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  Chapter 1

Ruya


I lay on my side with my cheek pressed into the soft upholstery. My hands were tied awkwardly behind me with something hard and unyielding. The steady hum of the car’s engine and the feeling of speed and motion made me slightly nauseous. It was only the second time I’d ever been in a car, and I wasn’t exactly loving the experience.  
Sanka. Robin and the others. Were they even still alive? 
There had been an explosion. I was unharmed, but no one came to my rescue as my captors tied me up and carried me away. As skeptical as I wanted to be about everyone’s motives, I couldn’t believe Robin and her court would just let some crazy thugs off the street carry me away. If nothing else, surely Sanka would fight for me. He hadn’t though. No one had. Which probably meant they couldn’t. 
I yanked at my bonds again, trying to free my hands. There was no way someone as physically weak as me could hope to overpower and escape a bunch of syndicate people—they were paranormals by definition, and not sheltered, pathetic little witch women. But I couldn’t just lie here doing nothing when I knew Sanka, Robin, Martina, and the others might be lying there hurt or dying. Not when I was capable of healing them from anything short of death. 
“Oh, stop your fussing,” the smooth voice of the man in the backseat with me admonished. “What are you hoping to accomplish, aside from bruising that corpse-white skin of yours.” He made a scoffing noise. “It’s like you’ve never seen the sun. Did they keep you locked in the basement or something? You pathetic creature.”
I snarled through the fabric gag that was currently occupying my mouth. 
The man just huffed and made a comment to someone else in the car. “I’d hazard to guess she’s a witch. But even they are one step removed from beasts.”
I stopped my fruitless struggles and lay still, trying to memorize the tone and cadence of the voices of the three men who discussed me like an inanimate object. From what I gathered, they had no idea about my powers. They just knew I was a magic user and I belonged to Robin’s little rebel court. It sounded like they took me just to get back at Robin for some offense or other. 
I closed my eyes to shut out the dim light and shadow that was all my vision had to offer me. Tears wanted to well up at the thought of Sanka and the things he’d been attempting to teach me about my magic. I swallowed hard and pushed my fear for him aside. I needed to focus on drawing my power inside me, pulling it away from the surface. I needed to keep these people from figuring out what I could do. 
I had a feeling they would use me even worse than my mother and The Order of the Three Moons had. They wouldn’t be gentle about it the way Robin’s court had been. They wouldn’t ask nicely or go out of their way to keep me from feeling like a tool. I could hear it in the cold, emotionless edge hidden under their pretty, lilting voices. I didn’t know much about other paranormals, since my keepers at The Order had lied to me and told me witches were all that were left. But there were several types of paranormals who were rumored to be stunningly beautiful in appearance, voice, and manners. Beings who had evolved to draw you in, like the fae. But something inside me said the people who had taken me weren’t what they seemed on the outside. 
The car slowed after what seemed like a short trip, and the vibration of the tires said we were driving across some surface that was different than the road. Had we left Detroit? Old town was mainly run by the paranormal syndicate’s self-proclaimed royalty and their packs and clans, with a pocket of unaligned paranormals taking up the area around The Fox. The syndicate kept things in good working order. The outskirts of town were, to my understanding, filled with human businesses and modern buildings. But beyond that were large open stretches where neither paranormal nor human was entirely in control, but mingled freely. Did the rough surface we now drove over mean we had left the syndicate’s territory? I had no idea what the roads were like outside the city. Or beyond old town, really. I had no clue about much of anything, and I cursed my secluded upbringing and my manipulative family for the hundredth time. 
The car slowed even further, and I registered a crunching sound under the tires. Maybe gravel? I didn’t have time to contemplate it before we stopped entirely, and the driver turned off the car. 
I pushed myself up into sitting before anyone could put their hands on me. The click and the rush of cooling night air told me the car door had been opened. “Come,” one of the voices demanded. I froze when a big hand wrapped around my upper arm, which was bare, since I had shed my shirt in the recent battle with my family. My modesty was covered by a camisole, but my upper arms were vulnerable to skin-on-skin contact that would set my magic racing out to give me away. 
Nothing happened as the man hauled me out of the car, and I let out a breath when I realized he was wearing gloves. Apparently, Sanka wasn’t the only one who was leery of touching strange magical objects—or people—bare handed. Thank the goddess. 
I tilted my face to the cool air. Evening was falling by now. I hadn’t spent much time outdoors, but even I could sense the damp heaviness in the air, and I could see the light fading, my vision becoming more shadow than light. 
