bitterness creeping into her voice. "I know to question people's motives, believe me. I've learned that lesson."
I knew she had spent a long time doubting herself and her instincts as she tried to figure out if she could trust Robin's court. Her lack of experience in the world was still a sore subject. I just wanted to protect her. But I also understood that Ruya didn't want protecting. She wanted to be able to navigate the world with confidence. And that would never happen if everyone coddled her too much. That was one area where Robin excelled. I had a much harder time pretending to just…let her learn through failing. 
"I know," I said softly. "I'm sorry. I just worry because I care. But I'm trying to rein it in." I lifted her hand and pressed a kiss to the back of it. "So, my little spy…what can you tell me about the layout of the place and all their habits so far?"
I wanted to get the boring stuff out of the way as quickly as possible. While Robin and her misfit court weren't actually planning on raiding the vampire's cathedral, she was of the firm belief that any information was valuable. I could definitely see where in this case, she might be right. If the dragon shifter planned on overthrowing the syndicate and murdering them all, she very well might end up inside the Cathedral of the Most Blessed Sacrament. 
And we all knew that was just an excuse that Robin hid behind. Because the real reason she wanted the information was probably so she could break Ruya out if something went wrong, all her grand plans bedamned. Robin was an interesting and terrifying tangle of motivations, manipulation, and pain. But Ruya was right—the dragon wasn't quite the unfeeling monster she pretended to be.
Once Ruya finished sharing what little information she had been able to glean from her limited movement around the vampire stronghold today, I winked at her. "Thank Pan we are done with that nonsense. Now we can get to more important business."
She smirked at me, her blue eyes twinkling. "Oh? And what other important business do we have to take care of?" she teased.
I surged forward on my knees, knocking her over and pinning her body with my own, looming above her. "Wicked, wicked business," I promised. Then I covered her soft, smiling lips with my own. This woman was magic through and through, a strong witch with a hint of wildness swirling through her, just begging to be invoked. I could worship her all night long. 
Slender fingers slid through my hair as she arched up into me, letting out a breathy little moan. My Ruya, my goddess-touched pagan lover…my mate. Our clothes disappeared with a nudge from my thoughts, and I marveled—as always—at how Ruya never seemed to balk at the way my beastly form was revealed here in our minds. One of her hands rested on my furry flank, and I kissed her harder as I pressed my hard cock against her, wanting to reward her acceptance with earth-shattering pleasure. 
But the dream was fading, and my sweet witch slipped from my grasp as she woke up. 
I let myself drift alone in the comfortable nothingness of my meditative state as I prepared to return to the waking world, the passion I me coiling. But as I was about to open my eyes, something caught my attention. A chilling tendril of darkness rippled through my awareness, both terrifying and…tempting at the same time. 
Dusek must be asleep in the hotel room next to mine. The bubak had accompanied me, because apparently Robin saw me as one of her valuable possessions now—or at the very least, she didn't want to risk losing her easy way of checking on Ruya. I wanted to be offended by the fact that the rebel court all seemed to think I was helpless. But then again…they weren't exactly wrong. I was a faun, not a high fae, or a powerful shifter, or a nightmare. If the vampires sensed me and decided to end me or make me a snack, well, there wasn't much my talents of charisma and dream weaving could really do to save me. 
Curiosity got the better of me, and I followed the dark tendrils of Dusek's aura. What did a boogeyman dream of? If it was too horrible, I could always leave. I had never been able to ignore a good puzzle, and the bubak was definitely that. A tremendously powerful nightmare creature with immense talents who also had some sort of inferiority complex. He was nothing but a walking contradiction. 
I looked around as my magic drew from the creature's deepest desires and crafted a visual representation of his personality. I chuckled softly at what I saw. It was night, a wooded path stretching out behind me into the black forest…lit by a little trail of soft fairy lights. And before me stood a towering fortress of sharp spires, carved from glistening obsidian and decorated here and there with skulls of various species. I made my way up the glistening black stairs and through the tall doors that were left slightly ajar—not fully blocking me out, but not fully inviting me in either. 
My smile deepened as I walked into Dusek's black fortress, and found it lit by soft lavender candle flames. I followed a plush purple rug to a throne room filled with easels.
The tall, darkly handsome bubak studied the painting before him as he applied careful brushstrokes. He didn't look at me as I made my way over to an imposing throne made of bones, but covered with a plush, padded seat. I grinned as I sat down. Like I said, so much contradiction in this one.
"Why are you in my head?" he said, his deep, rumbly voice carefully neutral. 
I shrugged and turned to sit sideways on the throne, my back against one armrest and my hooves dangling over the other. "Curiosity? I got kicked out of Ruya's dream and I felt you dreaming. Thought I'd say hello, since I can actually talk here."
He finally looked up at me over the top of his canvas. His black eyes glinted in the low light and a hint of terror crawled up my spine, but I ignored it. He didn't seem angry. He just couldn't help leaking a bit of fear everywhere he went. "It must be nice, to be free of that limitation for a time," he said, considering me for a moment before going back to his painting, his tone relaxed, but his broad shoulders tense. He wasn't angry at me for being here. But he wasn't exactly comfortable with it either. 
"I can go, if you want," I said, kicking my feet in a slow rhythm. I missed my pan pipes. I left them behind at the fae court when I ran away with Ruya, in case Odell had spelled them. 
The thought had an imaginary version appearing in my hand. I tilted my head back over the armrest as I brough the panpipe to my lips, staring up at the intricately vaulted ceiling above, which was see-through as smoky, black-tinted glass and twinkled with distant stars. I played a low, soft note, letting the sound flow through me. Usually the pipes made me want to dance and revel. But tonight the sound was melancholy. 
"You can stay, if you're that lonely," the bubak said as he dabbed paint from the palette he held. 
I huffed a laugh, the note cutting off. "Picked up on that, did you?"
He was quiet for a time, the soft sound of his brush on the canvas louder than it should be in the quiet, echoing room. Then he looked at me again. "I know it must be hard to be the new person among
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