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  Chapter 1

Robin


A headache was building behind my eyes, seeping into my forehead, and ruining my damned day. Dragons didn't suffer from  headaches. How mundane. How utterly ridiculous. And how fucking inconvenient, when I had a million other things to worry about right now. 
The only time I had ever suffered a headache was when I was afflicted with that whole life-stealing curse nonsense. And since Ruya had healed me and the curse breaker worked his magic, headaches were a thing of the past. 
Until today. 
My coming of age was drawing closer, and I could feel it. I could feel my body—and my dragon side—starving for its missing magic, yearning for what had been stolen from us. But there wasn't much I could do about it at the moment, except plan. I hadn't forced myself to be patient for over sixty years just to botch things now. So, I would focus. I would ignore every minor inconvenience—like stupid headaches—and carry on, the way I always had.
Someone knocked at my bedroom door, and I looked up with a growled out "What?" Damn it, I should have noticed the powerful auras of the magic users approaching, but I was too distracted. This wouldn't do. 
Sanka peeked his head around the door and gave me an unrepentant smile. "You've been holed up in here all morning, Princess. Thought you might want some lunch."
I shoved aside the hand-drawn maps of Detroit's underground tunnel system that I'd been studying, and arched a brow at him. Most of my court was currently out completing various jobs for me right now… including our best cook. If Yukio had left behind something for us to heat up for lunch, then I might be inclined to eat. But if Sanka was in charge of the cooking, I'd be better off roasting and eating one of the rats Ruya insisted on befriending. 
"What's on the menu?" I asked with narrowed eyes. 
The smile on my sorcerer's handsome face stretched wider, becoming a lascivious grin as he pushed the door open all the way and pulled Ruya in against his side. "Well, us, of course," he said with a wink and an exaggerated eyebrow waggle. "If you're hungry."
Ruya blushed, but didn't contradict him, and I huffed a laugh at Sanka's directness. "Sanka, honestly," I drawled, leaning back in my chair and crossing my legs as if I wasn't dying to leap at the distraction he offered. "You're such a pig. Has it ever occurred to you that perhaps Ruya might object to you treating her like a delicacy to lure the evil dragon out of its cave? She isn't a piece of juicy steak, you monster."
If possible, Ruya blushed even harder. Teasing her was one of my favorite past times these days. I hungrily drank in the way the vivid red of her cheeks contrasted with her perfect white skin and her sparkling silver hair. Sanka caught me basking in the sight, and gave me a knowing smirk. "Oh, no," he said in a playful voice. "Don't blame me. I'm innocent. This whole thing was Ruya's idea, not mine. I'm the one who'll probably end up being treated like a piece of meat here!"
I stood and paced across the room, closer to where they stood. "Ruya," I purred. "Is this true? Did you twist the poor, tiny, innocent little demon-blooded sorcerer's arm and force him to take part in your plotting?"
She played along despite her blushing. Ruya really was a beautiful woman, and she grew more beautiful every day, as she gained confidence and stepped more firmly into her power and strength. Pulling away from Sanka, she straightened her spine and squared her shoulders, chin lifted slightly, projecting that perfect, untouchable priestess air that she had learned during her time with the Order of the Triple Moon. The cult had left her with one unintentional benefit, at least. I wondered if Ruya knew how much that poise of hers changed her, how she moved more like a statuesque queen than a demure religious servant. How when she donned that air of untouchable being, every eye was riveted to her.
The dragon that shared my soul preened and I allowed myself one ridiculous moment of pride. My omega. My true mate. Together we could be so powerful. So perfect. I mentally shook myself out of the alpha mating fantasy, reminding myself that was all it was—a silly fantasy. I couldn't allow myself to be sidetracked from all I had worked toward all my life, from avenging my clan and taking back my birthright. 
Claiming Ruya fully would make her my whole world. Nothing else would matter anymore. I cared for her. But I couldn't let myself be consumed by my instincts. 
She stepped toward the sound of my voice, her queenly bearing not the least bit hampered by her lack of sight. An impish smile flitted across her soft lips. In response to my teasing accusation. "You caught me," she said in her clear, sweet voice. "I just thought that maybe between the two of us, we could get our sexy, all-powerful alpha's attention."
I reached for her, unable to go another second without feeling her supple skin under my fingertips. Mine, the dragon sleeping inside me insisted. All mine. Always. Smoke curled from my nostrils before I could catch myself and rein in my embarrassing beastly reaction. 
Being near her simultaneously settled something inside me, made me forget all of my other worries, and made it harder to maintain my already fraying hold over my dragon side. I wanted to be near her. But the dragon in me wanted more. It wanted us to fully claim our omega true mate, bind her to us and never let her go. It was a ridiculous battle of wills that took place inside my own damned head. And it certainly wasn't making my headache any better. 