“What have you got there?” A new voice asked curiously as boots crunched over gravel. A woman this time, judging by the voice. 
“We’ve brought a gift for the king,” one of my captors said, a smug note in his voice. “From the little misfit court across the water.”
Laughter ensued, and a hand against my back propelled me forward. My feet hit something hard, and I fell, unable to catch myself with my bound hands. I smashed to my knees and barked my chin on what felt like stone steps. 
“Have you forgotten how to use your feet, woman?” the leader of this little band of assholes demanded. “Or was that some sort of plea for attention?”
I awkwardly wiped my stinging, bleeding chin on my shoulder. No one had warned me there were stairs. I struggled to get up without the use of my hands and eventually someone grabbed me and yanked me to my feet. “Useless,” the man muttered under his breath. 
I was marched up the steps and into some sort of cool, misty building that smelled strongly of flowers, earth, and growing things. Eventually we stopped, and I got a sense of space, kind of like the feeling of vastness that I got when standing in the empty auditorium of The Fox. 
“I hear you’ve brought me a gift,” a beautiful, cool, cultured voice commented. 
I had put the pieces together enough by now to guess who had taken me, but the aching note of allure in that voice confirmed my suspicions. 
Fae. Beautiful liars who tricked the mind with magic and illusion. 
At least, that’s what I had gleaned from the books Robin had suggested I listen to back at The Fox. 
Most people would probably be happy to be surrounded by what I was given to understand were some of the most beautiful paranormals in existence. But I couldn’t see them. Anyone else might be drawn in and enchanted by their voices, their scent, or their insidious magic. But for some reason, all I felt was a rising agitation. I wanted to bare my teeth at them like the animal my captor had compared me to earlier. Something about the mere presence of the fae made me instantly defensive and angry. 
“Take the gag away so I might speak with the poor thing,” the fae king said, in a voice that was filled with sympathy and pity for the poor, abused woman standing before him. “Honestly, Filius, this is no way to treat a lady.”
The gag was removed, and I swallowed a few times to moisten my dry mouth. 
“And the bindings,” the king commanded. “Do you really believe one little witch could overpower a high fae?”
My hands were freed, and I rubbed at my wrists to bring the circulation back. 
“There,” the king purred, his voice coming closer as he paced around me like a stalking predator. “Isn’t that better?”
I kept my head bowed and refused to speak. I was well versed in playing meek and obedient. 
“Come, my dear,” the king said in a soft voice. I felt the heat of his hand through my thin camisole as he lightly touched my back to urge me forward, but thankfully my magic stayed inside me where it belonged. “Sit with me and tell me how you came to reside with the unaligned ones before my people liberated you.”
I took a small step forward to get out from under his touch, wary of how I almost wanted to lean into his hand. I had to be on guard here. But my chin still stung from the incident on the steps. Who knew what I’d trip over next?
“Is something the matter, dear? I do apologize for the harsh methods my people chose to free you from captivity. But I’m sure we can come to some understanding.”
I refused to move another step. “I can’t see,” I bit out. “After your people tried to kill me on the stairs, you’ll excuse me for not just going wherever you point me.”
The king made a clicking sound, and his beautiful, cool voice was filled with both apology toward me and chastisement toward his clansmen. “How dreadful. Come. I’ll guide you to a cushion. There is food and drink, and any other manner of relaxation you might require.” The allure was back, tugging at my senses, begging me to give in and go make revelry. “We were mid-meal when you arrived. Join us.”
I could feel the eyes on me at his words, and I realized with a chill that we were surrounded by people. I hadn’t sensed them a moment before. They must have been still as death. Light whispers and chatter bloomed around me, accompanied by the clinking of dishes and cutlery, and the soft, warm tones of harp music coming from somewhere to my left. 
I had just been abducted and nearly blown-up moments before, bound and gagged, and manhandled by his people. And now this man wanted me to join his dinner party? 
“I want to go home,” I said, even as he propelled me forward. The smells of delicious food assaulted my senses and my stomach rumbled like the traitor it was. 
The fae king just chuckled. “We’ll talk of that once you’re comfortable. It’s the least I can do to make up for how you’ve been treated my dear. Sit. Fill your belly. Be at ease. Just there in front of you. There’s a good girl.”
