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            Aliya

          

        

      

    

    
      A season of transformation had arrived for my kingdom, but I still wasn’t sure if these new changes were for the better or the worse…

      I was the heir to the throne of Varinya, the sole survivor of the plague that killed all my people. But for the first time in over a year, I wasn’t alone. Jax and Tannin, the two wounded men I’d welcomed into my castle and nursed back to health also turned out to be my mates, a fact from which I was still reeling.

      Jax was also a leader of the Black Wolves, the ancient enemy of my kingdom, one I’d believed had long died out. But they hadn’t, and Jax and Tannin had journeyed here to eliminate me. Luckily for me, they’d recognized me as their mate and had waited before stopping my heart. Instead, they’d fallen me, and I for them.

      Fate had woven quite the tangled web for us, and I was stuck right in the center of the biggest cosmic knot I’d ever seen.

      I was also currently sandwiched in bed between those two men, Jax on my right, and Tannin on my left. After spending all night scouring the castle for any signs of more cusith, the hideous creatures that had nearly killed me, we’d collapsed into bed, exhausted and desperate for sleep.

      But sleep evaded me, chased away by the worries that haunted my mind.

      The entire pack of the Black Wolves was coming. They had every intention of occupying my kingdom and my castle, each of them demanding my death. My life had an expiration date, and the clock would start ticking the moment the pack arrived.

      I believed that Jax and Tannin loved me, that they would do anything to protect me, but I wasn’t sure it would be enough to save me from impending doom. The Black Wolves pack was still large and formidable. They were vicious and cruel, according to our folklore.

      Would they forgive me for being the last princess of Varinya?

      Doubtful.

      I glanced over at Jax, savoring the cruel perfection of his face. In sleep, he looked more beautiful than brutal, with his black hair tousled over his forehead and curling around his ears.

      As if aware of my attention, his eyes opened, and his body tensed. He turned his head toward me, his eyes meeting mine, and in his gaze were a thousand promises—and a determination to address the thousands of worries that filled me with dread.

      “Good morning, beautiful,” he said, cupping my face in his callused hand and leaning forward to brush a kiss on my lips.

      As always, his touch stirred desire in my core. A huge part of me wished that he’d satisfy the need now growing inside me, but we had important matters to discuss and couldn’t afford to lose ourselves in the carnal demands of our bond.

      He sat up instead of continuing to kiss me, proving he agreed with my unspoken thoughts, and Tannin roused with a groan at being disturbed. He rubbed his eyes as he, too, sat up.

      “Get your clothes on,” Jax ordered him, throwing a fresh shirt and pair of trousers at him. “We have much to discuss and little time to do it.”

      With a sleepy nod, Tannin inclined toward me to kiss my cheek before climbing out of bed and stumbling into his pants.

      I backed up right against my pillow, hugging my knees to my chest. “What are we going to do about your pack?” I asked, unable to keep the note of resentment from my voice.

      Jax shrugged into his shirt and began fastening the buttons. “I think the only thing we can do is lie about who you are. We can claim that you’re merely a servant… a maid, perhaps. If they think you’re nobody, they’ll care less about your fate.”

      Refusal whipped inside me like a solar flare. “You’re suggesting I concede my throne completely? No.” I shook my obstinately. “I won’t do that.”

      Jax cut me a deadpan frown. “Is your pride so strong that you’d sacrifice your life for your title? If they know you’re the princess, they’ll demand your death.”

      “If they can’t get into the castle, then what does it matter?” I countered with a catty smirk. “I’m not taking down the wards. Let them plot my death all they want. They won’t be able to get to me.”

      Jax scoffed and shook his head. “Tannin, would you reason with her?”

      Tannin, my green-eyed beautiful man, sighed as he finished buttoning his shirt, then sat on the bed beside me. “Aliya, Jax is right. The pack can’t know your true identity, at least not yet. They need to believe you’re not a threat. Give them a chance to get to know you so they can see what we do.”