Ruya couldn't see me, but she probably smelled my loss of control on the air. Sanka saw everything, of course, but he wisely kept his mouth shut, like the experienced beta he was. 
"Mmm… flattery will get you everywhere. But you don't need anyone's help to capture all of my attention, my beautiful witch," I told Ruya truthfully, cupping her cheek and drawing her closer so I could brush my lips over hers. "Is that what you want right now? To be the sole object of your alpha's attention? Or should we take pity on poor Sanka and allow him to stay?"
She shivered under my touch, responsive in the way only an omega could be. Especially an omega who was in the presence of her perfect alpha mate. It was as if she had been made just for me. But I was determined to ignore that minor detail. 
My tone was light and teasing, but the question I asked was entirely serious. Being an omega meant that Ruya had certain needs that the others in our court didn't have. Or at least not to the same degree. Even though we weren't fully bonded, it was my duty as an alpha—and one I took very seriously—to see to Ruya's every need; physical, mental, and emotional. She was under my protection. If she needed time alone with me to feel safe and secure, and to meet her innate craving for closeness, then I was more than willing to provide, no matter how many other things I should be doing right now. 
Sanka understood. He was a beta. Caring came naturally to him. Even if he wasn't affected by Ruya's omega pull, he loved her and wanted what was best for her. If Ruya said she wanted him to leave us alone, he wouldn't be offended or feel left out. He would just be happy to give her what she needed. 
Ruya practically glowed at my words. It was both gratifying and maddening at the same time. On one hand, I wanted to provide for her. To be the strong, dominating, unshakable alpha force she needed. But on the other hand, the fact that having so much choice and so much control over her life was still so new and wondrous to her made me seethe with anger. One day, I would murder the people who had kept her imprisoned and treated her like a slave or a beast to be trotted out and used at their whim. 
One day. But not today. Not now. No, right now there were more important matters to attend to. Like keeping my rage and my offended dragonish sense of righteousness under control, so Ruya could speak. So she could make her own decisions.
"He can stay," she said easily. Then she bit her lip as she second-guessed herself. "But if we're bothering you, we can go. I know you have important things to do."
'Important things' was an understatement. We knew where the emperor of the paranormal syndicate was hiding. Going after him so directly and rashly wasn't part of the plan. But I couldn't pass up the opportunity that had been presented to me. I was itching to end this long game of stalking and finally sink my teeth into my prey. 
I was so close to being able to hunt him down and pry my birthright—my stolen magic—from his corrupt, genocidal hands. It made me rash. But perhaps I needed a bit of rashness to balance out all the waiting and scheming. Maybe it really was this easy. Eliminate the emperor now, deal with the rest of the syndicate and all of the political and social fallout later. One could always hope.
But I got the feeling that Ruya thought she was unimportant, and I couldn't let that stand. A couple of weeks ago, I probably would have stubbornly insisted that she was right. What was one beautiful bit of witch compared to decades of planning to avenge my murdered family and free the paranormal people from the syndicate's corruption? But oh, how my traitorous heart had betrayed me. 
I might refuse to tie her to me, but I couldn't stand to have Ruya think she was unimportant. 
"Everything else pales in comparison to this," I whispered, letting a bit of my control slip, letting my magic reach out for hers, brushing up against her aura like a cat in heat. "Come distract me, love," I invited, taking her hand and backing across the room, drawing her after me. 
Sanka closed the door and followed us, his brown eyes flaring with glints of fiery orange magic. He yanked off his t-shirt and tossed it aside, revealing delicious brown skin stretched over miles of thick muscle. I stopped before the bed, and Sanka stepped up behind Ru, slipping his arms around her waist and bending to whisper in her ear. "Tell me what you want me to do," he said in a low rumble filled with humor and heat. "I'm afraid I might be completely inadequate at satisfying two gorgeous women at the same time, without a little direction."
Ruya snorted, and I huffed a laugh. I wasn't sure what these two had gotten up to with the others—Ruya's freedom was important, and it was better for my jealous alpha nature if I didn't pry—but Sanka was well used to dealing with both my appetites, and those of our frosty pixie lover. I was sure he wouldn't suddenly disappoint us now. 
No need to let him know that though. "Don't worry," I told him with a haughty lift of my chin. "Ruya and I are fully capable of satisfying ourselves. You're just an accessory, Sanka, dear. A walking, talking sex toy for our amusement."
He laughed at that. "Well, princess, amuse yourself however you like, then."
Ruya shook her head as her hands landed on my hips, smoothing over the soft weave of my sweater dress as she pulled me closer, pressing our hips together. "I get the feeling you two might do nothing but tease each other all afternoon." She pouted. "And here I was hoping for some excitement."
