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      We were leaving Earth and traveling to an entirely new realm… well, new for me. The Dreki realm. Before escaping Louisiana with my mother and meeting my mates, I’d lived trapped like a bird inside of a cage of Pastor Malcolm’s creation. I was free now. I was also starting to realize what that meant for myself, my mates, and my identity as a shifter. I may have had my wings cut, savagely severed by the hand fate dealt me, but I was becoming stronger and braver each day. There was an instinctual feeling inside of me, growing to the point that it wouldn’t be ignored, telling me that this trip to the Dreki realm had the possibility to change everything.

      But what happens when secrets are revealed, showing how little I actually know about my own history? When I have to come to terms with some of the darker corners of my mates’ past? When I realize that Pastor Malcolm’s crimes may have been far larger than just myself?

      How do I protect my mates? How do I keep Bella safe? How do I ensure that I don’t lose this small, perfect slice of reality that I’ve managed to find?

      I was standing on the edge of a massive drop into a cruel pit of reality… luckily, this time, I knew I could fly.

      

      This is a slow/medium burn fantasy RH that features a naive but strong MFC with a troubled past and a secret about what she really is. Come meet Maya and her protective and possessive dragon shifters! Warnings: Please be advised that the book contains darker themes such as child abuse, PTSD, swearing, and violence. Additionally, sexual themes are suitable for mature audiences +18. Cliff hanger warning - Dying in Flames, book 4 in the Reborn series, available for pre-order!
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Marco

        

      

    

    
      There was almost zero chance of me being able to sleep tonight. I knew that. I’d come to terms with it, and considering the situation at hand, more importantly what tomorrow would bring, it was essentially unavoidable. The stress caused by that reality had me feeling wired as I tried to not tap my foot on the expensive carpeting that covered the floor of our hotel suite. Even the scent of fresh flowers and a faint breeze coming in from the balcony from the California coast did little to calm me.

      There were just too many details and too many unknowns. Something that I was extremely uncomfortable with when it came to Maya. Letting out a measured exhale, I looked down at the woman in question, who was currently curled up against my side, her stunning eyes closed and her breathing deep and relaxed. The television lit up her peaceful expression and showcased her delicate, feminine features, her spattering of freckles, and the way her dark brown and gold hair seemed to surround her frame like a veil of silk. It was a gorgeous sight, and one that left me with a bit of awe as I considered taking a picture of her just so I could see her like this whenever we weren’t together.

      I needed a new phone background as it was.

      I shook my head, wondering where this side of me had come from. Never in my life had I viewed a woman like this, but with Maya it was unavoidable, and I found myself wanting to tell her just how beautiful I found her. Not just physically, either. Everything about her was appealing to the fullest extent. It was something I would have normally chalked up to being mates, but honestly? I think that even if we had both been human, there would have been a natural connection between us that was completely unavoidable.

      On the television, the news flashed through different segments on mute, distracting me momentarily from my obsessive staring as I considered turning it off. I had yet to do so, though, because not only would it be darker in here, which meant seeing far less of my mate’s stunning features, but there was the possibility that I would wake her up while shifting forward to grab the remote. After everything she had been through and what I knew the next few days would bring? I was taking the opportunity to enjoy this moment of normality as she finally got some well-deserved rest.

      Whatever ‘normal’ meant to us anymore.

      Guilt infiltrated my chest, knowing that Maya’s experience in the world outside of her imprisonment had been anything but ‘normal’ so far, and I was in part to blame. My flight had lived a fair amount of time on Earth without anything massive or of note occurring, yet these insane past few days had shaped Maya’s perception of normality instead of the calm, easy lifestyle we participated in usually. Everything felt as though it was moving a million miles an hour, and I didn’t know how to explain to her that life wouldn’t and shouldn’t always be like this.

      My biggest fear? I was worried that Maya would grow exhausted of this pace, assuming this was how life would always be, if I didn’t explain. That wasn’t something I was willing to risk, especially if it meant her not finding life with us as appealing as I was trying to make it. Despite her words expressing that she not only planned to stay but that she loved me, I had the strong and unbending urge to prove to her that we were worthy of her attention and affection. That she should continue to choose us as mates every single day because we could make her happy. That our consistent goal was to always make her as happy as possible.

      I wanted desperately to show her that life was more than the insanity that had come to our doorstep so far. It was more than her ‘father’ following her across the country in order to kidnap her back to Louisiana because their coven needed Maya for some fucked-up cult fixation. It was more than some piece of shit from high school stalking her because of his fixed obsession with our mate. It was more than some asshole dragon council members that seemed set on complicating our life. More than the national media hyper-focusing on Maya and her every action. More than all of this bullshit.

      That wasn’t even including the fact that I now had to whisk her away to a brand-new realm she had never been to before because there was something so unique about Maya’s phoenix form that I couldn’t begin to comprehend what it would mean if Croy’s prediction was correct. My brow dipped as I considered the strand of worries that worked its way through my head.

      I didn’t like not knowing Maya’s origins. Not because it would make a difference to me, but because I couldn’t predict any future problems without knowing. I didn’t like not knowing why she continued to spike fevers or why her health sometimes declined rapidly. I didn’t like that I couldn’t even predict when her mating heat would hit. That alone was a concern enough to keep me occupied.

      I never wanted Maya to feel scared or uncomfortable, and I worried that if it hit too soon, that could easily happen. Animal instincts for shifters had the tendency to be overpowering, and if you grew up with that knowledge it was far easier to accept than if you only found out you were a shifter a little over a week ago. If her mating heat did hit and she was unprepared, I was left with the fear that she would react in a way she’d later regret or would feel was rushed. I didn’t trust that any of us had the willpower to stop a version of Maya that was asking for anything, let alone in the midst of a mating heat.

      So while I knew going to the Dreki realm was essential, especially because I had managed to arrange a private meeting with the royal physician, my concern wasn’t abated. In fact, I had a feeling I would never feel fully relaxed until I had a complete grasp on everything that could or would hurt Maya or threaten her happiness. It was something that would no doubt dictate years of obsessive focus, and I couldn’t have asked for a more fulfilling purpose. If taking care of my perfect mate was all I did for the rest of my life, I would be fucking thrilled.

      It was the other shit that made it more complicated and messy.

      Once we had a grasp on all of this, I planned on making sure Maya experienced so much more than the reality that she had been presented with so far. I wanted her to have lazy Sunday mornings where she could sleep in and spend the day relaxing at one of the many vacation properties that we owned across the Earth realm. I wanted to see her face light up as we explored each place that she talked about wanting to travel to, watching that stunning sense of excitement and wonder fill her face. I wanted to watch her move around our house in paint-covered overalls while she did whatever the hell she wanted to do all day long. I had the ability to give her that, and I would do my damn best to make sure she never thought that she had to do something again because it was ‘normal.’ I couldn’t express how glad I was that she wouldn’t be attending that stupid fucking school. I did, however, need to find a tutor. A female tutor, specifically.

      That was one thing that I was glad Maya didn’t seem to mind. My overbearing sense of possessiveness and jealousy when it came to her. I mean, it wasn’t just me, but my dragon forced out my reactions far more than the others. I shook my head, thinking about our argument only the other day. I hadn’t been lying to her about ‘walking the walk’ and not just ‘talking the talk.’ I knew that a level of independence for Maya was essential after everything she’d been through.

      Just because I knew something didn’t make it easier to accept in any way, shape, or form, though. It didn’t remove the urge I had to wrap her up completely and lock her in our house, in a contained, controlled environment where I could ensure nothing ever hurt her. It didn’t change the fact that every time someone threatened her happiness I felt a seething anger that had me acting in ways that I would normally be able to control. I didn’t like to make a habit out of killing people, but every time that someone hurt Maya? I was brought there. Partly because my dragon thought it was the easiest solution, and partly because I hated that someone would even question if they could hurt her, let alone do it.

      I didn’t exactly take well to being questioned in the first place. Well, unless it was by Maya. Despite our continued attempts to dominate her when she did so, I found myself enjoying our back and forth, wondering how much of my dragon pushing forward it would take until she decided to listen to us. Somehow when it didn’t work, something that should have frustrated the hell out of me as an alpha, I found myself turned on.

      Always fucking turned on around Maya.

      A low rumble caught in my throat as I began imagining her on one of these many vacations that I planned on organizing. Immediately, one of the over-the-water cottages we owned in Bora Bora came to mind. I hadn’t even wanted to purchase the damn property when Sai had insisted on it, but the more I imagined being able to stare at every single inch of her golden skin laying out underneath the Pacific sun in a bikini? Or better yet, nothing? The more thankful I was for the purchase.

      My cock hardened fully, imagining her naked on the water-level patio out back, laid out and napping, making it all too easy to just slide right between her silky thighs and spend my afternoon devouring her sweet heat until she was moaning out my name and her legs were trembling. Better yet? How easy it would be to roll her over and slam home inside of her tight pussy while biting down on my mating mark, making sure that the entire island heard those amazing sounds that came out of her perfect lips while I fucked her.

      Shit. I honestly had no idea how I ever lasted inside of this woman. Even the thought of doing any of that shit had me feeling as if I was going to come in seconds. Although, if my cum wasn’t filling her up, I knew the action would feel hollow after experiencing the real thing. Despite my initial guilt, I was still far too pleased at the concept that I had come deep inside of her, marking her in such a primal and instinct-driven way. It also had me wanting to not only do it again, but to fill other parts of her with cum, specifically that mouth. I inhaled sharply, imagining my cum on her lips and how fucking good she would look on her knees staring up at me with my cock in her mouth.

      This… I inhaled and tried to shake the overwhelming lust running through me. This was ridiculous. Why had I thought it would get easier after being inside of her? As if my frustration physically would have been eased in some way? No. This was far worse. Knowing what I was missing and not being able to justify waking her up to take just that. Because there was an instinct that rode me so much harder than my need to mate with her, and that was the one to take care of her. To protect her.

      Which was why I would have to kill anyone outside of our flight that ever heard her soft, sexy moans or caught sight of her silky skin. They weren’t allowed to see or hear the small bit of heaven that I’d been blessed with and live. Honestly, not only was I a possessive bastard, but I knew that if they ever experienced Maya in that way, even in passing, they would try to take her from us. That alone was a death sentence in my mind. Our flight wasn’t perfect, but Maya was absolutely ours, and she had sealed that fate when she had accepted us as mates.

      I just hoped that we were enough to make her happy. Most days I felt like we were, but the normal way that I would gauge that was skewed because the things that made Maya happy and were important to her were so different than what I could have been prepared for. I wanted to spoil my mate. I wanted to give her everything that she wanted and more.

      If that happened to be ten more kittens, then so be it. As long as she went to bed every single night feeling loved and satisfied, I would give her the fucking world. I just wanted to find more ways to show the woman how much she meant to me, and while I think she knew it in theory, it didn’t remove the urge to do more.

      I had the entire Earth realm at my fingertips, and I wanted to show and give her everything instead of being caught up in these goddamn politics that should have nothing to do with her to begin with. I knew the council was in theory a minor inconvenience, but that wasn’t including any of the shit we would have to deal with when we traveled to the Dreki realm.

      Although, I really shouldn’t be that surprised by the council or anyone else’s reaction to her. Maya was a phoenix, and I knew some of the council members were from a time when they were more common than rare, rather than the generation we did, where the queen was the only one known to be a phoenix. So of course they viewed their value in a more traditional sense, especially when it came to making more fucking dragons, instead of seeing her as the priceless treasure that she so clearly was. One that they wouldn’t be taking away from me unless they also planned on killing me. An attempt I would have found funny at best and annoying at worst.

      My brow dipped as I thought about the biggest issue with all of this. One that didn’t directly affect Maya but could, because if there was something we didn’t know about her species, it could have disastrous effects. I didn’t like being unprepared for anything relating to Maya, and I couldn’t stop thinking about the large question looming overhead.

      If phoenixes couldn’t die, in theory, how the hell were they essentially extinct? I hated feeling as though I was missing something, and while Croy and Henry were doing their best to look into it, I found myself getting more frustrated and angry than anything else when it came to the concept of how interacting with humans and their culture could breed such dangerous results. Then again… we couldn’t completely blame the humans. No. There had been other realms and even dragons that had fought over the phoenix species rather than protecting them. Willing to get rid of them rather than to ever share them. Especially since mating with a phoenix came with benefits that I had only learned about in theory, but would sound appealing to the militaristic culture that we grew up in.