I sank down to my knees on the big, overstuffed cushion in front of me, a biting comment on my lips. But the king spoke before I could. “Our new guest is blind, my loves. Let’s make sure to help her find the best of everything we have to offer, yes?”
I rolled my eyes. “I’m not hungry. What have you done to Robin and the others? Are they alive? I want to go home.”
I started to get back to my feet, but something soft settled over my shoulders. “You look cold,” a sweet feminine voice whispered by my ear. “This should help.”
I lifted my hand. The elbow-length warded lace gloves Sanka had made for me to help me control my powers allowed me to feel things as if my skin were bare. This person had dropped a wrap, or shawl, or something onto my shoulders. It was made of the softest weave I’d ever felt, and I instantly felt warm and cozy. 
“This is the sweetest wine you’ll ever taste,” another soft female voice said from my other side, as someone placed a goblet into my hand and wrapped my fingers around it. “Try it, won’t you?”
I meant to tell them to stop this nonsense and let me go. Really, I did. But I took a sip of the wine, just to placate them. I wouldn’t want to be rude. 
And then…. “Here, try the duck, it’s perfect,” a sweet male voice said as a forkful of something mouthwatering touched my lips. 
“And the berries,” another male said, his fingers caressing my lips as he fed me. Thankfully, his caress was too short to let my magic slip free of my control. 
I soon found myself surrounded by people with beautiful voices and warm, inviting auras, all of them happy to share every delicacy they could find with me. And wasn’t that nice, being the center of attention without my magic being the reason why? All these kind people wanted to do was help me. They wanted to make sure the other court wasn’t keeping me against my will. They wanted me to be happy and free. 
And I felt freer by the second, with every sip of the sweet, fruity wine. All my cares unraveled, my worries not even so much as a distant memory. I was warm inside and out, buzzing with contentment and a happiness so pure it was completely indescribable. 
“Come dance with me, Ruya,” a cool, alluring voice said in my ear. The fae king was asking me to dance? How could I refuse?”
He twirled me to the thrumming notes of the flutes and violins that had joined the harp, my world a blur of light and shadow, of pleasure and a floating, light-hearted bliss. 
“Tell me, love,” the tall fae whispered in my ear as we floated across the floor. “All about how you came to be with Robin and her people.”
I snuggled up against him, rubbing my cheek on the soft silk of his shirt, wanting to do anything my king asked. “They stole me from my family,” I began, lulled into warm contentment as we swayed to the distant strains of music and merriment. “Because Robin needed me.”
I heard the smile in his voice as he spoke, and it made me happy to please him so. “Tell me more, Ruya.”






  
  Chapter 2

Dusek


The front of the theater was ruined, though thankfully  just the entrance and part of the lobby. Sanka had a broken arm and a concussion. Yukio had a broken wing and a smashed foot. Half of Martina’s face and torso were covered in severe burns. Robin was currently in the process of pulling her own broken tibia back through the skin so it would set and heal right. And we were all covered in bruises and lacerations from flying debris. 
“Look at my nest,” Robin hissed as her golden eyes narrowed, taking in the destruction. Her pupils were long black slits, and smoke curled from her nose and mouth, her dragon pushing forward in a belated instinct to defend. “That was hand-painted gold leaf! The artist was human. He died years ago. How will I fix it now?” She slammed a clawed hand down on the floor, cracking a marble tile while Sanka and Yukio finished wrapping a bandage and splint around her newly set leg to keep the bones in place until Robin’s rapid dragon healing could kick in or a healer could be called. 
I knew it wasn’t the theater she was angry about. We had been attacked. Not once, but twice within the same half-hour window. People had dared to come here and touch what was hers. 
A female dragon’s role was to nurture and protect the nest. Non-dragons somehow seemed to get the backward idea that this made them the weaker sex. They thought female dragons were somehow less prone to rampaging and destruction. They had no idea the lengths a dragon would go to in order to ensure the safety and wellbeing of family and hoard. 
The people responsible for today were in for a world of pain. Not only had they attacked Robin’s nest and damaged some of her shiny things. They had attacked her family and stolen her treasure. 
Ruya was gone. And it was all my fault. 
Sanka stood, and he and Yukio helped our enraged dragon alpha to her feet. She swung her head, her long strawberry blond hair gleaming dully under a layer of dust as it whipped about. Her eyes pinned each of us in turn, and we all did the smart thing and lowered our gaze. Even Martina, who was technically an alpha herself. 
Robin in a mood was no joking matter. 