I chuckled. Ruya had come to us so innocent and sheltered. But that wasn't her true nature. This goddess of a woman was a lusty creature at heart, and I thoroughly approved. Leaning in, I nuzzled at her neck, then bit down, making her gasp and lean into me. "Don't you worry," I purred against her soft skin. "We can focus when we're… properly motivated."
Sanka smirked at me as he set to pulling off Ruya's shirt over her head and ridding her of her bra. "I'm feeling pretty motivated at the moment," he murmured happily. "Very focused."
I kissed Ruya again, deep and possessive this time, as my hands cupped her heavy breasts, glorying in the way her omega need heated her skin to nearly match my own dragonish body temperature. Ruya slipped her fingers into my hair and kissed me back with all the passion I had come to expect, giving as good as she got, sending heat coiling through me as all the blood rushed to my pouch. She pulled back long enough to kick her pants and underwear aside when Sanka slid them down her long legs, then she was back, reaching for me hungrily. "Robin," she pleaded, that breathless little sound going right to my core. 
I yanked my own clothes off with less grace than usual, and pressed my more slender body to her curves eagerly, forgetting all pretense of poise. Mine. I sank my teeth into the sweet, tender flesh at the juncture of her neck and shoulder, fighting the instinct that said we should bite deeper, harder, draw blood and mark our mate as we bonded her to us…
Pulling back, I made myself take a deep breath, urging the dangerous instincts to recede. The headache let me know what my body thought of that, with a fresh stab of pain. "On the bed," I said with what I thought was a relatively calm and seductive voice. "I want to watch Sanka pleasure you, witch. You're so handsome together."
Ruya frowned, then held out a hand toward me. "Wait. Something's wrong."
I shook my head, then realized how dumb that was, since she couldn't see me. And since it made my head throb with a little burst of renewed pain. "I'm fine," I said airily. "It's nothing, love."
But of course, Ruya wasn't put off by my lies. She was one of the most stubborn people I had ever met, which was saying a lot when you knew the rest of my rebellious court. But it was easy to forget about that iron will of hers, when she kept it all wrapped up in sweet softness most of the time. "No," she said firmly. "It's not nothing. I can sense it. You're uncomfortable. In pain." When she reached for me again, I sighed and let her have her way. I couldn't stop her from reaching out her senses and finding all my weaknesses even if I tried. She didn't have to touch a person to sense their pain. She'd do it from a distance if I resisted.
Ruya's hands touched my shoulders, and she opened up her healing magic, sending invisible fingers of her aura questing along my own. "It's just a little headache," I mumbled, unimpressed with myself for showing weakness. 
Sanka clucked his tongue at me. "You don't get headaches."
I narrowed my eyes at him. "Apparently, I do."
He looked away, but I knew his deference only went so far. He wouldn't be satisfied until the matter was addressed. 
Ruya sent golden healing magic through my body, easing all my discomfort and making every cell in my body feel as though it was vibrating with vitality and good health. It wouldn't heal what was really wrong—she couldn't restore the part of me that was missing, magically locked away and abused by the nasty slug of an emperor. But it was something. "There, that should feel better," she murmured.
I rolled my shoulders. "Thank you," I forced out. I was grateful for her care, of course. But needing help never sat right with me. Accepting favors without some sort of repayment felt wrong. It wasn't how I operated. "I appreciate it," I added, for good measure.
Ruya frowned and I could tell that she and Sanka were about to start in with the questions. And I did not want to discuss why I might be having headaches all of a sudden. I didn't want to acknowledge my fears and play tiring games of "why" and "how" and "what does it mean."
I was pretty sure I already knew all the answers to those questions. And I didn't like any of them. The source of my headaches came down to one thing—weakness. I wasn't whole. And no alpha in their right mind would be comfortable admitting something like that to the people they were supposed to protect and rule. 
Slinking around Ruya, I nuzzled up against Sanka's back and started undoing the fly of his jeans. "Back to matters at hand. Focus, remember, Sanka?" I cooed, freeing his thick cock from his pants. "I want to see this," I said, stroking his previously flagging erection back to life, "sink inside our witch while she writhes in ecstasy." Giving him a firm squeeze, I kissed one smooth, warm shoulder blade. "And don't stop until she comes at least twice, my big, strong, loyal beta."
Grinning against his skin, I continued, saying things I knew would make him forget all about my stupid headache or any talk of weakness. "And if you do a very good job, I might just let you come inside my slit this time."
Sanka groaned and thrust into my hand, immediately hard and ready. His hands gripped Ruya's hips and she leaned back against his chest, tilting her head for his rough, hungry kiss. "Please say you're on board with that idea, Ru," the big sorcerer begged, his deep voice cracking. Asking for consent. Always. A pleased hum vibrated in my chest.