      Not that I gave a shit about those.

      A part of my soul, from the first day I had met her, recognized Maya as completely and utterly ours, so those minor benefits could come or go. It didn’t matter to me, as long as I had her. Trying to explain how it felt finding your mate, though, was virtually impossible if someone had yet to do so. Well, besides the overall feeling of surety. I knew without a doubt that Maya was not only my mate, the woman I loved, but the woman to bring together our flight, and hopefully… as long as it was something she wanted, the mother of our own whelps. A concept that had me nearly groaning as I tried to take myself from that thought process.

      Slow. I needed to take all this shit far slower than my dragon was demanding.

      Something that was far more difficult than you would imagine, because in truth, if Maya had come from any other situation or from the Dreki realm, we would not only have already been bonded as a flight probably but would have spent most of her mating heat producing a small flight of our own baby dragon shifters.

      Muttering a curse at how thrilled my dragon was at that concept, I tried to run through the correspondence I had so far with the royal physician to distract myself from that mental tangent. Luckily, Lucas had been able to connect us before arriving at the realm, and it seemed like we would be able to see her sooner rather than later. I didn’t want to spend longer in the Dreki Realm than necessary.

      I had no doubt that Maya could handle herself if the mating heat did come before we had a chance to talk to someone about being a phoenix, but as I mentioned, I never wanted her to feel uncomfortable, especially when it came to us. I really wasn’t positive that any of us had the ability to tell Maya no when it came to anything, let alone that. Even I could admit that if Maya crawled on top of my lap and asked me to fuck her, I wouldn’t even question that shit. Her pleasure, the feeling of her wrapped around me, was far more important than anything else.

      Inhaling sharply, I ran a hand over my cock that was not only uncomfortably hard now but pressing against my dress pants as my frustration began to boil over. It didn’t help that the entire space smelled like my mate and her soft body was close enough that I could easily taste and touch her if I wanted. Somehow, despite how goddamn gorgeous she had looked at the event, she looked even more stunning right now. Her makeup was cleaned off her face and her hair was undone, brushing over her shoulders and against her soft skin, reminding me of what an intoxicating tease Maya was, usually unintentionally.

      The woman was so fucking sweet. A fucking piece of candy that I wanted to devour whole. I would be a happy man if I could walk around with the taste of her sweet candy cum on my lips all goddamn day.

      My eyes darted over her tight body, her curves pressed against her pale pink silk nightgown and matching robe, the material riding up on her thighs from how she was laid against me. I let out a low rumble, my fingers drifting up her smooth skin as I wondered if the lace panties she was wearing were soaked, her body reacting to mine unconsciously like I seemed to always be doing with her. I couldn’t help but feel a surge of pride as she shifted slightly, mumbling sleepily, as her skin broke out into shivers as if feeling the lust through our connection, her nipples pebbling against the silk material and making my goddamn mouth water.

      Fuck.

      My jaw clenched as I considered waking her up. How would she react if I just pulled her on top of me, pushing her lace lingerie to the side and sinking my cock completely into her? I could practically hear the soft, sweet moan or gasp of surprise that would come from her lips at realizing how deep I was inside of her, her tight cunt completely filled by the need she inspired in me.

      Before I could consider making my fantasy a reality, Atlas stepped in from the balcony, looking over her frame before offering me an amused expression. No doubt about my constant internal conflict of taking care of Maya and wanting to absolutely ravage her. I narrowed my gaze at my flight brother, wondering how he managed to take Maya’s teasing with such ease. I knew it had nothing to do with him not wanting her, either. I actually think it was rather the opposite.

      I think Atlas didn’t even bother to fight it, and that probably meant that when Maya did accidentally—or purposefully—push him too far, he would just snap and give into it. Although, I highly doubted she would do it purposefully even if she was teasing. Maya had a natural grace and sexuality to her that even the most uninterested man or woman wouldn’t be able to ignore. So no, I think when it came to Atlas, it was only a matter of time before he gave into his mating bond with her completely.

      I didn’t think Maya realized just how much power she had over us, not just as men, but as mates. The woman made all the decisions and was deciding the future of our flight without fully understanding that. I actually had refrained from telling her because I didn’t want to put that much pressure on her. More so, I worried if I told Maya that, she would stop telling me what she wanted and start telling me what she thought everyone would want or what she thought I wanted to hear. Something that was unacceptable in the long run since it really didn’t matter what anyone wanted but her.

      “Did she fall asleep in that originally?” Atlas asked curiously, breaking me from my thoughts as I looked over what she was wearing. I swear, the woman was constantly trying to dress like the sweetest fucking temptation. Even now, the soft lace and silk material against her skin had me nearly feeling lightheaded with the need I had for her. The worst part? This was my own damn fault.

      I had suggested she buy all these new clothes. I just hadn’t fucking considered how hard it would be to see her in lingerie, her perfect ass and breasts on display, as she acted as if she wasn’t asking for me to fuck her senseless. As she moved around our hotel suite, offering me a small smile and rubbing up against me, making me want to pin her down onto the couch until she understood the trouble she was courting. She looked like a fucking princess, and I wanted to rip the material off of her, defile her completely and pound into her tight pink pussy until she realized what an outfit like this did to me. This woman was going to drive me insane.

      “Yes,” I hissed out with frustration.

      “Want me to move her to the room?” Atlas asked, looking back to me from where he had been glancing at the television. Unfortunately, the news only seemed to stoke my possessive urge to claim her again, because it was continuously featuring the exact same story. All about Maya. It was frustrating as hell being so fucking possessive over a woman that the entire world was obsessing over. Not that I could blame them. She was easy to become obsessed about.

      Although, I didn’t like the idea of it bothering Maya, which in no doubt eventually would. She never asked for any of this, and humans constantly begging for her attention or the media following her, unrelenting, was enough to make the strongest of us crazy.

      “No.” I smoothed my fingers over her skin. “But toss me a blanket. I can’t keep looking at her ass and not lose it.” Because she really did have a fantastic ass, and I found myself constantly replaying what she looked like bent over as my cock slid in and out of her in hard, solid strokes, demanding her to come.

      Atlas draped a white velvet and fur blanket on top of her as I finally was able to pull my eyes away from her body. I watched as my best friend kissed her forehead before walking towards the bedroom. I could tell he was exhausted, but he had spent the past few hours arranging for security come tomorrow morning. The man was obsessed over Maya’s safety, and I was thankful for it. I had known a lot of different sides to Atlas, but even I could admit the way he acted, handled, and protected Maya was far different than normal. She had changed all of us, but in some ways the effect she had on him was the most noticeable.

      She had softened his behavior and the way he normally interacted with others. Not that it had altered around anyone else, but around her he was very different. I would have probably made fun of him for it if I didn’t know for certain that I acted much the same.

      After all, Maya had called me ‘sweet.’

      My dragon offered me a dark expression as I nearly rolled my eyes at his pride being hurt. I was thrilled Maya thought I was sweet. I would take that over any of the other descriptions that had been used for me throughout the years. I wasn’t in any capacity sweet, but if she thought so, I would believe it because her word was law in my mind. Plus, I was sweet… for her. Only her. Well, until I had her perfect ass bent over in bed, rutting into her far harder than I probably should.

      She had to know how much she affected me, right?

      I swear she did to some extent because sometimes my reactions would garner a glint of curiosity as she tried to push me, yielding a very different result than most would. I should probably tell her it wasn’t necessary for her to push. If she wanted to see me lose it, I could happily show her just how insane I was about her. Show her everything that I would do in her name. Show her everything I would do to claim her as ours completely in the eyes of everyone.

      There was only one aspect of that which concerned me. My dragon. I knew he would want to come out to play at some point. Because of being an alpha and the type of flight we were, exhibiting all the different types throughout our bond and resulting in correlating strength, we had the ability to shift into a state of being where our dragons were far more in charge than we were despite looking human. It was fantastic for military aspects and planning, but it took a lot of control to keep it retained, and once it broke out, it usually took the others to help calm the person down.

      Eventually my dragon would insist on being part of that moment when we claimed her, but right now I didn’t trust that he wouldn’t take her viciously, wanting to completely dominate her. I wasn’t positive I wanted Maya to see that side of me. Not yet. That side of me, the one connected to my dragon, was also the one that had garnered a not so ‘sweet’ reputation in the Dreki realm.

      Eldur Academy, where we had been trained, only handled students that would be equipped to directly defend the castle in times of need. Which meant that you either had to be really fucking scary or have connections. Our flight happened to have both. While we had never specifically worked in the castle, spending most of our time in training and on missions, we had earned a reputation that preceded us throughout the Dreki realm. No one wanted to fuck with our flight, not because they liked us, but because of the consequences associated with such a dumb action.

      The only time I had truly been thankful for our reputation was when no one risked challenging us when we decided to leave, something that had been a cause for frustration upon the royal court, and more so, our families. Although, now I was a bit more thankful for that fear if it meant keeping these fuckers away from Maya.

      “Marco.” She sighed my name softly in her sleep, sinking further against me as her head slipped down onto my lap, my cock jerking as her cheek rested on my thigh. Fuck. I gently grabbed a pillow and lifted her head, making sure to rest her on it before smoothing my fingers through her hair. No need to have her waking up with my fucking cock right in her face. I mean… unless that was something she wanted.

      Goddamn it. Now all I could think about was Maya kneeling between my legs and her perfect lips wrapped around my cock. This. This was why dragons and their mates usually took time away from everyone else after fucking mating. I wanted to spend every free moment of my time exploring her body, and unfortunately that wasn’t a goddamn option right now. It didn’t help that she was also so very clearly exhausted right now.

      My fingers brushed over her cheekbone, glints of glitter still covering her skin from the event only hours ago. I scowled as another picture of her flashed up on the television screen, highlighting her attendance at such a ‘prestigious’ event that the national media circuit probably wouldn’t normally have cared about if not for her attendance. Well, to some extent. I mean, the reason it was prestigious was because of how easily dragon shifters had made our way into the upper echelons of human society despite trying to keep a somewhat low profile. It was difficult to do so because dragons collected things, from wealth to properties, and humans valued those things and the owners of those items. So of course they noticed us.

      I was nearly positive that this previous event had been under the guise of a charity auction, and while I had no doubt that a donation would take place, I couldn’t even tell you what it had officially been for. I had been far too focused on making sure that none of the other fucking flights touched or looked at Maya in a way that I didn’t deem as okay. Luckily for them, it seemed most of them had the goddamn sense to be polite but to keep their distance, which just left me with the annoyance that was the council.

      Honestly, the other council members were probably the only individuals that could convince flights to risk pissing us off, and even then there would be hesitancy. Not just because of how powerful we were, either. No, that was only part of the reputation we had developed back in the Dreki realm.

      A realm where you were considered an adult long before you actually were ready, a place where you were trained to understand that your purpose was fighting first. There wasn’t a lot of room for emotional vulnerability or softness in such a militaristic culture, and we had, of course, been raised no different.

      It was just one more reason why I was so uncomfortable with the notion of returning there. I didn’t want the hard, cold nature of the people there to affect Maya or her opinion of us. I wasn’t liked. I was feared. No one in my family would ever be liked, and that made it difficult to soften our reputation for our mate that was walking into a brand-new realm without fully understanding how drastically different the culture was to the Earth realm. It was something she would have to experience, and while I planned on warning her, I had no doubt that there would be people who encouraged her to not be our mate.

      Not that she fully had an option anymore, if we were being honest. She was not only marked by the three of us but now showcased our flight’s mark on her arm. The rumble my dragon produced echoed through the room as I gently eased her arm out from under the blanket to examine it, her lashes fluttering as her lips pressed together and she fell back asleep, ignoring the disturbance.

      The marking was gorgeous against her skin, and I found myself wanting even more reminders of our flight’s claim on her. I craved to hear it from her own lips, hear her admitting that she was ours and that she loved me. Pressing my lips against the pulse in her wrist, I inhaled the scent of her blood, the faint and intoxicating scent of sea salt, ashes, and rose drifting over my senses as her entire frame seemed to shimmer in an ethereal fashion. The woman was a vibrant flame, like the sun trapped inside the shape of the woman I was so clearly obsessed over.