“Help me the fuck to my room,” our fearless leader growled, her husky voice more beast than person at the moment. “I need to clean up and change.”
Yukio supported her as she hobbled along. I went to go help, but Sanka’s big hand gripped my shoulder, spinning me around. “This is your fault, bubak! Why the hell did you take Ruya outside the wards?” he demanded, his eyes glowing orange with his demonic powers. “What the fuck were you thinking?”
I shrugged out from under his bruising grip and looked down at him, unable to muster the energy to fight back in the face of the grief his anger was so poorly covering. 
He was right. It was my fault Ruya was in the hands of the syndicate. 
“She heard her crow calling for help and rushed out. I…should have tried harder to stop her.”
Big hands slammed into my chest, shoving me backward with a violent combination of sorcerer magic and brute strength. “Yeah, you fucking should have!”
Sanka was in my face, growling and snarling like an angry hellhound. He was shorter than me, but broad and muscular. I didn’t phase out or dodge the blow that pummeled into my gut. The next punch was an uppercut that snapped my head back. Then a wicked hook that split my lip and sent a spray of dark blood arcing out to paint the dusty floor tiles. 
“Fight back, you bastard!” the sorcerer roared, his entire body starting to glow with magic. That’s the thing about sorcerers. Their demon blood makes them powerful, but unpredictable. Mentally unstable, Robin would say when she wanted to get a rise out of Sanka. Sanka was a beta at heart—caring, protective, nurturing, easygoing and generally willing to let someone else take the lead. Except when the demon blood got triggered.
I could reduce him to a cowering ball of fear and psychosis in an instant. But I didn’t. I deserved his rage. 
“Sanka!” Robin’s voice cut through the air with a heavy dose of alpha command. “Knock it the fuck off. We’ve got shit to do.”
Those reptilian gold eyes met mine, cold and emotionless, and I knew Robin blamed me too. 
Sanka shook his head like an enraged bull, but finally managed to turn around and stomp off up the stairs, not waiting for the rest of us. I watched Yukio with his busted foot trying to support Robin with her broken leg and let out a heavy sigh. 
I might as well be good for something. 
I gently pushed Yukio aside and swept a tense, angry dragon princess into my arms. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. 
Robin huffed a little cloud of smoke. On any other day, the unconscious sign of how much power she had regained since her curse was lifted would have made me smile. But today my face seemed frozen in place. I felt numb. Even the pain Sanka had just inflicted was a fleeting thing, already healed and forgotten. 
I carried Robin to her room, then came back for Yukio. The pixie flipped me off. “Don’t you even fucking think about it, bubak. Your mopey ass is not carrying me around like a princess.”
I sighed. “At least lean on me a little?”
He rolled his eyes. “My foot’s already mostly healed. Go mope somewhere else.”
I shifted into smoke and shadows and did as I was told. 
Half an hour later, we were all gathered in Robin’s room, clean, bandaged, and well on our way to recovery thanks to our paranormal constitutions. 
“Who took her? The fae?” Sanka ground out as he sulked in one of Robin’s overstuffed armchairs. “Do you think they figured out that we were behind their fight with the shifters? Or was this just a random attack? Who else have we pissed off lately?”
Whoever had stolen Ruya, they had used both magical and mundane tricks to disguise their presence and make it impossible to be certain.
Robin was sitting at her vanity, carefully applying what I had been told was a “smoky eye” look. To me it just looked like Robin going into goth assassin seductress mode. But what did I know? 
“The fae don’t know anything,” she said confidently, all hint of her dragon self firmly tucked away under the veil of powerful, sexy female. “If it was them, Odell is just trying to get my attention. Pathetic man. But it could just as easily be any of the syndicate goons, for the same reason.”
I rolled my eyes. Robin and her stupid, dangerous games. “Why would they attack us and take Ruya just to get your attention?” I asked dryly. But I knew the answer. They all wanted Robin—and by extension, the rest us—to join their pack or clan. And anyone who knew Robin knew it would take something far more dramatic than a simple invitation to win her over. Maybe whoever it was planned to use Ruya as leverage to get Robin to commit to the syndicate, rather than remaining on the outskirts. They had no reason to eliminate Robin—that they knew of anyway. But she was a powerful unknown entity, and if there was one thing the paranormal syndicate leaders couldn’t stand, it was the idea of someone being outside their control. 