In response to Sanka's question, Ruya pulled away and climbed up onto the bed, probably unaware of the delicious, erotic view she gave us in the process. "Only if you'll touch me too, Robin," she said, her voice gone husky. "I want you both at the same time. Please."
I met Sanka's eyes and lifted one brow. Our omega was so pretty when she confidently voiced her wants and needs. Sanka got rid of his pants and crawled onto the bed with Ruya. "Lay down, sweetheart," he rumbled, his big hand reaching for her thighs as he helped position her in the center of the bed. "Robin's gonna climb her sexy ass up here and sit on your face."
"Oh, that sounds amazing," Ruya said with a breathless little laugh as she made grabbing gestures in my general direction with both hands. "Please, Robin?"
I chuckled and shook my head. "I thought I was the one in charge here. Clearly I was mistaken."
Ruya pouted. Sanka just laughed. We all knew who was really in charge around here these days, and it sure as hell wasn't me. I wanted to be pissed about that. But how could I be, given the circumstances? Sanka gripped Ruya's thighs and dragged her toward him, kneeling on the bed as he sank that thick, perfect cock into her glistening pussy, and I forgot what I was supposed to be offended about. 
I watched for a moment, drinking in the sight of them enjoying each other. Sanka was lost in pleasure, his muscles flexing as he slipped his big hands under her generous ass and lifted her hips up to meet him, slowly thrusting and retreating, every line of his big body radiating ecstasy as he eased his thick cock inside her. Ruya met his every thrust, planting her feet on the bed and lifting her hips to silently demand more, owning her pleasure in a way that was sexy as hell. Her pale skin was luminescent against Sanka's warm brown tones, everything about them a perfect contrast—light and dark, soft and strong, masculine power and feminine strength. So beautiful to behold.
I took my place as gracefully as I could, Ruya's hands coming to my hips as I sank down. Her pink tongue darted out to slide teasingly along my slit before slipping into my pouch to taste the slickness there. She delved deeper with a hungry little sound, groaning as Sanka thrust into her. Then she gently pulled my slit open so she could run her tongue along the length of my cock where it lay inside its pouch. 
Ruya might have been sheltered and ignorant of the world when she came to us, but she had never shied away from my dragon anatomy or questioned my needs. She just took it all in stride with wonder and enthusiasm. It made me want to reward her. To take my pleasure from her then give it back tenfold. To drown in this thing between us.
Dangerous. She made me want to forget all my goals, everything I had lived for up until this point. It was terrifying. And yet, I couldn't get enough.
I let my head drop back, mouth open on a silent moan as she licked me, her soft hands sliding up my thighs to grip my hips and press me closer. Sanka's short, tight curls brushed my back as he rested his head against me and groaned. "Fuck, you are both so beautiful," our sorcerer breathed. 
I turned my head to watch him as he sat back on his heels and pressed his thumb to Ruya's clit while he thrust deep, earning a moan from the witch that vibrated through my sensitive flesh and set every nerve ending on fire. Turning back to Ruya, I cupped her beautiful face in my hands and rolled my hips, riding the pleasure, my gaze locked on those stunning ice blue eyes. She couldn't see me, couldn't really meet my eyes, but her expression of euphoria was enough. When her head fell back and she shook beneath me, I nearly came undone. Sanka's thrusts slowed as Ruya's orgasm crested. He couldn't move with her clutching him with her witch anatomy. But he did his best to do as I'd ordered, rubbing her clit as he pressed deeper, driving her into another climax. 
I clambered off our witch and rolled onto my side, stealing a breathless kiss that tasted like me. Mine. I caressed her face, her neck, her breasts, giving her a moment to recover and release our sorcerer, the coals of desire still burning hot inside me. Sanka stroked her hips and thighs, and over the slight curve of her belly, his eyes filled with patience and love. 
When the clutching eased, Sanka withdrew and Ruya rolled toward me, clumsy with lethargy as she ran her hand over my chest, her thumb circling my nipple in a teasing caress. "Tell me," she whispered, her cheeks flushed, but her words gaining in confidence as she spoke. "You said Sanka could… come inside you. Tell me how it works. Describe it to me, please. I want to be with you… I want to see."
I kissed her again, a growl escaping me. "You are so perfect," I told her fiercely. Then I rolled onto my back and crooked a finger, beckoning my sorcerer to me. He smiled down at me as he crawled up my body, his eyes heavy-lidded and lust-drunk. After Ruya, I was sure he wouldn't last long, but neither would I. 
I reached for him, and he kissed me, slow, deep, and hungry. Then he moved lower, caressing and kissing every inch of me, paying lavish attention to my throat, then to my sensitive nipples, loving me the way only someone who had known my body for decades could. When it came to this, Sanka knew all of me, every preference and every dislike, every flaw and every weakness. Our bed was the one place I didn't always have to be the perfect alpha, but always felt like the most desirable woman in the world.