      It was one of the reasons I had such a hard time blaming others for their obsession over her. I mean, I had never understood humans’ fascination with those they considered ‘rich and famous,’ but Maya was admittedly and undeniably captivating. The woman was like a sun beam in every single piece of video and image that was taken of her, and tonight at the event had been no different. It was like she was glowing from within, and I couldn’t help but want copies of the pictures of her looking up at me as we walked into the venue. It was a notion that had me laughing because I had never felt sentimental about shit my entire life, but now I wanted nothing more than to have pictures of her on my desk at work. Not just there, either. I wanted pictures of her decorating every wall of our home. I feared she would probably realize how certifiable I was at that point.

      Unfortunately, while my obsession was at least justified with her being my mate, I was starting to believe that there was some solid evidence to support this notion about people fixating on phoenixes in general. Not just humans either, although they did seem to make up most of the cult fixation through history. Even the news channels run by the supernatural community seemed hyper-focused on her. I could at least be happy that it was all in a positive light, but I did worry what type of focus this would yield. I knew there were people out there that would do anything to get their hands on someone like Maya, and that wasn’t even including the supernatural influence of her aura.

      When we came back from the Dreki realm, we would need to increase security, especially around the house. I think we had been assuming that there was some level of rationale here at play, but I had a feeling that once she disappeared again for a few days, especially with time passing faster on Earth than on Dreki, the humans would become only that much more captivated and interested in her story. My jaw clenched, knowing that if it was bad here, it would be absolutely nothing compared to how this shit would play out in the Dreki realm. Were we ready for that? I suppose we had to be. We didn’t have much of an option.

      “Marco?” Maya’s soft voice brought my eyes back down to the woman looking up at me with a pair of sleepy golden eyes. There was something different about them than normal, though. Ever since shifting, it was like I could feel her creature underneath her skin. My dragon let out a rumble, responding to the energy as I smoothed my fingers over her face gently, loving the way she seemed to lean into my touch.

      “Do you want to move to the bedroom?” I asked, keeping my voice soft and relaxed despite feeling very much the opposite.

      Maya rolled on her back, reaching her fingers up to brush my jaw. “No.”

      “No?” I mused quietly.

      “You will end up just coming back out here and staying awake by yourself,” she pointed out softly, and I chuckled. She wasn’t wrong.

      “I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep tonight,” I admitted. “I’m…”

      “Worried about tomorrow?” she filled in after I hesitated, that flash of wisdom and innate knowledge going through her golden gaze. She also made it ten times easier for me to admit my insecurity.

      “Yes,” I breathed out. “I am a bit worried.”

      Maya let out a soft hum from her throat as she nodded. “Then I will sleep out here. I don’t want you to be alone.”

      “Okay.” I couldn’t argue with her.

      Her words were muffled by a yawn as she murmured, “Remember, whatever it is, Marco, we can handle it together.”

      I couldn’t help but smile, my chest tightening with so much emotion that it was overwhelming, as she closed her eyes again, curling the blanket in her hands as she pulled her feet up. I watched with fascination as she easily fell back into a state of peace. Good. I had absolutely no idea how she managed it, but I was fucking thrilled that she was able to. I knew I could give Maya almost everything, but this? The ability for her to feel safe and loved enough to fall asleep? That meant more to me than anything. I just hoped that I could continue to make her feel this way, even with everything to come.
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      “Bella, no more.” I scolded her lightly, unable to stop myself from smiling because I wasn’t actually mad at her. Although she was being a bit rude. Adorable, but a bit disruptive. Freaking perfect but causing problems. Yeah, I was clearly terrible at staying mad at her, because I was already reaching out to run my fingers under her chin as she let out a soft, happy purr. But could you blame me?!

      The kitten in question blinked her large blue eyes up at me, her little paws curled up underneath herself like a mini loaf of bread. The sunlight that burst through the open balcony doors of our hotel living room suite highlighted her black and white fur, along with the diamond collar I’d purchased for her while in France. I hadn’t been positive she would like the purchase, but ever since putting it on her, she had yet to scratch at it, and it didn’t seem to be bothering her. Rather the opposite. It had turned into somewhat of a toy, because when the sunlight hit it and it cast little rays of light across the couch, she would spend her time chasing after it.

      I frowned slightly, wishing I’d purchased something for my mates as well. It had been a thought that had been roaming through my head lately, and I hadn’t been able to shake the concept. Although they didn’t strike me as the diamond type. Then again, Anani did like to take my earrings, so maybe he did want something sparkly… either way, I needed to figure out something to get them. They had given me so much, and I had the urge to return the favor.

      What did you get men that have everything, though?

      While I absolutely loved the gifts that Sai and the others had purchased for me, it wasn’t really about the pieces of material themselves, but what they meant. Both to me and them. I didn’t think I would ever be able to fully express to them how special it felt to be taken care of and considered. After how I had been raised, to have someone want to spend time with me, let alone provide something fundamental like clothes for me? It was both an odd and really special feeling. That didn’t include that I was nearly positive that they enjoyed it more than I even did. Especially Marco and Sai.

      Although even I could admit that the pink diamond infinity rings on my fingers and the bracelet around my golden wrist held my attention purely because they were so freakin’ sparkly. I wasn’t positive if they even went with the rest of my outfit this morning. I had chosen it purely based on what I’d noticed my mates liked, and so far, I had yet to be disappointed by their reactions to both the jewelry and clothing.

      Atlas, who continued to look at me from where he sat on the couch nearby, kept letting his gaze linger along my bare legs and the curve of my waist, making me glad I’d worn such a sheer, light sundress. It was actually rather comfortable as well. The piece itself had a deeper v-neckline in front that showed off a bit of cleavage and the small gold pendant I’d chosen to wear. It was open in the back, keeping me cool in the warm California air. The straps were thin, and the triangles of the top connected with a pale pink smooth center that then flared out into a skirt that came to mid-thigh. It was a pale pink covered in a silver outer eyelet lace that featured flowers. It was less than I would normally wear, but with silver heeled sandals and my hair brushed out around my shoulders, I found myself proud of how I looked. I felt… well, I felt sexy. Which wasn’t something I was used to feeling, if we were being honest. But my mates were amazing at that, making me feel beautiful.

      It wasn’t just Atlas that had reacted well to it, either.

      Sai, who was now back asleep, had stumbled out of the bedroom to grab some water before seeing me. The groan that broke from his throat before he walked back towards the bedroom, almost hitting into the wall by accident, had me both almost giggling at his reaction and also concerned about him. We didn’t need him running into walls. Seriously, if the man was going to be clumsy, I would have to make sure I was always holding his hand or something… I know, that wasn’t sounding horrible to me either.

      I was eager for the others' reactions despite knowing most of them would be sleeping in today. I was finding that I affected my mates a lot, and call me curious, but I was interested in understanding the extent that it went to. It would have to wait though. The only reason I was up right now to begin with had to do with the serious nature of what we needed to do this morning. Something that I was in no way looking forward to. I was nervous about going to the Dreki realm, but it was tinted with excitement. This other obligation, though? There was no excitement associated with it, and I would be thrilled if Marco told me it was cancelled right now. Looking back up at Atlas, I found his gaze on me, his eyes filled with a not so subtle amount of heat that I was now recognizing as desire.

      See? This outfit not only made me feel good, but it was going to serve my plan… the one that would get me far more kisses from my mates. Or possibly, preferably, more than that. Now, I didn’t think that it would be that easy because Atlas seemed to have a lot of willpower, but lately I had been considering all the different ways I could try to seduce my mates. Whether they would be successful attempts or not was completely up in the air, but after what I experienced with Marco? I wanted… no, needed that, with the others. Both the mating and making love aspect.

      My cheeks stained at the concept of making love with Marco, not purely because of the physical aspect, but more in reaction to the confirmed fact that Marco loved me. Me! He loved me. The concept seemed nearly unreal. How someone like Marco—or any of my mates, actually—could love me was still somewhat mind-blowing.

      I hadn’t known what to expect for my future besides pain for so long, but to not only escape that but then to find a group of mates that cared for me? It was a blessing I could have never expected. Sometimes I offered a small prayer of thanks up to whoever was listening, that despite all the pain I’d gone through, I’d ended up here. Nothing could have ever prepared me for the contentment, affection, and love I felt for these men. I just needed to get better at communicating that to them.

      I needed to find a way to show them how much I loved them.

      Unfortunately, my plans would have to wait because Marco and Henry were insisting that we go to brunch before we left for the Dreki realm. Something that sounded amazing in theory… if it wasn’t for the fact that it happened to be with the dragon council members. Honestly, I wasn’t positive why they wanted to meet with us, considering I knew that three out of the four of them didn’t agree with my choice in mates, but it was obviously important enough to warrant a sit-down meal, so I wasn’t going to question it. I didn’t want to be rude towards them, despite their own behavior, but I needed to find a way to explain to them that it was a bit too late for them to try to interfere with who I mated with. Not that they would have had a say to begin with.

      Not only had I marked three of my mates, but I had been with Marco fully, and that wasn’t even including the mark on my arm. The stunning design was like a tattoo that had me smiling as I ran my painted fingernail along it. A shiver broke across my skin as Atlas’s chest produced a low rumble, my eyes flashing up to see that his hand had tightened around the phone that was pressed against his ear, making me wonder what had him so worked up.

      Was it the conversation? I arched a brow as he answered the person on the other end, his words making no sense without context but seeming to relate to security.

      Was it wrong that I wanted his full attention? I knew he was doing something important, but I had the urge to crawl on top of his lap and kiss him until he decided his phone call wasn’t important at all. I wasn’t the only one, either—Bella very much wanted his attention. She was being a complete little stinker and continued to try to attack Atlas’s large, rough hands while he attempted to type on his laptop.

      It wasn’t like either of us had anything else to do right now. Marco and Henry were both busy getting ready, and outside of drinking my stolen coffee that had once been Atlas’s, I was pretty bored. Although listening to him talk to someone while typing one-handed on his laptop was entertaining to an extent, but not nearly as much as, let’s say… kissing him? My smile grew because there was another reason why watching him type was entertaining, but that had to do with Bella. Every time his fingers began to slide quickly across the keyboard, a predatory light filled her eyes. When she began to wiggle her little butt a bit, ducking her head down, I just knew that she was going to attempt another attack.

      “No,” I warned Bella, but it was far too late, because Atlas’s fingers started to move faster as she surged forward suddenly, jumping on top of his hand completely. I sighed, shaking my head as my mate paused, his phone tucked between his large shoulder and his ear while he flashed me a smile at her antics. I couldn’t help but smile back, because not only was she adorable, but it was hard to not smile back at Atlas. From the moment I had first met him I had been completely enamored with him and how beautiful he was. I wasn’t joking when I said he looked like an angel, and his smile was even more gorgeous.

      It was extremely distracting.

      “You should be glad your dad is so sweet,” I cooed while picking Bella up and off Atlas’s hand before pulling her back against my chest, kissing the top of her head.

      My eyes flicked back up towards Atlas’s as a dark, low rumble escaped his chest, his eyes darkening on me with more heat than I knew what to do with. An electric shock of lust ran over my skin as I flushed, my lips popping open to say something but unable to do so. His gaze burned into mine for a moment longer before he seemed to control it and responded back to whoever was on the other end, his voice a bit rougher and lower than normal. How did he do that? I had never been able to, nor did I plan on trying to control my reactions to my mates, but I couldn’t lie—it was impressive.

      Although I swear I could feel his dragon right underneath the surface. I wanted to know what that look had been about, because call me crazy, but it felt different than the normal heated looks he gave me. Almost more possessive and hotter? It was both hypnotizing and magnetic, the energy that seemed to radiate off him moments before he managed to seal it off and return back to his phone call. But that didn’t stop the effect it had on me. Despite his eyes not being on me, a flush took over my entire body as I buried my nose in Bella’s fur, attempting to hide how pink my cheeks were turning.