Yukio shoved a plate of assorted cakes and pastries my way and pierced me with a dark blue gaze. “Eat something. Stop pouting.” He flicked his wings, grimaced at the discomfort that probably caused, then flopped onto a stool beside me. “Robin’s right. If the fae—or anyone else in the syndicate—knew we were causing trouble for them, they would have tried harder to kill us. Leaving us with nothing but a bunch of scrapes and bruises and most of the theater still standing? This is just someone playing around.”
I rubbed my forehead. “But how did they even know about Ruya? She hasn’t left the building until today.”
Sanka growled something at that, but I didn’t ask him to repeat himself. I knew what he was thinking, and I fully agreed with him. I was well aware exactly whose fault it was that Ruya had left the theater’s wards today. 
Robin finished with her makeup and started pinning up the sides of her gleaming red-gold hair. “They took a guess,” she said confidently. Turning to the rest of us, our alpha princess shrugged. “There weren’t many of them, based on what we could smell afterward. Maybe three or four?” She glanced at Martina for confirmation, and the chupacabra nodded. If Martina said that’s what she smelled, then that was that. She had keen senses, even if in this particular instance, our attackers had known enough to disguise the scents that would tell us what species they were.
“So,” Robin said as she inspected her fingernails, which were a bit more pointed than usual. “They probably drove by and saw us fighting the witches. They saw us protect Ruya and knew she was new to our group. So they took her.”
I agreed with her assessment. It sounded exactly like syndicate logic. Come across something shiny that someone else might value? Take it and fuck with it just to show all the other mean kids how cool you were.
The others all seemed to agree. 
“How are we going to get her back?” Sanka demanded. “We’d be outnumbered if we just show up at any of the syndicate seats and demand our healer back.” He snorted. “Fun as it would be to kick their asses while it lasted.”
“They’ll be prepared for that,” Martina said calmly. “Running at them would be stupid.”
Yukio shrugged and reached over to take a pastry from the plate he’d put in front of me. “I say we just let them keep her. Good riddance.”
I glared at him. 
“We’re getting her back.” Me and Sanka spoke in unison. Which had Sanka glaring daggers at me again.
“What the fuck do you care?” the sorcerer demanded. As if he was the only one who cared about Ruya’s wellbeing. 
Though, I supposed being her lover might give him that right. And he wasn’t the one who had let her come face-to-face with her abusive family, then let her be kidnapped by some unknown foe. I dropped my gaze, pulling the shadows around me a little bit for comfort. Every one of the syndicate leaders were bastards. There was no telling what they would do to Ruya. They might physically abuse her. They could use her healing powers for fun, getting high off the contact until she was nothing but a used-up husk to be tossed aside. 
“It’s so strange,” Robin said lightly. But her husky voice held a distinct underlying chill. “I thought I was the alpha of this pack. But do go on. Please. Tell us all what we are or are not going to do, Sanka, Dusek.”
I heaved a sigh. “You aren’t going to just let them have Ruya. You like her too.”
Robin huffed. “Whether I like the woman or not isn’t important. The bastards had the gall to take something of mine. If I don’t respond, they’ll think I’m weak.”
Martina snorted. “Don’t you want everyone to think you’re weak?”
But we all knew better. Robin played a very delicate game, walking a fine line between convincing others that she was beneath notice, and that they should respect her, never tipping her hand too far one way or the other. That balance let her pick apart the threads that held the syndicate together without anyone ever catching on to her true motives. 
Motives that were going to become very clear soon. Robin had been biding her time for sixty years. Her coming of age was soon. And everything would change after that. The game would become far more deadly, and we all knew it. 
Maybe it was safer for Ruya if she wasn’t with us when that happened. 
Or, maybe that meant we needed her that much more. 
Ruya wasn’t a commodity. But she was powerful, there was no doubt about that. My head ached at the conflicting emotions. 
“What do we do now?” Sanka demanded again. 
Robin just took a piece of cake and a cup of tea and went to relax on her silly fainting couch. “Now, my darling little sorcerer.” She smiled at him with far too many teeth. “We fix my nest. We rest and heal.” She bit into the cake, then licked her lips with a serpentine split tongue, showing just how much her dragon was still riding her right now. “Then, we wait for our prey to come to us.”
“Wait?” Sanka said in a flat tone. “That’s your answer? We wait?”
Martina took a sip of her black coffee and gave Sanka a quelling look. “It won’t do Ruya any good if we go off half-cocked, you over-magicked meathead.”