I held his head close as he suckled at my breast, my voice dropping as I spoke for Ruya, as I included her in our closeness. "He's so attentive," I purred. "Always. Never content to just take." I described each caress and touch in vivid detail, surprised at how much the verbal description ratcheted up my own pleasure. We had Ruya's rapt attention as she hung on every word, on every gasp and sigh. She lost her inhibitions completely, touching both of us, featherlight caresses here and there that drove the pleasure to new heights. 
When I was writhing beneath him, barely able to speak, Sanka took over. "You should see her Ru," he said in a low, sexy voice. "Our princess all splayed out and debauched, all long limbs and smooth skin, and that shiny red-gold hair tumbled and tangled all around her. The way her eyes flare with magic and fire and you can tell she's dying to beg you to fuck her, but she just won't give in because she thinks begging is beneath our alpha."
I groaned, unable to respond with the pleasure coursing through me. He was right. I wanted to beg sometimes. To be owned, even if for just this one fleeting moment. To trust in this and let go. 
He reached over and took Ruya's hand, guiding it downward to where we were about to join. "Feel that? Feel how slick she is? Her pouch and her cock are practically oozing. I'm gonna slide my cock in there with hers, inside her pouch. It's a tight fit. But it will feel fucking amazing." He guided Ruya's hand so she could feel it, feel his cock sliding in alongside my own, stretching me and rubbing along my rigid length. "Fuck," Sanka groaned as I gasped and arched my hips up into him. "There's no describing it, Ru. She is so slick. So fucking hot. And that hard cock rubbing against mine… it's like nothing else I've ever felt. Pretty soon, we're both gonna explode, and her cum will be so hot it will feel like I'm on fire. But in the best way." 
He groaned again, low and ragged, and released Ruya's hand so he could focus on thrusting, slow and careful, driving us both to the edge with every slow, hot slide inside and against me. I growled, my claws lengthening, ripping holes in the blankets as I gripped them and came apart. 
"Ah!" Sanka's voice was deep and rough, and he stilled when my superheated release flooded my pouch, bathing his cock in warmth. Then he was spilling too, pumping his seed inside me on a breathless, punched-out groan. 
It took a bit for us both to come back down to earth and get cleaned up. But once we did, Ruya snuggled happily between us, a dreamy smile on her handsome face. "That was so beautiful," she murmured, kissing my shoulder. "Thank you for letting me share that with you."
I chuckled and rolled to pillow my head on her shoulder. "Mmm… you're right, it's quite the honor for you. Don't let it go to your head."
She curled her arm around my back and patted my hip. "Yes, alpha," she teased. 
And I was more certain than ever… that all of my plans and goals for the future were in serious danger. 






  
   Chapter 2

Sadavir


It was a strange thing, being amidst a group of people other than the vampire coven where I had spent years as a voluntary slave in order to protect my family. Though I was surrounded by strangers, I didn't feel as on-edge as I had during my time in the vampire queen's menagerie. The dragon and I sometimes butted heads, but didn't have to walk on eggshells nearly as much here. I didn't have to suppress everything I was the way I had around the vampires, for fear they would take any defiance on my part as an excuse to go after my naga clan. I also knew, instinctively, that I didn't have to worry about any of my current companions flying off the handle and attacking me with true intent to kill. Nor did I have cause to worry about them using Josh to manipulate me, going after him in retaliation because I pissed them off.  
The relief I felt was overwhelming. Like a crushing weight lifted off my chest after years of suffocation.
But still, the people in this new court were strangers. And I knew they mostly tolerated us only because of Ruya. I had to remind myself that no matter how much I might yearn for it, these people weren't my family. There wasn't the warmth and trust of a lifetime of love and connection between us, and I knew I could never fully let my guard down. 
I was trying to build that trust. I had to fight my alpha instincts and all the possessiveness and entitlement that came with that status, fight my ingrained defensive reactions and suspicion caused by years of captivity and abuse. But I was trying. And so were they. 
I was surprised when the sorcerer asked me to accompany him on their mission today. Surprised that he wouldn't just assume a deaf man would be a burden or a hindrance. And yet, here we were. I climbed out of the backseat of the generic black SUV, allowed the sorcerer to cloak me in a spell that would muddy my specific auric signature, and followed him down a deer path into the woods. 
My senses came alive, my awareness flooded with the scent and taste of nature around me. The Maumee fae preserve was teaming with life, both magical and non-magical. With everything that had happened over the past long years in Acacia's coven, it had been a long time since I felt the earthy, wild call of nature that was my birthright. I shuddered at the influx of scents, parted my lips slightly to taste the air, wanting nothing more than to shift into my naga form, or go full snake and sip the world through flicks of my sensitive tongue and the slide of my scales against earth and leaf. 