      This wasn’t anything new, though. I usually felt this flushed when I looked at Atlas—it was nearly unavoidable. I didn’t think I would ever get used to his effect on me. He was absolutely gorgeous. Not only was he massive, like ‘how did he fit into the clothes he wore’ massive, but his entire frame spoke to how dangerous I was realizing he could be. I had only seen flashes of it, mostly when dealing with threats or someone being mean to me, but I knew it existed. To me, though, he was an absolute sweetheart, and I loved that. Well, sometimes he wasn’t sweet, exactly, but I always trusted him to take care of me.

      My mating mark pulsed and my center tightened as a reminder of that other side. Almost as if knowing, his golden eyes, streaked currently with black, flashed towards me. I squirmed slightly as he flashed me a dangerous, bright white smile, his hand brushing over my thigh in a torturing movement. Even sitting next to him, or on his lap, the man’s shadow seemed to wrap around me completely. Not that it surprised me. As a shadow dragon, I was finding that he was not only silent, but there were elements to his magic that always existed, whether or not he was shifted. The shadows made me feel safe, the way they brushed against my skin reminding me that they were constantly there.

      The more attention I paid them, the more solid they seemed to become. Only this morning had I woken to a shadowy-like magic trailing up my arm from where the man laid behind me, his arm wrapped securely around my center. Although, I’m honestly not sure how much sleep he’d gotten or when I had gotten in there since I knew I’d slept on the couch on Marco’s lap for most of it.

      I would have questioned why he was currently up, but it was clear he had something important to handle, and I would never say no to spending time with him. This morning, the muscular man was wearing a navy t-shirt and jeans, his posture relaxed as I leaned in closer to him, absolutely loving the scent of sea salt that I could smell coming off his skin. My fingers twitched to run across his structured jaw and his trimmed beard that matched the dark long hair that he currently sported, pulled back. His rich skin tone and the gold rings that looped through his ear and lip had him looking like some avenging angel that I’d seen in so many of the books I’d been forced to read growing up. Except I was his angel, something that he constantly informed me of.

      That sentiment had me setting Bella down and crawling towards him on the couch. Atlas let out a low rumble and put his laptop to the side as I straddled his lap. I scowled at the phone as he smirked and answered back. The magic inside of me, something that I was now easily identifying as my phoenix, was jealous that we didn’t have his full attention.

      “We need to increase the amount of security around the property. I know you may have to pull a team or two off of their current assignment.” His voice was relaxed, deep and smooth, causing me to shiver as his words finally fell over my ears. Atlas’s grip on me was anything but relaxed, though, as my lips experimentally pressed against his jaw. My eyes widened slightly as he grew harder underneath me almost immediately, my hips rocking against his just slightly. A whimper left my lips as he stilled my hips in a firm movement, his fingers moving from my hip to brush up my back, then to the back of my neck and across my shoulder where he brushed a thumb over the mark he had left on me. I wouldn’t lie, frustration rolled over me at how he was holding me, not allowing me to push further against him but still turning my body into a heated molten wave of desire. I wanted to know just how much I could affect the man.

      Before I could move my lips up his jaw to his own, one of the doors to the bedroom suite opened and my eyes flashed up. I immediately locked eyes with Marco, whose smile grew as he made his way across the large living room, his amusement clear. I wasn’t positive at what, but it clearly had something to do with Atlas. I didn’t move from the man underneath me, and if anything his grip tightened, my skin breaking out into shivers as I watched Marco’s fingers brush across the smooth, cold marble surface of the tables and counters he passed. I couldn’t help but consider what it would feel like to have both of their hands on me at the same time.

      I didn’t have to imagine for long, because all too soon, Marco was standing in front of Atlas, looking down at me. His large hands tilted my chin back before brushing a kiss across my lips, not seeming to pay any mind to Atlas's ongoing conversation or the frustrated sound that emitted from his dragon’s chest. I couldn’t lie, the idea of teasing Atlas just a bit appealed to me, and while deepening the kiss with Marco, my fingers tightened on Atlas’s shirt, wanting him to be part of this moment.

      I may not always have understood the context of things, but I knew how my mates made me feel, and I had no doubt the two of them together would be an experience. My cheeks flamed slightly thinking about the twins and the last time we were in California.

      “You look edible, baby girl,” Marco determined, pulling back as I felt a near pout slip onto my lips at his distance. I was finding that the more my mates touched me, the more I wanted their touch. Craved it. I really wasn’t positive how I was supposed to focus on much else. It was like what had happened with Marco had slowly begun to unravel a part of me I hadn’t been fully aware of. Even my dream last night had been more… creative than usual. A shiver of anticipation rolled over my skin as Marco sat next to us, his eyes holding a dangerous glint as he stretched an arm over the back of the couch and examined my body.

      My nipples tightened under his gaze, and his hand twitched before he surged forward and tugged me from Atlas’s lap, making me smile. Atlas offered me a partly amused expression, seeming far less focused on his conversation than before as his frustration disappeared. Marco narrowed his gaze at his smile as I happily slid onto Marco’s lap, my hands finding their way into his dark wavy hair.

      It was hard to not touch Marco when I was around him. The man was not only extremely handsome but seemed to hold an endless amount of confidence in his large, muscular frame. Even in a suit, I could feel all the hard parts of his frame pressed against mine, and there was an excitement knowing exactly what was under the suit, feeling as though I could see it whenever I wanted. My fingers brushed over his collar as his eyes flared with a darkness that I was becoming more accustomed to, despite not recognizing it at first.

      I knew Marco wasn’t always the sweet man that I ran into at the gas station what felt like years ago, despite being only two weeks or so ago. I knew that there was a darkness and authority to him that translated to not only us in bed but how he interacted with others from the supernatural community. I couldn’t lie and tell you I didn’t find it attractive, because I did. It appealed to a part of me that almost felt animal-like in nature, like his dominance was something that we should find appealing in a mate. But I suppose it was possible that was in my head. Either way, the darkness paired with the fierce protectiveness that he exhibited for his family was not only something I loved, but something that had my entire center tightening with need for him, no matter where we were.

      Leaning closer, I brushed my lips against his golden sculpted cheekbone as a low rumble broke from his throat. I wasn’t surprised when I pulled away, inhaling his freshly fallen snow and pine scent, that his mint-green eyes were so dark they were nearly black. His dragon was lurking right under the surface of his skin, and I wanted very much to experience him fully. The fluttering inside of my chest practically demanded it.

      “We have to go soon,” he grit out, looking as though he wanted to do anything but. I didn’t disagree with him in the least. My fingers intertwined with his as they slid up my thighs, the movement causing a wet heat to grow between them as my breathing hitched. I wanted a repeat of the other night so badly, and I had absolutely no idea how to just ask for it. I was hopeful that he could tell. It wasn’t like I shied away from showing him how much I wanted him.

      “Marco.” Atlas’s voice had an almost growled edge to it that had both of us looking over as the man underneath me chuckled softly. Atlas didn’t look upset, just worked up, and his pointed look at his computer had me wondering if maybe it was because we were somehow distracting him from work. In which case, my original plan had been surprisingly somewhat successful.

      “What? I thought it wasn’t a big deal?” Marco mused as he tightened his hold on me, causing me to roll against him slightly.

      What wasn’t a big deal? Clearly not whatever was going on between us, because I could tell you my entire body knew this was a big deal. A flame lit up my skin, feeling as though I was being burned from the inside out as lust coursed through me. Something inside of me was shifting, and I had a feeling that eventually this lust would explode like a volcano. I wasn’t positive what would happen then.

      I was so distracted by this growing and burning need that I couldn’t even scold Bella, who was now on the other couch, climbing it like a mountain explorer. What the heck was she doing?

      But then it didn’t fully matter.

      The man that was holding me captive brushed his lips against my collarbone and smiled at the shake of his head that Atlas offered. My fingers once again ran through Marco’s thick, dark hair and loving the way he seemed to lean into it. A sound came from his chest that had my own face heating. I wasn’t positive what to call the noise, but it soothed something inside of me, sounding like a purr that Bella would produce but a lot lower and causing the hair on my arms to stand straight up. My legs tightened against him as I considered how I could ask him to help fix the frustration growing inside of me. Maybe I just needed to be blunt about it—

      “I can smell how turned on you are,” Marco snarled against my lips, causing a small, teasing smile to break onto my lips despite my embarrassment. Well, if he was going to make it that easy…

      “I can feel how turned on you are,” I admitted breathlessly. His eyes flashed with amusement and heat, his hands running under my dress as they cupped my butt. A surprised noise left my throat at his rough hold, but instinctively I arched my back and pressed into his hard chest, wanting his touch everywhere.

      “Always around you. Completely unavoidable.” His green gaze met mine, their intensity making me feel that same burst of heat from my core like a solar flare. One I was beginning to very much associate with Marco and all of my mates.

      I nibbled my lip as I risked being a bit bold. “But now I know how to fix that.”

      And he completely knew how to fix this sensation running through me. I didn’t even care how. I just wanted his lips, his touch, his cock… just him. I wanted all of him. A low growl broke from his throat as he captured my hands, which had slid against his chest, and moved them around my back so that I was truly pinned against him. I moved against him, unable to avoid the small sound that came from my throat at the way he seemed to be getting larger and harder. Not that it seemed even possible, because after having him inside of me, I knew exactly how massive he was.

      “And how do you plan on fixing that, Maya?” he whispered, his eyes flaring with a dark, possessive flash that had my entire skin breaking out in a flush. “Are you going to let me bury myself between your legs again until—”

      “Fucking christ.”

      My eyes shot up as I found Henry standing by the door of an attached office, followed by Croy, who offered me an amused smile. For whatever reason, Henry didn’t look nearly as relaxed… somehow, I think I was to blame.
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      “You do this shit on purpose, Marco,” Henry bit out, his voice a low snarl and not nearly as relaxed as Atlas’s, whose frustration from before now seemed more like amusement. Although, maybe it was just Henry’s extreme reaction that had everything else seeming far more relaxed, because Croy’s bright green eyes were watching me with unabashed heat that had my toes curling.

      “He does,” Atlas agreed before saying something into the phone.

      Croy’s tall, muscular frame crossed the room in front of Henry as he sat down on the couch with Bella on it, our kitten immediately jumping and letting out a cute little hiss before tumbling backwards. I surged forward, almost breaking from Marco’s lap, but Croy easily caught her and despite her small growl, she climbed up his shoulder and laid down there, making me feel better. Hadn’t Jordan said it was natural for cats to react that way towards wolf shifters? Croy sure as heck didn’t seem to mind, his amusement clear as I looked over his god-like muscular frame.

      It didn’t help that all he was wearing was a pair of dress pants and an unbuttoned dress shirt, his golden blonde hair damp and messy. It was hard to remember that the man was two hundred something years old because he had a youthfulness to him that seemed to radiate from his wolf that I could feel pacing under his skin.

      My wolf, more specifically. Which he was, one hundred percent, mine.

      “Henry, you need to relax, man.” Croy offered him a look before grabbing my coffee I’d put down and stealing it from me. I scowled as he offered me a wink, making me bite down on my lip to keep a laugh from slipping out. I couldn’t help it completely—the man was extremely charming.

      Everything about Croy appealed to me. From his accent, the way he drew out the nickname sugar, to the warm, familiar scent that he seemed to always carry with him. He had a dominant air to him that I had to assume came with his age but there was also this level of patience and understanding that had me feeling extremely safe and comfortable around him. Not that I didn’t feel so around the others but I truly felt like I could ask Croy anything and he would take the time to explain it to me fully without any jump reactions or judgement. It was very appealing, considering there was so little I knew about stuff.

      It didn’t hurt that his wolf was constantly wrapping around me, our subconscious bond not as strong as the others, but growing each day. I found myself wanting to complete that bond. More than anything, though, I wanted to meet his wolf fully. I could tell our mating connection would be different than the ones I had with my dragons. Not weaker or stronger, but for sure different, and I loved that. Croy had been alone for so long and while I didn’t have two hundred years of loneliness under my belt, I understood the feeling well. The feeling of wanting to be wanted. To have someone that was special to you. So having such a close special connection was something I think both of us needed.

      Henry’s voice pulled my gaze from Croy to where my other mate was offering Marco a frustrated expression. “It’s bullshit. I have to already sit through a goddamn brunch with these assholes, now all I am going to be able to imagine the entire time is spending every second of it buried between her legs. I’m going to fucking lose it.”