He narrowed his eyes at her, his entire muscular body tensed and ready for a fight. Again. “How can you sit there and say that? I thought you cared about her. Or were you just trying to get into her pants?”
“Sanka?” Martina’s own alpha command wasn’t as powerful as Robin’s. But it was there, and it hit the sorcerer like a bitch-slap. “Shut the fuck up before I remind you who’s the general around here. I won’t hesitate to break your other arm. Or your face.”
For a second, I thought he might push it and end up with even more broken bones. Martina was our best fighter, and even in a rage, Sanka wouldn’t go throwing around unfair demon magic. I hoped. He might be twice Martina’s size, but if he got in a brawl with the woman, he was going to lose. 
His chocolate brown eyes met hers and something passed between them. “Sorry.” The sorcerer deflated, bending over to rest his elbows on his knees and hang his head for a moment. I thought I sensed the salty-sweet taste of fearful tears before he stood and stormed out of the room. 
Martina rolled her eyes and followed after him, muttering something about burn salve and weapons inventory. 
Yukio kissed Robin in a way that normally would have left me with half a hard-on in any other situation, then he flitted off to the kitchen to work out his own stress with flour, sugar, and spices. 
Silence stretched out between me and Robin. I jolted in surprise when she spoke, not realizing I had gotten lost staring into the dark reflection in my teacup. 
“It’s not your fault, Dusek,” she said tiredly, leaning down to rub her bandaged leg in an uncharacteristic show of weakness. 
I sighed and set my tea aside, done with playing tea party. “Who else’s fault would it be? I was stupid enough to let her go running off outside. I should have dragged her back inside the wards immediately.”
The slinky dragon shifter leaned over and put a warmer-than-usual hand on my knee, and I met those beautiful gold eyes. “Bubak,” she said in that soft, husky voice that always made me want things I shouldn’t want. “Let me tell you a little secret.” She gave me a wry smirk. “If you tell the others, I’ll deny it to my dying day. But….” She shrugged. “I would have done the same thing. Only a monster would take that woman’s free will away from her again, even for her own safety.” She huffed. “And one look into those big, sparkly blue eyes and there’s not a chance of denying her anything she wants, is there?” She chuckled, low and rich, and gave me a sly smile. “Kind of reminds you of me that way, doesn’t she?”
I blinked at her stupidly as my cheeks grew warm. 
Robin was undeterred by my silence. She stood, only wobbling a bit as she came to stand between my knees so she could reach out and cup my cheek. “Oh, bubak. Even a monster needs to feel loved sometimes. Look at me. Why are you so hard on yourself? Why do you act as though you have less right to feeling and existing than the others?” 
I put a hand over hers, trapping long, strong fingers against my cold cheek, wanting to soak up the touch. Wanting to tell her all the things in my secret little black heart. But this was Robin. True royalty hiding behind the mocking title of princess. And I was a monster good for nothing but sparking fear and causing nightmares. 
Even now, I could feel the tremble in her hand, the way her body responded to the aura of darkness and terror that I couldn’t completely turn off even in the best of times. 
Gold eyes met mine, and I knew she was waiting for a response from me. But I had no idea what. I closed my eyes and swallowed. 
Robin let out a sigh, as if I had greatly disappointed her, and withdrew her hand. When I opened my eyes, she was hobbling over to her bookshelf, her eyes once more a human honey-gold, her focus once more on solving her syndicate problem. “Do me a favor and ask Yukio for his book of fae mating rituals, will you, love?”
I choked back a weird noise and covered it with a cough. “Uh. Of course, alpha.”
That earned me a sad, distracted smile. But I got up and went to find Yukio. I had long ago learned to stop questioning the weird shit Robin got up to. If I had a penny for every time the dragon’s knowledge of random, useless paranormal trivia had ended up saving our lives, I’d be a very rich man. 
I ignored the warmth that still lingered from where Robin’s hand had touched my cheek. And the gnawing sadness and unease in my belly when I thought of Ruya. If the syndicate fuckwads wanted to play, we’d play. Robin had never lost a game yet. 
I just hoped Ruya wasn’t too damaged in the process. Sometimes Robin got a little too focused on the game itself, and the game pieces took a bit of a beating. 






  
  Chapter 3

Ruya


I woke to the feeling of sun on my skin. Turning my head toward the light that filtered in even through my closed eyelids, I basked in the touch of the warmth on my face.  