A hand touched my shoulder, bringing me out of my trance. The chupacabra shifter. She clumsily signed to me as she mouthed the words. "Are you okay, snake?"
I drew in one more deep breath of fresh forest air and let out a sigh, then nodded. I didn't know how to explain to her what just this small thing—just being able to be outside under the light of day—meant to me. But she seemed to get it. Something dark and sad flashed across her expression as her eyes met mine. "It's a lot," she said in her clumsy signing. "But it gets easier. You'll find your feet again."
This small, fierce woman was an alpha too. I didn't know much about her struggles. But I had gathered that she had some sort of dark history with the vampires. We had that in common, as well as our alpha designations. If she could overcome whatever she had been through and emerge with such grace, and with her strong alpha presence still intact, it gave me some hope that I might yet manage not to disgrace myself. 
"Thank you," I signed, my shoulders back and my chin up. It was hard for an alpha to show weakness. But I had often had that choice taken from me. My weaknesses were always on display. I might not like it, but I was used to it at this point. It affected me less to acknowledge my struggles than it probably would most other alphas. 
She seemed to understand. She simply patted my shoulder as we lengthened our strides to catch up to the men in front of us. Sanka, the sorcerer, was a good man. I hadn't made any attempt to hide what Ruya was to me, the way I was drawn to her and determined to stay by her side, and that had ruffled his feathers at first, but he was a beta. Despite his fiery demon-blood lineage, he knew how to pick his battles. Mostly. It helped that he was wrapped around Ruya's little finger. 
But the pixie at his side was harder to read. I had known his kind, back when I was a prince among my people. I knew some cultures, some clans or families, seemed to think any show of warmth was a weakness. The high fae clans were infamous for that ridiculous line of thinking. I wasn't sure if it was this cultural difference, or actual loathing for me that drove Yukio's cold demeanor toward me. Perhaps it was just genetic. He had gruffly informed me one day that he was half yuki-onna. Perhaps warmer emotions like acceptance and camaraderie were impossible for him. 
He seemed to feel me looking at him and turned to glance over his shoulder at me, his frosty blue eyes narrowed. He said something, but he spoke too fast, and he turned away as he said it, making it impossible for me to read his lips. I frowned as I watched the way the light glinted off his silky black hair and iridescent wings. Like ice, he was glittering but sharp. 
Beside me, I caught Martina signing "asshole."
Sanka turned around and walked backward on the narrow path, risking a broken neck to make sure I could see him speak. "He asked why it felt like a viper was creeping up behind him about to strike. Then implied that snakes creep him out." He dodged a smack from the pixie and continued with a grin. "I said he should shut his chilly pie-hole. But maybe you'd be willing to help him overcome his mortal fear of squiggly things with scales?"
I arched my brows at the confusing words that poured out of the man. He looked so serious sometimes, and he had the build and bearing of a warrior. But then he spoke and… I was often taken off guard by his odd humor. 
Yukio took to the air, not meeting my eyes as he flew off ahead of us. The tips of his pointed ears were pink. "I realize you are mostly joking," I signed. "Trying to embarrass your friend and put me at ease. But… is he really afraid of snakes?"
Sanka winked at me and turned back around. Martina shook her head and I glanced at her for clarification. Her chest and shoulders rose and fell as she heaved a massive sigh. Then she quirked an eyebrow at me. "Terrified," she mouthed, her motions exaggerated, and I assumed she hadn't said that out loud for fear Yukio might hear. 
Interesting—strange, completely unfounded and silly, especially for someone who I had heard referred to as an assassin—but interesting, I supposed. It certainly explained why the pixie-cross was the hardest person for me to speak to or interact with. Not only was he simply not a warm, fuzzy person to begin with. Apparently, he was also mortally afraid of everything I was. And he was not the type to enjoy admitting to something like that. Gammas were often nearly as stubborn as alphas.
I heaved a sigh of my own. My freedom, Josh's freedom and safety, and Ruya's happiness were all worth it, but… navigating this court was an exercise in frustration. 
"Quiet," Sanka signed back at us, serious once more.
Deep within these magical woods, was the tether to the pocket world where the corrupt emperor of the paranormal syndicate nested. We had parked some distance from the area of the preserve where we believed the pocket world entrance was located, so our presence wouldn't be immediately obvious and traceable to prying eyes—magical or non-magical. But apparently, we were drawing close now. 
My magical abilities weren't as acute as the sorcerer's—my magic tuned more inward than outward—but I could still feel the slightest sense of something not right as we drew closer to the place where the pocket world was tethered. The currents of magic and nature around me felt… warped. As if they were pulling inward, distorted and wrong. 
"You can feel it?" Sanka signed to me as we all crouched behind a couple of thick tree trunks. 
I nodded. 