      Oh.

      Wait, why were we opposed to that plan?

      My lips popped open at the clear frustration in his voice. Atlas shook his head at me, seeming to know what I was going to say, as Marco let out a legitimate chuckle, seeming to find Henry’s pain amusing. I didn’t want him in pain… but I was taken off guard by his blunt words and the way they seemed to affect my body. The image he painted was one that I very much wanted. I wanted what he did.

      Now, preferably.

      “Henry!” I squeaked as I was suddenly tugged off Marco’s lap, making the alpha growl. My eyes flashed down momentarily to how hard Marco was, his smile turning cocky at my lingering gaze. What? You would also! It was impressive how large and hard he was.

      Talking about impressive, I wiggled against Henry as he turned my chin to look up at him as I pressed against his large muscular cut form. I had no idea where this boldness in me was coming from, but I couldn’t help but express exactly how I felt in reaction to my mates. I hadn’t hidden anything from them before, and as I became way more aware of this part of me, I couldn’t find it in myself to hide it now. Henry’s metallic grey eyes glinted with heat and frustration, his body telling me just how turned on he was, and I couldn’t lie, it did nothing to calm me down. Knowing that all three of them were turned on only seemed to fan that burning sensation that was not only exhilarating but extremely intense.

      I really did feel like this was a pretty easy problem to solve, logically… but maybe that wasn’t how this worked? I could bring it up to them? I should just ask them why we didn’t all solve our problem at once. I mean, sure, it would take some creative positioning, but after what I did with Marco, I was starting to realize that I think it was possible for all four of us to find a way to—

      “Holy fuck.” Henry exhaled sharply, gripping my jaw in a firm hold that had my nipples tightening against my dress, his entire energy flaring with something uniquely dangerous. “Maya, sweetheart, you have to stop.”

      That’s right, Henry could read my thoughts sometimes, usually if I was turned on. A smile grew on my lips as I considered playing out for him exactly what had happened in my dream only last night. Although, somehow I had a feeling it may be enough to push him over the edge into an unknown that I wasn’t positive I was fully prepared for.

      His large hand gripped my hair, my head falling back as I looked up into his stormy gaze that was accented by his dark framed glasses. Henry was so incredibly handsome and somewhat of a contradiction. Despite his wavy blonde hair and the freckles that covered his sculpted handsome face, I knew the man was covered in dark tattoos that accented his lean, hard muscles. There was an edge to Henry that I had never expected but was coming to love.

      I knew instinctively the more he interacted with his dragon, the more prominent it would become. Even now, with his hard body pressed against mine and his attempt for control fairly strong, I didn’t think it would take more than a push to have him coming out. I let out a small needy sound as he leaned forward, nipping my lip in a scolding fashion that did the opposite of his intention to no doubt warn me of my actions. His spring rain and mint scent wrapped around me as I leaned into him further, wanting to rub my scent completely all over him. Especially before leaving the room.

      “You need to behave until this meeting is done,” Henry growled, his tone filled with a level of dominance that had my knees nearly breaking. While I wanted to give Henry what he wanted, I also very much wanted him. All of him. Couldn’t I have both? Talk about being a bit greedy, right?

      “Or not,” Marco suggested as Bella meowed, now crawling over his shoulder, having left Croy.

      “I prefer that option as well,” Croy agreed, making a giggle slip out from my lips as Henry narrowed his eyes down at me.

      Except, instead of continuing to tease him, I found myself changing direction. I wrapped my arms around his muscular waist and rested my head against his chest as I spoke softly, worry plaguing me at noticing the dark circles under his eyes. How had I just noticed those? I nuzzled against his chest as he let out a deep rumble.

      “Did you sleep last night?”

      Henry blinked, seeming to not expect my change in thought. A soft look filtered across his expression, and he brushed his lips against my forehead. I knew he hadn’t, but I wanted confirmation on just how tired he would truly be. I knew most of them had been up late last night going through some stuff in preparation for leaving for the Dreki realm, and I had fully intended on staying up with them… before I fell asleep curled against Marco. Which was why, despite wanting to say goodbye to the others before we left the room, I cared more about them getting sleep and feeling good when they woke up. It wasn’t like we were going very far. My concern for their health greatly outweighed anything else. It was honestly a really nice feeling, worrying about someone that I loved and cared about. I was just wishing I had been able to stay in bed with my mates as well.

      “Not yet,” he admitted quietly.

      “Henry,” I admonished softly. He leaned into my hand as I brushed my fingers up his cheek. “You need sleep.”

      “I’ll be okay, sweetheart.” He brushed my nose with his. “Besides, we can go far longer than you would assume without sleep.”

      “I still don’t like it,” I mumbled, my brow dipping and wondering if maybe he would be able to take a nap once we got to the Dreki realm.

      “Fuck,” Marco growled, my gaze snapping to where he was looking down at his shinny watch. “We need to go to this shit.”

      “We don’t have to.” I nuzzled into Henry’s chest before sighing and breaking away from him. I knew that we did have to. While I hadn’t been given a ton of information regarding the Dreki realm, I knew that it wasn’t just a big deal that we were going but that we needed the help of the other council members in order to open the portal. I was going to assume that was why they wanted to meet with us? Although, I truly had no idea why it was necessary.

      Henry grumbled something about my distance, but I was more focused on saying goodbye to both Croy and Atlas. The latter put aside his laptop quickly and stood up, wrapping an arm around my waist while speaking into his phone.

      “Give me a minute.” Atlas’s voice was smooth and even as he dropped his phone from his ear, the piece of technology falling onto the couch before he melded his lips to mine in a hot, searing kiss. When I tried to deepen it, excitement flaring in our bond, he pulled back and flashed me a sexy smile.

      “Be safe, and don’t let those fuckers bully you,” he rumbled, his face turning serious. “Our security team will be there, if you need anything at all.”

      “We will be with her,” Henry pointed out, sounding almost offended.

      “I don’t doubt that you will be there, but whether you are focused is a different story,” Atlas shot back in a knowing tone. “See all the problems you are causing, angel? You are far too sexy, making it difficult to keep you safe.”

      “I don’t feel bad,” I teased slightly, rocking forward onto my toes so I could be closer to his lips. “I like that you find me sexy.”

      His eyes flashed dangerously. “Yeah? When you get back, I’ll show you just how sexy I find you.”

      My toes curled. “How?”

      But before I could get my answer, I was being lifted up, literally, by Henry and ushered towards the door as he grumbled under his breath. Clearly not nearly as amused as Atlas and Marco behind us, who were laughing about something. I wiggled against my mate and broke away from him for a moment, going back to Bella, who stood on the back of the couch, watching me with a tilt of her head. I bent down and pressed a kiss to her nose as she let out a soft meow. Croy gently tugged my waist so that I stood between his spread legs, my eyes moving over his large chest as I placed Bella down next to him. She offered him a speculative glance before curling up against his side. I smiled at both of them as Croy’s large fingers brushed across my waist, watching me with a serious, affection-filled look.

      “Do you want me to come with?” he asked suddenly, his eyes searching my face. Did I want him to come with? Always. But I knew he would be bored.

      “I always want you with me.” I kept with a light smile before running my hand over his messy hair. “But it will probably be boring. I would much rather know that all of you are well rested.”

      “So sweet.” He inhaled and pressed a kiss to the center of my sternum where my dress dipped, the skin of my cleavage breaking out in shivers. The sweet moment immediately turned hotter as a low rumble broke from his chest.

      “Croy…” I wanted to say more, but he seemed to filter a level of control over his actions as he leaned back, taking my hand and brushing a kiss over it.

      “Later,” he promised with a sexy smile. “Get this ridiculous brunch over so you can get back here.”

      “Absolutely.” I squeezed his hand and stepped back, walking towards the door where both Henry and Marco waited for me, talking about something that seemed to hold both their interest.

      Henry held open the door for me as he and Marco walked side by side framing me, my eyes darting across the stunning hallway decor that decorated this small part of the hotel. The entire space was filled with marble, expensive wallpaper, and diamond-like light fixtures. There was even the soft scent of roses that seemed to circulate throughout as we passed a few double doors that I had to assume belonged to others here at the hotel.

      “Do you ever wonder who else is staying in these?” I asked curiously. I had to imagine working at a hotel was absolutely fascinating. I mean, I probably wouldn’t be able to handle meeting that many people every single day, but I bet you came away with some fascinating stories.

      “Well, no one right now,” Henry mused.

      “No one?” I frowned. That can’t be good for business, right?

      “We rented out the top floor when we reserved the penthouse,” Marco explained easily. “Didn’t want to risk anyone bothering us.”

      “You just rented out the entire floor?” I arched a brow. “You can do that?”

      “Humans will let you do just about anything for the right price.” Henry shook his head as I frowned, wondering why that felt like a bad thing despite it affecting us in a positive manner. Not that I particularly wanted to see others, because I was finding that the intense attention humans paid us could be overwhelming. I just didn’t fully understand what we were doing to attract it, and it had me feeling both uncomfortable and defensive about how close people tried to get to my mates.

      As we stepped into the elevator and began to move, the surge of momentum down caused me to let out a pleased sound, feeling as though we were flying. Although around three floors down, that moment and both of my mates’ curious looks my way were interrupted by a much less pleasant reason.

      The doors opened on the floor as two young women stepped into the elevator, their conversation halting and mouths opening while taking in my mates. See what I mean about attention? I mean, I clearly couldn’t blame them—my mates were gorgeous—but I still didn’t like it.

      Didn’t they understand that they couldn’t just look at another woman’s mates?

      That qualified as being rude, I was nearly positive.

      On the other hand, I was finding humans didn’t really adhere to the same social ‘rules’ when it came to mating as shifters did. Not only did the concept of having multiple mates seem to upset them, but there seemed to be a lot more confusion and ‘game playing,’ as Jordan and several of my magazines had called it. It honestly was very overwhelming, and I was thankful that I had such amazing mates who never made me question my place in their life. I just hoped I provided them with the same level of surety.

      As the girls’ perfume filled the space, running over my mates, I frowned, not liking the idea of their scent lingering on them. I intertwined my fingers with Henry’s as the elevator began traveling downwards, Marco pressing a kiss to my temple while tucking me further against him. I wasn’t positive if it was just how obvious my emotions were or if it was our bond and Henry’s abilities, but they could clearly tell I was uncomfortable with the women in the elevator.

      They hadn’t done anything yet, so I suppose I was overreacting, but my phoenix was fluttering in my chest, annoyed every time they laughed or talked in whispers that were faint enough that I had to strain to hear them. Honestly, I was glad for it because I had a feeling I wouldn’t love what they were saying.

      “Um, excuse me?” One of the feminine voices from behind us filled the space and echoed. Instantly, Henry stiffened, his hand tightening around mine as he offered them a brief look over his shoulder, being the closest to them. Unfortunately.

      His expression was cold and made my skin break out into shivers with the reality of how different Henry treated me compared to others. Was it wrong that I liked his indifference and coolness towards these other women? That was horrible of me. I knew it was. Still, there was a strong sense of possessiveness and territorialism that came with other women around my mates. It wasn’t them… it was me. Also them though.

      “Yes?” His tone was disgruntled and annoyed.

      “We were wondering if you guys were familiar with the area. We are here from New York, and we are looking for someone to show us around,” the other friend hedged as I felt frustration creep over me. Okay, I wasn’t being difficult, right? This seemed very direct. I wasn’t good at reading people, but the way they were smiling and talking to Henry and indirectly to Marco felt very flirtatious. It was pretty clear what they were interested in.

      “Sorry, we have plans with our ma- girlfriend.” Henry paused on the word ‘mate’ before hedging out ‘girlfriend.’ I honestly didn’t feel like that was the right word at all, but what would be a good human analogy for ‘mate’? I honestly didn’t know.

      “Your girlfriend?” The first girl looked at me, noticing the way I was still leaning into Marco while holding Henry’s hand. I knew humans looked down on being with multiple people—well, most humans, anyway—but I didn’t feel an ounce of shame or embarrassment. How could I ever not want to shout to the world how amazing my mates were? I was beyond lucky to have them.