But something seemed wrong. My head was fuzzy, and my mouth felt like it was filled with cotton balls. I sat up amid drifts of soft, puffy blankets, and my head spun momentarily. My questing hands felt along the intricately embroidered silk bedspread and I frowned, finally placing just what felt so jarring. 
My bedroom at The Fox was underground. I never woke up to the sun on my face. 
Blurry bits and pieces of the previous day slowly came filtering back to my dull brain. The memories were hazy and disjointed. We had been attacked. I had been kidnapped and taken to one of the syndicate clans. The fae.
I rubbed my head as I recalled delicious delicacies and pleasant words, and dancing with a prince. No. Not a prince. A king. A syndicate king and the leader of this little gang of kidnappers. 
But why? How did they know I even existed? Did they know about my powers? I couldn’t quite make sense of any of it in my foggy state. 
The soft click of a door opening brought my head up and I watched the shifting light and shadows as someone approached the bed. “Good morning, miss,” said a cheery female voice. “I’ve brought you breakfast. I’ll just set it here on the little table to your left. And king Odell has sent up a change of clothes for you to wear to court.”
I rubbed a hand over my face. “To court?”
The woman hummed agreement. “Yes, miss. He requested that you join him and the rest of the court as soon as you’re decent.”
I sighed and got out of bed, dismayed to find myself wearing a nightgown that I didn’t recall donning. My skin crawled at the thought of some stranger undressing me while I was unconscious. And just what the hell had happened last night? How had I sat here, feasting and dancing with my kidnappers, while Sanka and the others might be injured or dead?
With the woman’s help—she was a maid, she told me, as if this was some silly historical romance—I found the bathroom so I could brush my teeth and wash my face. Then she helped me into the ridiculously frilly dress that swished around my ankles as I walked. 
“The blue looks quite nice on you, miss,” she said with that same cheery voice. As if she wasn’t talking to a captive. 
The longer I was awake, the more the fog retreated. And with the increased clarity came anger. “I prefer red,” I said snidely, recalling with a pang the time when Robin asked if she could dress me in red. I didn’t belong here. I was Robin’s stolen trinket, not the fae’s. I gave a bitter mental scoff at that. If I was to be a tool, it seemed at least I could choose my user. 
The woman just made sympathetic sounds and ushered me over to the table. “Here now, I’m sure you’ll feel better once you’ve had some breakfast. The cook is so talented. And he made you a little bit of everything. And there’s coffee and cream, and fresh honey just there.”
I sipped from the coffee mug she pressed into my hand. She was right. The coffee and the little bit of pancake I nibbled on were delicious. They were the tastiest things I’d ever eaten. Which was saying something, since I was used to Yukio’s amazing cooking. 
I blinked and realized that I had relaxed, contentment stealing over me while I leaned my elbows on the table. My mouth moved before I even consciously decided to form words, something inside me feeling suddenly rebellious. 
“I want a red dress,” I said firmly. “Robin wanted me to wear red.”
The maid clucked her tongue as she refilled my coffee cup and gently pressed it into my hand. “Of course, miss. I’ll see what I can do. You just finish that wonderful breakfast,” the maid said happily. “I’ll be back to take you to the court shortly.”
I nodded and raised the coffee mug to my lips as her footsteps retreated. The door opened and closed, and I set the coffee mug down without actually taking another drink. 
I sat there for a moment, eyes closed as I tried to figure out what was wrong with me. I felt like I was floating. Like an outsider looking in on my actions. All the old human stories about the fair folk slowly filtered through my memory and I groaned. How stupid could I be? How naive and gullible. I had just assumed all those stories were nonsense, like most of the “facts” my fake mother at The Order had fed me. 
Apparently, there was some truth there. 
I carefully piled a massive helping of pancakes onto my plate, then stood, taking the plate and coffee mug into the bathroom and patiently flushing it all down the toilet. Then I returned to the table and sat there with my empty plate and mug, as if I had obediently stuffed myself on fae delicacies, a look of empty-headed bliss plastered on my face. 
Inside, I was a roiling mess, part quaking insecurity over what the blanks in my memories of the previous day might mean, and part seething anger. The feeling of being used was something I was all too used to. But the growing anger was new. I was trained to take whatever strange conditions I was delt with the poise and non-reaction of a priestess. Reacting to life’s injustices with emotional outbursts never resulted in anything good. In fact, it typically resulted in me being harshly punished. But at the moment, I didn’t care. I was done being used, done being treated as an object rather than a person, damn it. 