"I thought you might," he said with a pleased smile. "Your kind are more in tune with earth magic, right? Can you tell exactly where it's anchored to the ground? I want to know if that matches up with what I am sensing from the air and the aether."
I considered for a moment, sinking my fingers into the leaf mold and down into dark, rich soil. Then I nodded yes. I could feel it, though it wavered from time to time, like a living thing taking breaths. Or like an electrical current with fluctuations here and there. I jiggled my head side to side, since I couldn't easily explain the nuances of what I was feeling. 
His brown eyes studied my face for a moment, then he nodded. "I gotcha. Let's go poke around. Keep track of everything you smell and taste, and we'll compare notes later, yeah?"
I nodded. 
Then we crept out from behind our hiding spot and began exploring the forest. It was hard to say for certain, but Sanka said he didn't think there was any visual monitoring of the area. There were some heavy illusion spells to prevent anyone discovering the pocket world. And there were magical detection wards that would tell the owner that someone had been here. The wards weren't a problem. In fact, it was my understanding that Sanka thought they were a good thing. A tool we could use to our benefit. 
He wanted the emperor to know we were here. It was why he brought the pixie and the chupacabra shifter as well as myself. Their dragon princess wanted the emperor to sense that there were shifters and fae poking around the area together. She wanted the emperor to suspect that the shifter and fae factions of the syndicate had teamed up to find his hiding spot for some nefarious purpose. 
I immediately understood her goal. She wanted the emperor to think his own people had turned on him and retaliate. She wanted a distraction, something that would turn attention and blame away from her court.
Robin and I might rub each other the wrong way, but she was very effective at playing the syndicate's games. Underhanded… and, I suspected, quite cutthroat when she had to be. But sometimes a ruler had to be ruthless to get results. 
I did my best to do as Sanka instructed, pushing away the part of me that hated taking orders from a beta. This was not my court. I had taken orders from far lesser beings than the sorcerer over the past few years. I would survive. 
When we were finished, we hurried back to our vehicle and headed back to the city. "What did we learn?" I signed to Martina, who sat in the second row of seats beside me. 
She repeated my question aloud for Sanka and Yukio, then answered. "I can only say what I smelled, which isn't hugely helpful. But I can confirm that people are coming and going from that point. Especially one vampire in particular." Her eyes narrowed. According to the information Ruya had gathered, Acacia visited the emperor every full moon. Apparently, Martina knew the vampire's scent well enough to pick it up from the area, even with the passage of time. 
I had thought I tasted the woman's foul essence, and Martina confirmed it. So, we at least knew that Ruya's information was likely correct. 
Yukio turned in the front passenger seat so I could see his face as he spoke. "The preserve is full of lesser fae, mostly beings who are more animal than person. Some of them don't mind the emperor's comings and goings. But some of them have more awareness and reason—and they would be very happy to get rid of the unnatural disturbance in their environment. They won't interfere."
I nodded. 
Then, because I couldn't help myself, I flicked my forked tongue out to lick my bottom lip. The pixie immediately seized up and turned to face front. I suppressed a laugh. By all that was holy, he really was afraid of snakes. What a silly fear. Especially for someone who followed a dragon alpha. 
Martina jabbed me with an elbow, clearly predicting my thoughts, and I resisted the urge to shift to naga form. "We'll go over everything once we get back home," she informed me. "Robin likes to meet with everyone and get every perspective before we come to any conclusions."
I nodded. Wise. I supposed the dragon wasn't a terrible princess, if she took time to listen to her court. 
I met Sanka's eyes in the rearview mirror, and was struck with a strange and unsettling feeling. It reminded me of the look I'd share with my cousin growing up, when we were deviling my younger sister. Yukio turned away from all of us to look out the window, his body language sharp and waspish. Martina shook her head and rolled her eyes at the lot of us, like a big sister pretending to be above her brothers' shenanigans. And… for one strange, dizzying moment, I almost felt at home. 






  
  Chapter 3

Ruya


I took my place at the kitchen table as the others filed into the room and got comfortable. A soft thud told me someone had set something down in front of me, and I was greeted with the tantalizing scent of Yukio's hot chocolate. "Thank you," I murmured to whoever had brought the gift, reaching out to find the warm mug and bring it to my lips.  
Decadent, creamy chocolate with a warming bite of spice burst on my tongue and I sighed in pleasure. My life might seem somewhat strange to an outsider. There was definitely an air of uncertainty and risk that hovered over us all as our princess drew the court closer to the moment of her revenge and the inevitable fallout that would incur. But that didn't stop me from feeling like the luckiest woman alive. 
A warm hand touched my back in response to my words, rubbing light circles between my shoulder blades. Of course, Cicley spoke directly to my mind as he took the seat beside me. 