      I also noticed the way her eyes trailed to where my mating marks, Marco’s and Atlas’s, on my neck and shoulder were extremely visible. The human media had made comments on them as well, one source even mentioning that they were a bit ‘trashy,’ but I didn’t agree. It just made me want to show them off more. If Henry’s hadn’t been on my thigh, I would have probably found a way to show that off as well, to be honest.

      “Our girlfriend,” Marco corrected.

      Both stared in a bit of shock before the other gasped. “Holy crap. You’re the girl from the news! Maya something, right?”

      “And Vogue's Insta post.” The other slapped her friend’s arm, looking very excited. My eyes widened at the sudden tone change as I tried to keep up. Insta post? Why did that term seem familiar… my eyes widened in realization that Jordan had used that in reference to Instagram.

      That was a social media account. I knew that.

      I didn’t know how it worked, but I was aware of the platform. Vogue must have put a photo of me up when I’d been there? Or something to that effect? Interesting.

      Should I have an Instagram? I could put pictures up of my mates and I, then no one would question who they were with, right? I felt excitement surge through me at that notion. This was a great idea.

      My cheeks flushed at their attention, Marco letting out a low defensive sound at my clear embarrassment. It was different getting attention for my mates than myself. I did feel a bit bad because the girls both paled, clearly recognizing the danger Marco posed even if they were human and didn’t fully understand why.

      “I am.” There, that would solve it. Right?

      “Can we get a picture with you? No way will people believe this.” The first jumped slightly, clapping her hands in true excitement.

      Luckily, I never had to give a sure answer.

      Before I could form a response, the elevator doors opened and we were suddenly bombarded with a far larger issue than the two women. I frowned, shielding my face as cameras began to go off in bright flashes. I was extremely confused about what was happening until Marco wrapped an arm around me, tucking me against his chest as Henry’s snarl filled the space and made me feel somewhat safer. I still kept my face down, his words about keeping my head down not completely blocking out the voices that seemed to fill the foyer that we spilled out into. Voices that were asking me invasive questions.

      About what had happened with my mother and Jed.

      My relationship with my mates.

      Why I wasn’t in school anymore.

      All of them felt almost rude, and I didn’t answer. As we seemed to make it through the crowd, a sudden surge of magic let me know that Atlas’s security team had shown up. I didn’t interact with them very often, couldn’t tell you what most of them looked like, but their energy was very familiar. Like most of the shifters I knew. I was nearly out of the heavy grouping of people when one of the questions stood out to me the most. It had me looking up and meeting the gaze of the reporter that seemed extremely eager and curious.

      “Are you knocked up? Is that why the Morettis have taken you in—”

      “I am going to fucking kill them.” Marco’s growl against my ear was dangerous, making me realize how worked up he was, as Henry leaned in and said something blunt and sharp to the man, making him pale. I looked up at Marco, confused in part by his question. I obviously knew what he meant by being ‘knocked up,’ but I didn’t get what they meant by ‘taken me in’? Why would me being pregnant change anything between my mates and I? Maybe it was because the man was human and he didn’t fully understand the situation at hand? I nibbled my lip, looking back at him one more time before we finally broke through the crowd, security forming a line behind us. I let out an exhale of relief as we made our way down the hall towards the restaurant.

      Thank god.

      “Atlas is livid,” Henry mumbled, looking down at his phone.

      “Someone tipped them off,” Marco growled. “Probably the council.”

      Would they really have done that? Why?

      I tilted my head, suddenly wanting to know more than anything about the human reporter’s reasoning. “Why would me being pregnant mean you were ‘taking me in’? I don’t really understand what he was trying to get at.”

      Henry shook his head and sighed. “Just ignore them, sweetheart. They were implying that you got pregnant from one of us and that’s why you are living with us.”

      Oh.

      I frowned and tilted my head. “Really? That's an odd way of thinking about it.”

      Marco chuckled, his hand tightening on my waist as it slid down from my shoulder that he had been using to tuck me against him. “Humans are odd. Especially when it comes to mating. I suppose shifters have it far easier, in a sense.”

      I let out a soft hum at his words because I didn’t disagree with him at all. Or maybe it wasn’t that shifters had it easier, but viewed things differently. I felt like often people complicated things, playing this game of back and forth with their emotions. Then again, I hadn’t had a lot of exposure to other relationships outside of my own and what I’d seen through the media. My brow dipped, once again thinking about that article about ‘playing games’ in reference to keeping someone interested in you. Somehow they didn’t sound nearly as fun as the one where I continued to tease my mates.

      Honestly, I was excited to see someone in the Dreki realm about mating. Despite what Jordan had told me and I’d learned on my own, I felt like I didn’t have a massive knowledge base, and call me crazy, but I didn’t exactly trust my mother’s words.

      I mean, I hadn’t even known it was unusual to not have my period.

      Which meant I had no idea if I could have children to begin with. Although I’m positive magic changed and affected that somehow. Honestly, it hadn’t been a topic that had ever occurred or mattered to me until meeting my mates. But now that I had? There was a large part of me that wanted that.

      I wanted to be able to prove that I was a better mother than my own.

      I wanted to see my mates being the fathers that I never had.

      I wanted to build a home where our little ones never questioned if they were loved or not. I never wanted any child that I had to feel like how I had grown up. I wanted to prove that I could take care of others and not always be the one needing to be taken care of. I absolutely loved that my mates did so, but there was a fierce sense of independence growing inside of me, and while I knew it would take time, I couldn’t lie that it would feel good knowing I could handle myself.

      Plus, with how much I loved Bella, I couldn’t imagine how it would feel to have my own children. Creating a small being that was literally a combination of you and the person—or in my case, multiple persons—that you loved? It was beautiful.

      “Maya?” Marco pulled me from my thoughts as I tilted my head up to offer him a questioning look as he pushed. “Where did you go?”

      I blinked, legitimately about to ask him what he meant because I’d been walking next to him the entire time, but that was before I looked to Henry, who was offering me a curious look. Clearly, I’d been quiet for a bit too long. I shrugged, blushing slightly.

      “Just thinking about children, actually,” I admitted softly.

      Henry let out a soft rumble that I could hear came from his dragon. Marco offered him an amused look before looking back down at me. There was a soft affection in his gaze, but it was also dark with heat. “What about kids?”

      “Just whether I can have them or not,” I spoke honestly. “I mean, I assume I can, but I don’t know how any of that works with me not being human.”

      Marco let his arm fall as he intertwined our fingers in a soft gesture, distracting me from something Henry said under his breath, sounding pained and making me worry about him briefly. When Marco spoke, his voice was a bit rougher. “Is that something you want, baby girl?”

      “Kids?” I asked and nodded almost immediately. “I mean, one day, at least. I know Bella isn’t really our child… but she sort of feels like that. So I can imagine having more.” Honestly, I was really glad she wasn’t around because I feel like the comment about her not being my child may have hurt her feelings. She really did consider me her cat mom.

      Henry chuckled, causing me to look over at him. “Don’t let Atlas hear that, Maya. He one hundred percent considers himself Bella’s dad.”

      I smiled affectionately at that, absolutely loving his words and the truth I knew to be part of that statement. As we approached the end of the long hall, the voices from before going silent with distance, I realized we were reaching the restaurant. I assumed this was where brunch was being held. A young man standing at the podium greeted us, saying something to Marco as my eyes trailed the space in front of us. Already, I found myself enamored with the space, making this meal that I wasn’t looking forward to slightly better already.

      The entire room was filled with light that flooded the white and pale-pink decor, the soft chatter of peaceful brunch meals being eaten, and the smell of cherry blossoms filling the space. I looked at each table that had a spread of gorgeous flowers and couldn’t help but want to reach out to them and touch their soft petals. Instead, I walked through the restaurant as the young man led us ahead, the three of us drawing attention that honestly didn’t even fully bother me because it allowed me to see each unique face. They seemed far more friendly than those outside.

      We were led to a private room at the back of the restaurant, which faced out towards a massive bright, sunny garden that featured large cherry blossom trees and a water feature. I was clear this wasn’t the ‘normal’ seating area, but when Henry pulled out a chair for me at the circular table, I sat down immediately, my fingers reaching out and running along the soft petals that were scattered across the table. I think I found my new favorite flower.

      “These are gorgeous,” I mumbled as Marco sat to my right and Henry to my left, their comfortable suits seeming to fit into the pale stone decor setting. I couldn’t believe this was my life sometimes. The old Maya… well, she would never have even known any of this stuff existed, let alone every thought to experience it.

      “I love this restaurant,” I admitted, looking at the garden.

      “We could do an indoor garden like this at the house,” Henry offered, running a hand over my thigh as Marco put his arm around the back of my pale pink chair. “Like a green room.”

      “Really?” I blinked up at him, smiling.

      “Anything you want,” Marco confirmed, his eyes tracking my expression as I softened between the two of them, making me feel a flush of heat at the fact that they truly felt that way.

      Before I could respond, feminine, light laughter filled the space, and my stomach dropped. The council had arrived.
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      I hadn’t thought it was possible for my hatred regarding the council and its members to grow more than it already had in the past few years. Frankly, with the exception of Lucas, I would be perfectly thrilled if the council as an entirety was removed from existence. They didn’t serve a useful purpose except to rule over those that had chosen to leave the Dreki realm and escape such a toxic environment, but until now they had been an annoying pest that we chose to tolerate. After all, Marco had only joined to make sure that it was a level playing field when it came to dominance upon our arrival.

      But now with their attempted interference in our life and our mate’s, they were verging on becoming something far worse. I didn’t think any of them realized just how much of an enemy they risked creating of us if they continued to poke and prod into business that didn’t fucking concern them in the least. They were much safer keeping to their small, self-centered universes. Unfortunately, knowing their personalities, they wouldn’t be able to resist causing a problem.

      Anna was a vile, manipulative liar.

      Edmund was a cold, egotistical bastard.

      Larry was a self-serving narcissistic piece of shit.

      All of those were fair reasons to dislike them. But what really got me? The way that Maya’s spine straightened immediately upon hearing their arrival. The way the soft, sweet excitement on her face regarding the concept of a greenhouse faded as she watched the group approaching with a level of caution that had my hatred growing exponentially. Everything about that, about her reaction, was wrong. So wrong.

      Maya shouldn’t ever be made to feel anything but happiness, contentment, or desire. It was bullshit that we had to sit through this brunch to begin with since we knew that they would open the portal, so the only thing this was doing was making her uncomfortable, and they no doubt knew it. My hand tightened on her thigh, wishing that I was being tortured by the sweet smell of her lust rather than the uncomfortable sense of caution that seemed to surround her.

      It didn’t help that I knew the real reason for this ridiculous brunch was to push further at the concept of Maya meeting with other flights about being their mate. Something that would only happen over my very literal dead body. Maya was absolutely ours, and I would rather claim her now than deal with any misconception of that. My jaw clenched as I considered the other flights that she would meet upon arriving in the Dreki realm. The ones last night had been distant and rather polite, but I didn’t trust bolder factions of our community to act similarly.

      I also was positive the council was curious why we wanted to return, even briefly, in the first place. We had kept the appointment we made with the royal physician a secret, not informing her why exactly we wanted to meet, just that it was important. It was funny, because no one had yet to demand a reason for us going back yet despite the fact that I knew without a doubt that they were extremely curious.

      A small rumble escaped my throat as Maya sank against my side, her gold eyes flashing up to mine as I realized that they truly had shifted in color. The brown that had been so apparent before was streaked with a metallic gold that shone like her skin, which seemed to glint in the morning sunlight, almost creating the illusion that golden specs of dust were embedded in her soft complexion. It was absolutely stunning and somewhat overwhelming, if we were being honest. Sometimes the woman truly appeared to be burning from within, like a candle flame that not only warmed you but had the potential to burn you if you weren’t careful. Not that it would ever convince me to tread carefully when it came to Maya. I would love to have more of her marks on me, a sign of ownership, even if they were burn marks.

      Unfortunately, it was very clear that I wasn’t the only one that noticed this glow that surrounded her. No. Every other motherfucker in this room, mainly the men, couldn’t seem to keep their eyes off our mate. She didn’t realize it, but it was always like this with Maya. Everywhere we went, she immediately drew the attention of those around her, and it was completely unintentional.