      I glared at him. “Do you really think who I am on the inside will stop them from hating who I am on the outside? You two were mated to me and you still wanted to kill me.”

      Both frowned and looked down, their shoulders slumping with the weight of their remorse over that reminder. I almost felt bad for playing on that guilt, but I still hadn’t fully forgiven them for their deceptions. They’d manipulated me and lied to me over and over, pushing me away only to pull me back in so many times. That wasn’t something I could easily forget, even with this maddening mate bond making me crave them and clouding my judgment.

      “All the more reason for us to keep your identity secret,” Jax said. “They don’t have the mate bond to open their eyes and force them to see the real you beneath your title. We’re lying about who you are, and that’s final.”

      I huffed. “And what, we lie about the mate bond too?”

      “For now,” Jax replied. “After the dust settles, we can discover the bond. The elders will confirm it, and once the pack has accepted you, they won’t be able to harm you over the truth.”

      “Do you really believe that?” Tannin asked before I could.

      “Yes,” Jax said with a growl in his throat, though his eyes held a hint of doubt.

      I shook my head, clenching the sheets at my ankles. “I don’t like it. I don’t want to lie.”

      “You did a pretty convincing job of it last night,” Jax muttered. “Flirting with us and batting those lovely lashes of yours, all while plotting to lock us out of the castle. How long did that ward take you to build?”

      I narrowed my eyes on him, his tone making me want to slap that pretty face of his. “About as long as it took you both to realize you didn’t actually want to kill me.”

      Jax’s nostrils began to flare, a rumble rolling his chest.

      “This arguing isn’t helping,” Tannin chided. “We all did bad things, and we’ve all forgiven each other for them, right?”

      I clenched the sheets tighter, and the line etched between Jax’s eyebrows told me he harbored the same resentment. What wrong did I commit? I was just protecting myself, and I only started constructing the ward after I found out they were lying to me. I was innocent in all this.

      “We need to be united going forward,” Tannin insisted. He put his hand on one of mine, loosening my grip on the sheet. “Aliya, we’re deeply sorry for the misconceptions we came here with, and for letting them skew our perception of you. We love you, we’re devoted to you, and we will do everything in our power to protect you. But you have to let us do that. We know the wolves and how they think, and we must do this our way.”

      The sincerity in his words and the conviction shining in his eyes cooled my anger. Tannin always knew how to disarm me. Dammit.

      I sighed. “Fine. But what are you going to tell them about the ward? You told me last night that it would be considered a declaration of war.”

      Jax nodded as he finally sat on the bed on my other side, his features relaxed after Tannin’s words. “I thought about that too. You hid in the castle the first night we came, letting us think it was empty. You heard us talking about what we are, and while we were outside sending my moon song, you put up the ward. We didn’t know about your existence until then, and because of the ward, we didn’t yet know about the mate bond we both share with you.”

      Tannin tilted his head from side to side, pursing his lips as he mulled it over. “That’s pretty good, actually.”

      Jax smirked. “That’s why I’m the Alpha.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You really are an arrogant twat.”

      He waggled an eyebrow at me, giving me a look that made my thighs squeeze together. “But I’m your arrogant twat.”

      He leaned toward me and brushed his lips teasingly over mine. I tried to keep my lips pressed in a flat, stubborn line, but the soft warmth of his mouth melted my resolve, the yearning that burned in my core urging me to give in.

      I opened my lips, swooning when his tongue pushed inside to caress mine in a sinful solicitation. A needy whimper squeaked through my tight throat, and he slowly pulled back the sheet as he deepened the kiss.

      “Seeing as you’re still naked, Tannin and I might as well take advantage while we still can,” he purred. “Let your mates make you come one last time.”

      He’s right. We should take advantage of this time while we still have it.

      My pussy throbbed with need for them. I unbent my legs, spreading them in invitation. Jax slid his hand between my thighs, running his fingers between my sensitive folds, making me suck in a gasp.

      “So wet for me already,” he said. “That’s my good girl.”

      My eyelids fluttered at his dark, sensuous tone, and I reluctantly admitted to myself that I loved it when he talked to me like that.