A soft, haughty meow warned me a second before my cat friend, Lily, jumped up into my lap. I grinned at her tirade. While everyone else probably just heard mews and chirps, I understood everything she said, thanks to my strange magic. "The meeting can start now," she said as she settled into a sitting position in my lap, "now that I am here to preside over things."
Someone else nudged my elbow on the side not occupied by Cicely, and I pulled my arm back, only to hear the unmistakable sound of a plate sliding across the table. "Ginger cookies," Martina informed me, a smile in her voice. She took my hand and gave it a squeeze before guiding it to the plate.
Lily chirped, and I opened my mouth to translate, but another faint click told me Martina had placed another plate on the table. "And one for the cat."
Lily let out a little sneezing chuff sound. "Tell our subject she may refer to me as Queen Cat."
I laughed. "The Queen part was implied," I informed the cat with all the seriousness I could muster. "I'm sure."
Sometimes it was surreal how much my life had changed. Like a strange dream I was afraid would vanish when I woke up. Once upon a time, I had been locked up in a tower in a pocket world. The Order of the Triple Moon had kept me for my powers, using me to heal the people they chose so they could make alliances. They had kept me far away from animals once they realized I could speak with them. They kept me secluded from others, cut off from the outside world. They had cut my hair and nails down to nothing, selling pieces of me on the black market for spell components. The woman in charge had called herself The Mother, and she had sold me the lie that she was my actual mother. 
For most of my life, I thought that was my purpose—to be a secluded priestess who only lived to serve the order—and I thought those people were my family. I thought that was how I was supposed to be treated, that it was normal. The way the rebel court treated me now was still slightly disorienting sometimes. It was strange to realize how drastically my situation had changed. And how wonderful it felt when I let myself accept the fact that this was how a family should treat those they loved. 
Once they got past their initial suspicion, Robin's court went above and beyond every day to make me feel special, treasured, doted upon. It had been hard to accept at first, but now I soaked it up hungrily and basked in the warmth their attention brought. The warmth I had been missing all my life.
"Good evening, Ruya," Josh said from beside and slightly behind me. I turned in my chair to smile in his general direction and he chuckled. "You look beautiful today. You're practically glowing." He took my hand and kissed the back before adding. "It suits you."
Someone made an exasperated noise, but I ignored it. "Thank you, Josh," I said happily. "It's all due to the company I keep these days."
The human patted my shoulder and moved away, probably afraid to push his luck any further. 
Things had gotten slightly less strained between Josha and Sadavir and the others since I stole my new friends from the syndicate's vampire coven, but there was still some friction between the newcomers and the rest of Robin's loyal court. 
And on the heels of that thought, Sadavir arrived and proved me right. Most of the friendly chatter and banter around me quieted as the alpha naga prince entered the room. I couldn't see them, of course, but I imagined everyone was probably giving him wary looks. Either that or pretending to ignore him while watching him out of the side of their eyes. For the longest time, this court had one dominant alpha. Robin ruled them, and she was a force to be reckoned with. Martina willingly fell in line with the others even though she was an alpha herself, not wanting the burden of leadership after all she had been through. But Sadavir upset all of that, his power and his allure something that the instincts of the alphas and betas around me hated in their carefully balanced group. 
And that was before taking into account that my strange omega urges insisted that both Sadavir and Robin were my potential true mates. 
I really had upset Robin's tight-knit court. But I couldn't find it in me to feel bad about that. Josh and Sadavir had needed me—needed us. And I would never regret that. Even if it did occasionally make things awkward. Big, warm hands squeezed my shoulders, massaging and comforting as Sadavir's overwhelming alpha aura washed over me, beckoning, offering the promise of steady, unconditional love and devotion. I couldn't hold back the little sigh that escaped my lips as I let my head drop back, my eyes fluttering closed in pleasure. 
I hadn't been intimate with Sadavir since we returned home from the vampire coven. Merely hugging him or kissing him was enough to set off all of my overprotective fellow court members, and I didn't want to cause a fight. But I wanted him. By the goddess and all the magic in all the realms, they had all better work out their differences soon. Because I knew Sadavir was mine, just the same way I knew Robin was mine. I was becoming more confident in asserting myself every day, and that led to only one conclusion. The alphas were going to have to learn how to share. 
A soft, deep chuckle told me that Sadavir had some sense of what I was thinking. Maybe he could scent my arousal in the air. I wasn't near my heat right now, but I had learned that hiding these things was impossible in a room full of shifters.
Robin's fiery dragon aura entered the room, and I felt Sadavir stiffen. To his credit, he didn't growl or issue a challenge, but he was slow to remove his hands from my shoulders, dragging his fingers over the exposed skin at my collar in a sensual slide that promised we weren't finished. I smelled smoke and I rolled my eyes. 
"Don't start," I warned them both. 
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