      It was a mixture of the sweet innocence that poured off her in waves and an innate level of seduction that she didn’t purposefully display but still inhabited. Even the light pink dress she wore, with the way it clung to her tight frame, had everyone, myself included, imagining the curves that were pressed right under that material. A low groan caught in my throat as I imagined peeling it off with my teeth and fucking her on the table to make it clear who she wanted.

      At the same time, I was fighting the urge to wrap my suit jacket around her so that no one could see her. No one could imagine just how good she would look laid out like that. Maya’s entire body, from her curved hips and perfect ass, was made to fuck. I desperately wanted to get inside the woman, and the only thing that was holding me back was knowing that I didn’t want to rush it. No quickie would satisfy the amount of tension that I had running through me. When I took Maya, I planned on doing so hard and deep and for a long time until I had worked out every drop of my cum into her tight little channel.

      My fingers tightened on her thigh, sliding up slightly, wanting to be closer to my mating mark. Maya’s eyes widened in surprise, a tiny tremble rolling over her. I couldn’t help the small smile that slipped on my lips as her nipples tightened against the pink lace of her dress, barely covered by her thick, dark hair that brushed over the soft skin of her neck and shoulders, showing off her other mating marks. I knew as the others approached they would be able to scent and feel her desire, but I found I didn’t fully care. I wanted them to sense that rather than her caution or concern. The woman had no reason to ever be concerned. That was our job.

      Plus, the fact that she didn’t seem averse to me touching her in front of others like this only weakened my self-control. I wanted to see how far she would let me take it. I wanted to run my fingers over the lace panties that were blocking my access to her sweet center, knowing that it was hot and ready for me. What would she do if I pulled her onto my lap in the middle of the restaurant? If I got her off with the eyes of others on us as they watched me make her cum with my fingers?

      Fuck. This was going to be a very long brunch.

      I knew that Marco and mostly Atlas found my lack of control when it came to Maya amusing, but it was anything but, in truth. I didn’t trust my dragon to not take over and pin her sweet ass to the ground, claiming her hard enough that she would feel it for days after. I didn’t trust that if I let that side out, it wouldn’t terrify her. I knew it was also a waiting game at this point because he wouldn’t let up on the constant reminder that we had truly yet to claim our mate fully.

      As a Beta, I was fairly dominant when it came to that side of my personality, but it was something that I rarely let out because that side of me was so drastically different from my normal personality. Well… before Maya. The more time I spent around my mate, the more the two sides seemed to merge into one, that one being a very different aspect of my personality I couldn’t have expected. The level of possessiveness I felt over Maya and urge to claim her was nearly overwhelming. It didn’t help that my dragon insisted she was very much ready for that and that any concern otherwise was unfounded.

      Honestly, at first it had been easy to ignore the bastard, but he was persistent and loud, pushing and pushing every time we were near her. Even now, my body was tense, trying to hold myself back from touching her more. Kissing her more. Just doing everything, more. I wanted to believe that instinctual part of me that insisted Maya was ready, but I also didn’t want to fuck up the trust that she had in me.

      I loved how safe she felt with me, and I honestly didn’t want to risk that ever changing. Which was why I was hesitant, because once I got my hands on her naked and needy body, I would probably lose it until I’d fucked all my frustration into her tight heaven and marked her from the inside out. It was an irrationally strong urge that had my cock hardening further as I let out a controlled exhale, trying to focus on the council members who were now at the table, having drawn even more attention than before.

      Although none of this was helped by the small snippets of Maya’s thoughts that I caught when she got far too turned on to control blocking her thoughts from me. I knew it was an unintentional action, the blocking and unblocking of that connection, but whenever she gave me some insight into her thoughts, it was both pure torture and fucking exhilarating.

      Marco stood, and when Maya did as well, I followed, wrapping my arm around her waist and keeping her tucked against me. I didn’t want any of them touching her. It wasn’t necessary.

      “Morning.” Anna offered a fake smile that had Maya tensing. She offered a hand to Marco, but he ignored it and greeted Lucas, who sat next to him. I didn’t miss the scowl on Anna’s face as she looked at the two of us.

      “Hi Anna,” Maya offered softly, her eyes darker than before and filled with caution. Anna didn’t attempt to reach out, just nodded to both of us and sat down. Larry and Edmund greeted Marco and offered us head nods, not bothering to try to touch Maya either, which was smart because I would have probably snapped either of their wrists.

      “The news was pretty heavily saturated this morning,” Lucas commented, looking amused, and then met Maya’s gaze. “You are causing quite the stir in the human world.”

      “Well, she is a fugitive, so…” Anna drew out. Maya tensed slightly but took a sip of her water, keeping her expression rather blank.

      “Anna, I didn’t know you had looked into Maya’s situation so much. Seems like you would have other shit to focus on,” I offered evenly. Anna let out a growl, looking down at her brunch menu as the waiter came by to take our drink orders.

      I watched with amusement as Maya ran a finger down the extensive set of options, Lucas and Marco’s conversation about the media completely taking away from the attempted uncomfortable tone that Anna and the other two tried to set with their off-putting personalities.

      “What would you like, miss?” The waiter’s voice held a slightly different tone to it while addressing Maya, and when I looked up, it was impossible for me to not let out a dangerous sound from my throat. His eyes moved from her chest to my face while his entire face paled to a sickly shade.

      “Hmm?” Maya looked at me with concern before I shook my head.

      “Just do two glasses of champagne,” I offered evenly, my eyes narrowing.

      “Right away.” He scampered away and left me with a seemingly content Maya, who seemed to be not nearly as focused on the others at the table now. Which was exactly the way I preferred it.

      “Could we get to the point of why we are here exactly?” Edmund asked, his voice filled with distaste at Lucas and Marco’s friendly discussion.

      “And what is the point?” I mused, my fingers brushing through the pink streak in Maya’s hair that seemed to shimmer against her skin.

      “I want to know why you are returning to the realm,” Larry all but blurted out.

      “We have some business to attend to,” Marco explained evenly.

      “After all this time?” Edmund frowned. “I find that unlikely.”

      “Afraid of what news we will bring back?” I chuckled. Lucas made a sound of agreement, taking a sip of his bloody mary, clearly finding all of this funny as fuck… which it was. Extremely so. I loved making Edmund and Larry uncomfortable.

      Fear flashed through Edmund’s thoughts, making me realize that was very much the case. Which hadn’t been the goal, but now that he mentioned it… Maybe we needed to look through their actions with a fine-tooth comb.

      “I just assumed we all shared the same goal on why we left,” he amended.

      “We don’t share any of the same goals,” Marco leveled. “But if it makes you feel better, this has nothing to do with you.”

      “It has to do with her,” Anna bit out, taking a sip of her martini as Maya offered a small thanks to the waiter who was delivering drinks.

      “You are telling them you have a phoenix mate?” Larry frowned. “You understand the problems that will cause, right? She isn’t fully marked.”

      “You didn’t seem to care about that last night,” Lucas added.

      “But the realm is different, you know that,” Edmund argued.

      “Why do you need to go to the realm for her?” Larry demanded.

      Maya took a sip of her drink and set it down before Marco shared a look with her, our mate clearly completely comfortable with whatever we wanted to tell them. It was funny, in a way, because Maya cared about so much and to such an extreme extent when it came to those she loved… but those she didn’t? There was a reserved almost coolness to her attitude that was completely unintentional. An indifferent and apathetic sense of examination she applied to them, like right now. I could almost see her phoenix watching the group of them struggle with what to do. Almost in a predatorial fashion.

      “None of your business,” Marco mused. “Besides, we won’t be long.”

      “They probably want to know if she can have dragon babies after all the shit she went through.” Anna grinned as Maya’s body tensed, clearly not having expected Anna to have known about the abuse she went through. Then again, the media paired with the pictures Becky Ash had taken really painted a picture of what Maya had gone through. Not including the assumptions she was no doubt making.

      “Is that true?” Larry shot back. “Are you checking the viability of her being able to breed?”

      A low growl broke through my throat at his words as Maya shrank into me, her eyes darting around the table uncomfortably.

      “Enough,” Marco snapped, his magic wrapping around the table and tightening. Anna smirked, looking down at her drink. “What happens between our mate and our flight is none of your fucking business. If we don’t have anything else to talk about, I am perfectly happy with ending—”

      “We need to talk about something else,” Edmund added. I pulled Maya onto my lap, no longer caring about their words and wanting to comfort her. Without a fight, the woman relaxed into me, her head resting on my shoulder as she narrowed her eyes at Anna just slightly, the woman unaware of the discomfort she was causing my mate. Or maybe extremely aware of it. Honestly, if it wasn’t for the problems I knew it would cause socially, I would have killed her by now.

      Simply making Maya uncomfortable was enough of a reason for me.

      “Anna?” Maya asked, drawing the woman’s attention as her eyes flashed with something that looked a bit like fear.

      “What?” she snipped.

      “How do you know about what I went through?”

      “The news story,” she leveled, something sliding behind her gaze.

      Maya straightened and frowned, not saying anything but suddenly looking far more cautious. I could feel her magic searching Anna for lies, and I had a feeling whatever she found there wasn’t good. It made me want to end this brunch now.

      “What did you want to talk about?” Marco asked Edmund, sounding ready to end this conversation.

      “We have a younger flight coming from the Dreki realm that we need to send up to Washington to stay with you, or at least in your territory.” Edmund’s face was filled with caution. Lucas offered confirmation.

      “The oldest is only around sixteen, but they recently had a mission that turned bad in the Elven realm… they need a place to lay low for a bit. Good kids, but obviously too inexperienced,” Lucas grunted. “Normally we would keep them in California, but they need better security than that.”

      “I am pretty sure we have enough to deal with right now,” I bit out, annoyed they were trying to put this on us.

      “They are just kids, but they need out. The realm is trying to blame them for a few deaths that had nothing to do with them,” Lucas explained. “Plus, we don’t trust the targets from the Elven realm to not seek vengeance for the part of the mission that was completed.”

      “We can figure something out,” Maya offered softly before turning to Marco, her eyes filled with understanding and concern. “They seem like they need help, Marco.”

      Anna scoffed as I snarled, her eyes darting away. Marco examined Maya’s face before he nodded. “When we get back, arrange for them to take the portal with us.”

      I immediately made a mental note to figure out lodging for them and to talk to Atlas about maybe putting them on some type of security rounds for smaller clients. I wasn’t against taking another younger flight under our wing, especially because it sounded like they’d been sent on a goddamn suicide mission, but it wasn’t fantastic timing with everything going on.

      The concept of failed missions and the pressure put on young teams had me transitioning into a place in my subconscious that wasn’t nearly as welcoming as my present circumstance, where Maya was curled up on my lap. My blood boiled as I recounted the hundreds of times I’d been put in dangerous positions purely because of the possible ‘benefits’ it could serve for my future. How it would make me stronger. Better. It was also how I had ended up with this fucking eye injury to begin with. A low growl broke from my throat at that concept.

      The worst part? I knew the crown wasn’t completely to blame. Sure, they had allowed the military culture to thrive, but dragons in general were aggressive, and it was only made worse by the lack of ‘true mates’ to balance out all of it. There was a rough hardness to the entire situation that didn’t foster a healthy environment for children. Most dragon shifters, by the time they were thirteen, were mentally and emotionally as capable as human adults, and physically it was about fifteen when they were far stronger than even the strongest Earth realm shifters. We were born to be fighters, and it made it all that much more difficult to change the pattern that had been occurring for so long.

      Suddenly, and jostling me from my thoughts, Maya squirmed on my lap, her ass rocking against the bite mark that she had left on my thigh. I felt my entire body tense as everything hardened. My cock was practically begging me to slide into her, pushing up her dress and bouncing her up and down on me until I was buried completely into her tight heat. I let out a small groan, looking at the stunning vixen in my lap, her pupils dilated as she watched me with a concerned and heated expression, her teeth biting down on her plush lip and making me want to do the same.

      “You’re growling,” Maya whispered softly.

      Shit.

      “Sorry, sweetheart.” I inhaled sharply as she wrapped her arms around my neck, allowing me to bury my nose in her sweet-smelling hair. I absolutely loved how easily she fit in my arms, and as usual, the woman had a way of calming me down and working me up to a point that was rivaled by none. It was impressive and terrifying. Even now, despite our company—or maybe because of it and the mood they were unfortunately inspiring—I found myself wanting to ravage her.