      Tannin kissed down my neck as Jax’s fingers slid up and down my center, his hand kneading my right breast as his mouth found my left and began to suckle. I cried out at the triple assault, my body a symphony of sensations. Between Jax’s mouth devouring mine, his fingers tormenting my clit, and Tannin’s masterful play of my breasts and nipples, I was drowning in a sea of wanton bliss.

      I pushed my hips up in a silent plea for Jax to enter me. I needed his finger inside me, not just teasing me on the outside. He had to satisfy the crippling tension their affection was building in my core. But he didn’t give me what I wanted. In fact, he evaded my tactics, chuckling into my mouth as he continued to merely tease me.

      Asshole. I wasn’t going to tolerate him toying with me. Not today.

      I bit his bottom lip in warning, gently holding it between my teeth. A dark, raspy laugh rumbled up his throat as he slowly pulled it from my grasp.

      “Our little kitten has teeth,” he purred. “I like that.”

      At the same moment as he descended on my mouth like the hungry, powerful wolf he was, he pushed his finger into my entrance, forcing a moan from me that was swallowed up by his ferocious, dominating kisses.

      His treatment of my sensitive opening was rough and demanding, his palm pressing hard against my clit as he dove his finger into my pussy, and fuck, it was amazing! The speed and friction drove me quickly up the pinnacle and forced me over the edge. I screamed in ecstasy into his mouth, bucking beneath Tannin’s suckling against the intense pleasure of everything they were doing to me.

      They continued their fondling until my tremors and cries subsided, but I was far from finished with them. I needed to give them the same pleasure they’d just given me.

      Reaching down, I blindly clawed for the clasp of Tannin’s pants, my fingers fumbling in their desperate attempt to free his cock.

      Suddenly, they ripped their mouths away from me all at once, their ears perking as they stared wide-eyed at each other in alarm. I cried out in frustration, stretching out my arms to them. “What’s wrong? Come back.”

      They turned their heads toward the open window, seemingly unable to hear my words.

      “W-what is it?” I panted, my chest still heaving from my desire.

      “They’re here,” Jax snarled, his jaw clenching. “Our pack is here.”
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      As soon as I’d heard the distant footsteps in the forest beyond the village, I jumped from Aliya’s bed. There was no time to waste. Grabbing Tannin’s arm, I dragged him behind me as I darted down the stairs and out the back kitchen entrance.

      The pack couldn’t know we’d been in the castle. Our entire plan—our hope for salvaging the bond between us and Aliya—would be doomed from the start if they had an inkling of what we’d been up to.

      Luckily, we made it out the door and around to the front of the castle as the first of our people emerged from the shelter of the trees. I took a quick inhalation of breath and plastered on my victorious Alpha smile to greet them as they began flooding the vacant cobblestone path in droves.

      Young pups skipped ahead of those pulling caravans and carrying bulky canvas bags on their backs. The sight of the excitement on their adorable childish faces made my smile a little more authentic.

      This was the moment I’d been dreaming of my whole life—the moment I brought our people out of exile. After generations of scraping by and living in shacks and hovels in the forest, I was the Alpha who finally brought us home.

      Though the circumstances of that were so far beyond what I’d ever imagined.

      The expectation was that we would find a thriving kingdom full of our enemies and we’d spend months infiltrating and plotting to destroy them from the inside. Instead, Varinya was empty, abandoned, and just begging for occupation by our people.

      But it wasn’t all silver lining for us. Being mated to the lone survivor of the royal family meant there may still be a fight yet—one against my own kind.

      No, it won’t come to that. I’ll make sure of it.

      “Welcome, Black Wolves, to your forever home!” I called out, raising my hands like a showman. “The houses and shops are all completely empty. Please, take your pick and make yourselves right at home.”

      The children let out jubilant yips as they began to run up and down the alleys filled with various buildings. Chatter broke out as the adults set down their belongings to peruse potential houses to call their own.