The door opened again, and the maid was back, humming a happy song to herself as she came closer. “Here now,” she said in that same cheery voice. “I’ve found you a red dress, just like you wanted. Oh, and you managed to eat something. I bet you feel better with something in your stomach.”
I nodded slowly, as if I was an idiot. “Yes, thank you.”
I changed into the red dress, even if it felt every bit as flouncy and ridiculous as the blue one. It was an unimportant detail, but having the choice made me feel stronger, less lost and adrift. I found my gloves on the nightstand by the bed and pulled them on as well. 
Then the chatty maid led me to the open-feeling area from the night before. The smell of flowers and green things was strong, as it had been yesterday, and the room around me was bright, as if sunshine filtered down from above. There was soft piano music coming from somewhere, and quiet conversation that died when I entered the room. 
“Ruya!” a familiar, cool, alluring male voice said as it approached. “Good morning. I hope you slept well.”
Better if you hadn’t drugged me, you pompous jerk. I kept my face neutral. “Yes, thank you. I’d like to go home now.”
He took my hands, and I was infinitely grateful that they hadn’t taken away my gloves. I got the impression this king was not someone I wanted knowing just how to use me. “Come,” he said, tugging me forward. “Sit and chat with me a while. I’m afraid we didn’t get much chance to talk last night before the alcohol caught up with you.”
I let him lead me to a chair with a thick cushion and tall back. “Would you like something to drink? We’ve just had the loveliest lemonade from the cook.”
I shook my head. “I’m not thirsty.”
I sensed motion to my right as he took a seat nearby. “How was breakfast?”
So concerned about my eating habits. I smiled pleasantly. “Delicious.”
I could hear the smug smile in his deceptively enticing voice. “Wonderful to hear. Now then, my dear. You were telling me about your time with the little misfit unaligned court, before you had your little…episode last night.”
I frowned. “Episode?”
He patted my knee. “Nothing to be embarrassed about, my dear,” he said, even though his voice certainly sounded mocking. “You must have taken ill to all the wine. You started whispering the names of some of my court members, then passed out at my feet.”
A chill walked down my spine. There was only one reason I could think of for me to suddenly start whispering the names of complete strangers. The last time it had happened, I was in the middle of a fight, and Robin’s clan were murdering witches from The Order of the Triple Moon. 
If it worked like last time, those court members were either dead, or about to become so. I bit my lip. Should I tell the fae that? On one hand, I didn’t want to be responsible for anyone’s death, even my apparent enemies. But on the other hand, Robin had seemed intrigued and cagey about my premonitions, and if it interested the sly dragon shifter that much, it was probably information I should keep away from the fae king. 
“Isn’t that strange?” I said blandly. “I’m afraid I’ve never drank so much before. It certainly does strange things to one’s mind, doesn’t it?”
He chuckled darkly. “That it does. But back to the matter at hand, Ruya, dear. Tell me what you know about Robin.”
My fingers clenched in the folds of my silly dress as I recalled him asking something similar last night. He wanted information about Robin’s court, from someone who had been inside their inner sanctum. And he had drugged me on fae food and drink, and his own alluring fae magic, to get it. 
What had I told him last night before I passed out? What secrets was he after? Had I already betrayed Robin and the others? My heartbeat sped up and my throat ached. I thought Robin had the syndicate leaders convinced she was an ally. But what if the fae king knew she had some other devious plans? I didn’t even know what, exactly, Robin was even up to. Only that she hated the syndicate with a passion and had sworn some sort of revenge on the whole organization for something to do with her family. 
I didn’t know what information the fae king wanted. I was just a sheltered tool. I knew nothing of the politics of this world. I didn’t know what seemingly harmless thing I might let slip that would somehow endanger Sanka and the others. 
The fae king was waiting. I could feel his gaze boring into me, even if I couldn’t see him. “Robin?” I said, doing my best to sound like a complete ditz. “Oh, she’s so beautiful and generous. I wasn’t really very close to her. But I know she helps others around the unaligned district whenever she can. She gives them food and blankets and things like that.”
He patted my knee again and my skin crawled at the small wave of magic I felt directed my way, now that I was sober and paying attention. Was he attempting to compel me somehow? “Isn’t that nice?” he said in a bored tone. “She’s a shifter, isn’t she? I’ve heard rumors that she’s some sort of rare beast. But I don’t believe that. Do you know what she is?”
I shook my head. “Oh, no. I
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