      As the multitudes dispersed, the eight elders came up the cobblestones towards us. My muscles bunched aggressively at the sight of Coda striding alongside them.

      It was no secret that Coda envied my position as Alpha, and while I hardly considered him a threat, my hackles still rose in his presence. And judging by Tannin’s proximity at my side, the arrogant wolf had the same effect on him.

      Coda had yet to challenge me, and after my triumph in bringing the pack home, I was certain he never would. At least two elders must consent to a challenge, and he’d never get that now. I would be beloved by our people, my name going down in history as the savior of the Black Wolves. And if he ever made the idiotic mistake of presuming to challenge me, I would take great pleasure in destroying him.

      “Pretty impressive,” Coda said as he approached, his chest puffed out like a posturing rooster. “How did you manage this?”

      I shrugged casually. “I can’t exactly take all the credit. A plague apparently wiped out nearly the entire kingdom. Fate seems to have been working in our favor.”

      “A plague?” asked Esther, one of the most respected matriarchs of the elders. “Does it still linger?”

      “To the best of our knowledge, it has long since passed,” I replied. “The last of the infected died over a year ago, and all the bodies were already either buried or incinerated before we got here. Tannin and I have been here nearly a week, and we haven’t developed any symptoms, so I have no reason to believe that sickness is a danger to any of us.”

      The elders nodded as they looked around with wary gazes, as if expecting their old enemies to jump out from behind the closed doors and lay siege to us.

      But Coda’s narrowed eyes were fixed on me. “How do you know what happened here if the last of the infected died over a year ago?”

      The anger in my blood began to simmer. I might just destroy him regardless of a challenge.

      “Yes,” interjected Droger, one of the male elders. “I believe you said the sickness killed nearly the entire kingdom. Were there survivors?”

      Alright, I guess now was as good a time as any to rip off the Band Aid.

      “Yes, there is one survivor,” I said, injecting remembered irritation into my voice. “A young woman who was a servant in the castle. She rather reluctantly told us what happened here.”

      “There is a survivor?” Coda asked, folding his arms over his chest. “As in you let her live?”

      A low rumble sounded deep in Tannin’s chest beside me, but I clandestinely grabbed his wrist in silent warning to stand down. The last thing we needed was for him to expose any sign of our allegiance to Aliya.

      “Well, there has been a complication of sorts,” I began to explain, keeping my tone calm and confident. “You see, when we got here, we explored the castle and found no one. She was apparently hiding from us, and when we came outside to call the pack under the full moon, she cast a ward around the perimeter of the castle. We can’t get in.”

      Coda rolled his eyes and snorted. “We’ll see about that.”

      Before I could say anything to dissuade him, he burst into his wolf in an explosion of shredded clothing and galloped straight for the castle. I turned and watched him, full of anticipation. The jerk deserved this. The loud thud that preceded his pained yelp as he fell to the ground before the castle’s entrance gave me no small amount of satisfaction.

      I barked a laugh and crossed my arms over my chest. “Like I said, it’s warded. Based on my limited knowledge of magic, no one can get in without the wielder’s invitation.”

      The cocky wolf shook off the surprise of the impact, sneering at me, and the elders approached the spot to inspect the invisible barrier.

      Esther lifted a hand and gingerly pressed it forward, sending a rainbowy ripple across the ward at her touch.

      “This is powerful magic,” she mused, then looked over her shoulder at me. “How do you know the girl is merely a servant?”

      “That is what she told us,” Tannin said. “When we tried to re-enter the castle after calling the pack, she was standing just within the ward. She’d overheard us talking about what we were and our intentions, and the moment she got the chance, she locked us out. Though her masters are dead and gone, she’s apparently still loyal to their memory.”

      Esther nodded, seeming satisfied with Tannin’s explanation.

      “Have you spoken much with the girl?” Droger asked, tapping the ephemeral wall in various places as if testing its consistency.

      “She only talks to us sparingly,” I said. “That first night after locking us out, she came to talk to us, and a few sporadic moments after that as we scanned the perimeter looking for a way in. All she
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