      “Henry,” she murmured, wiggling against me again. I pulled away from her hair and examined her bright pink face. I knew she could feel how much she affected me, and maybe it was because we were both so over this conversation, but I didn’t bother tempering my reaction. There was no point anyway. If Maya was around, I was hard. It was literally that simple.

      “Can’t help it.” I nipped her ear as a shiver ran over her skin. I was suddenly very glad that Marco and the others seemed so invested in their conversation regarding the other flight. Although I highly doubt anyone could miss the scent of Maya’s desire saturating the air. The thought of them experiencing that had a possessive feeling roaring up inside of me. I pushed back in my chair, adjusting my suit coat before I stood both of us up, her frame swaying against mine as she offered me a heated and excited look.

      It was far better than the one Anna had put on her face minutes ago.

      “We are going for a walk in the garden,” I explained briefly. “Just let me know when our food arrives.” Marco shot me a knowing look that I ignored, liking Maya’s small smile far more, especially considering it was filled with lust and an exhilarated sense of excitement. Whether that was because she wanted to get away from the council or knew how close my control was to snapping, I had no idea.

      No one tried to stop us as we left the table, my hand intertwined with hers as we stepped down the large marble steps that led out into the well-groomed landscaping and cherry blossom garden. It created a level of privacy from the rest of the hotel, and as usual, I found myself glad that money on Earth realm seemed to provide the resources for privacy away from prying eyes. I may not like much about Earth, but this was a benefit for sure.

      “Where are we going?” Maya asked. The lighthearted energy she carried with her only made me want to get her alone more, not wanting to risk anyone else managing to take that light out of her eye today.

      I led us down a path as we entered into a large shrub maze that instantly brought along with it a silence around us that had me knowing we were alone. Pink and red roses began to litter the landscape as I turned three corners of the high bushes, keeping us from sight, before tugging Maya against me. Instantly I was searing my lips to hers, and her entire body turned soft and pliant as her sweet lips opened for me. It was like the woman was made for me, and in some ways, I suppose she was. But more so, it was like she craved the control I so willingly wanted to exercise over her body.

      “Fuck,” I growled softly, my cock pulsing against her stomach. “You are so fucking perfect Maya, it drives me crazy. I can’t keep my hands off you.”

      “Don’t then.” Her voice was soft and filled with a need that called to a part of me that knew I could fix it. She was my mate, of course I wanted to provide her with everything she wanted. If it happened to include making her come, all the fucking better.

      “Tell me what you need,” I demanded, sliding a hand from her hip up to her jaw and tilting it back slightly so I had access to her throat. I nipped the soft skin there, right under her jaw, causing a whimper to break from her plush lips.

      “I have been so frustrated all morning,” she whispered, sounding both confused and a bit shaky, her voice seeped in want that had me feeling eager to fix it for her. I hadn’t intentionally wanted to make Maya wait for pleasure, but knowing she had been sitting around all morning, turned on and waiting for someone… in this case, me, to fix it? It offered me a level of control and dominance over her pleasure that I hadn’t realized I’d wanted. I wanted her to need me.

      “Do you want me to fix it?” I asked softly. My fingers pulled up her dress, and as my hand smoothed over her tight, curved ass that fit perfectly in my hand, she arched forward against me. I let out a low groan, loving how soft her skin was and wanting to see her skin turn pink under my grip as I fucked her.

      “Yes,” Maya whimpered, her eyes flaring with heat as a flash of sapphire seemed to spark through them, her magic tightening against mine in a way that had my dragon immediately responding. Apparently that was all the permission we needed.

      I tugged her down onto the garden bench behind us, pulling her onto my lap so that she was straddling my much larger frame. I flipped the straps of her barely there dress from her tan shoulders and cupped her firm breasts, rolling a thumb over her hard, pebbled nipples as my mouth fucking watered at how perfect she looked. A moan slipped from her throat, and I captured it against her soft petal pink lips, feeling possessive over those noises.

      “No sounds.” I nipped her bottom lip. “Or else I stop.”

      I wouldn’t actually stop—I loved the idea of someone hearing how fucking good I made her feel—but I could feel the way my order ramped up the surge of desire running through our bond, so I was perfectly fine pretending like something, anything, could pull me away from touching her perfect fucking body.

      “Please don’t.” Her voice was a breathless plea as I continued to use one had to tease her taut skin, my other roaming up her spread thighs to where damp lace kept her wet pussy from me. I let out a low frustrated sound at the material as I pushed it to the side, sinking a finger immediately into her wet center, my name slipping from her lips as she rocked against my hand.

      I could feel how fucking tight she was, and I knew the minute that my cock was inside of her, I would probably be coming. It was unbearable. The woman was made to fuck, and I planned on doing so as soon as fucking possible. Pumping one finger and then adding a second inside of her caused her legs to shake as she deepened the kiss with me, my tongue teasing the seam of her lips and tasting her sweetness. What I really wanted to taste was between her legs, though.

      “Fuck, Maya,” I groaned, loving the way she moved her body, so naturally intoxicating without even realizing it. “You don’t even realize how fucking sexy you are. Do you know how hard it is not spending every single goddamn minute buried inside of you? Pulling those sweet moans from your lips? You’re a wet fucking dream.”

      A tremble coursed through her body as her fingers slid into my hair, tightening while rocking harder against my hand, fucking herself. “Henry, please. I need more.”

      “What do you need?” I growled as her fingers immediately jumped down to my belt buckle, unbuckling it with a lack of practice that I even found sexy. I didn’t stop her, groaning as she unzipped my suit pants, loving the way her breathing hitched as I slowed my movement on her clit, the sound of her wet heat on my fingers filling the silent garden around us. Fuck. I wanted to bury my mouth between her legs. Immediately. But I couldn’t give this moment up, not when her soft fingers were so close to how painfully hard I was.

      “I need you,” she whispered, her fingers shaking slightly as she pulled my cock from my boxers, the tip of it leaking precum, knowing how close Maya’s tight cunt was, wanting to bury myself there, to plant a flag of ownership. Her lips opened as she looked down at me, a needy hum breaking from her throat. I knew what those lips felt like around me and what she tasted like, and I was cursing where we were right now because I wanted nothing else then to spread her out and devour her.

      The sound she made broke my restraint, and my fingers slipped from her tight warmth, a noise of complaint momentarily coming from her before I tugged her forward by the hips and then gripped her ass. A low feral noise broke from my throat as her wet heat surrounded the tip of my cock, not going in but sliding over it as she began to rock against me, covering me in her hot wet heat. A small jolt ran over her frame. She slid her clit against me, and I knew without a doubt that she would come soon.

      I wanted more than anything to be inside of her when that happened, even though I knew this wasn’t the time.

      “Maya, not here,” I bit out, attempting to maintain some level of rational brain function. I knew that she would regret this, this moment between us not being more special and instead outside of a brunch both of us were trying to escape. Not that it made it any easier at all to rationalize that when she was rubbing against my cock.

      “Please Henry, just a little?” Her heated eyes, a pleading look filling them, had me nearly taking her to the ground. I suddenly didn’t care that someone could walk by. Or that this wasn’t the time to fully claim my mate. I wasn’t positive how I held onto a small amount of control as the woman began to torture me, the tip of my cock pressing against her tight hole before sliding back against her wet heat. Her legs trembled as she increased her pace, my fingers leaving a bruising grip on her, no doubt.

      “Sweetheart, fuck.” My tone was filled with warning as the back of my neck broke out in a sweat, my breathing rough as she pressed down against my cock further on the next pass. I held her up against me, rubbing my thumb over her clit as she began to slide down my cock just a small amount, the need to have some of my cum inside of her riding me hard. I growled out her name as she slid down slightly more and popped back off, causing her entire body to shudder, the game of ‘just the fucking tip’ making me feel nearly lightheaded with how badly I needed her.

      Her breathing was as uneven as my own, and I found myself lowering her more than I should as the vision of Maya on my cock as she gripped my hair became all that more real. This was the real problem. There was no middle ground. I was either not touching Maya or I was practically fucking her outside of a restaurant.

      I pressed my head against her collarbone, watching her tight cunt take me again and again as she tried to slide further down. I growled, trying to hang onto some level of sanity, wanting that moment when I officially claimed her to be special. I hadn’t realized how important that was to me, but fuck, it was hard to remember that when she was here, so willing and open to take me.

      “I want all of you.” Maya’s begging was nearly the nail in the coffin.

      My thumb brushed across her clit once more as I captured a scream from her lips as her tight center contracted around the tip of my cock at her climax. I followed almost immediately, unable to stop because of how fucking hot it was to be partly inside of her but not able to claim her fully. My cum left my cock as it filled her tight heat and then dripped back down between us, causing her to slip down just slightly more, a shiver running across her body.

      Almost immediately, I pulled her from my cock, not trusting myself to not sink the rest of myself into her. I seared my lips to hers, the soft, content sigh and her pliant form making me know just how sated she was now. Unfortunately for me, I still was turned on as fuck, my cock hardening almost immediately again.

      “That was…” She exhaled, pulling back to examine my expression. “Amazing. That was absolutely amazing.”

      Fuck yes it was.

      “Next time we’re alone, your sweet little pussy is going to take all of me, understand?” I demanded softly, gripping her jaw. “I want to claim you fully when I don’t have to rush exploring every part of your perfect fucking body.”

      “Okay.” Her cheeks turned pink as she nodded, seeming to like my words. Which was convenient, because I very much planned on following through.

      Letting her dress fall, I pulled her lace panties back over her tight, hot center, holding my cum in the place I had marked as mine. Adjusting her straps and covering her perky breasts, I finally leaned back enough to zip my hard cock back into my suit pants. I immediately pulled Maya against my chest, loving the warm affection radiating through our bond as her nose brushed my neck gently. My fingers ran up her thigh as I brushed over the mating mark that I left there, loving the way she trembled in reaction to it.

      “Henry?” Maya’s voice was soft and had me squeezing her tighter.

      “Yeah, sweetheart?”

      “Remember when you said you knew what love felt like? When I first marked you?” Her words were faint and filled with emotion that had my own throat tightening. I nodded, pulling back and cupping her jaw, needing to see her pretty golden eyes.

      “Yes,” I agreed, searching for her flushed expression.

      “I’m pretty sure you were right… I’m pretty sure this is love.”

      My heart skipped as my chest squeezed, “Maya—”

      “I love you,” she said immediately. “That’s what I’m saying. I love you.”

      I surged forward and kissed her, taking her in a deep, pressing, possessive hold. “Maya, sweetheart, I love you so fucking much.”

      “Yeah?” Her large eyes filled with emotion that took my dragon and I from being predators that wanted to pin down our mate to a goddamn pup.

      “Yeah.” I brushed my nose against hers gently.

      Before either of us could say anything, Marco turned the corner of the garden, coming to a stop as he looked at both of us in somewhat surprise and then amusement. “I am now understanding why you decided to leave me with those assholes for so long that they left on their own.”

      “Marco!” Maya chirped, smiling at his swear directed at me.

      “Sorry baby girl.” He stepped towards her as she slid off my lap, giving me a minute to collect myself as I tried to rein in my emotions. The ones filled with sappy sentiments and wanting to do everything from worshiping her body to convincing Marco that we needed to marry this woman today.

      “Wait, did we miss out on the food?” Maya asked, pulling back from her hug.

      I chuckled at that as Marco shook his head. “Food is there, council is gone.”

      Thank fuck.

      Maya happily headed towards the curve of the bushes as Marco followed her, offering me an arched brow as I stood up. I ran a hand through my hair while fixing my clothes, feeling both elated and possibly more turned on than before, her soft, emotional words causing me to feel different than I had ever before.

      “And you give us shit,” Marco commented as Maya hummed up ahead, causing me to walk faster. I couldn’t help but smile because I suppose I did give them a lot of shit, and considering my clear lack of control, I really had no right. My eyes tracked our sexy mate’s easy pace, her hips swaying slightly under her pink dress as my dragon relaxed somewhat, thrilled that she was at least covered in our cum.

      Now if only I could completely fill her with it.
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      “So I have to wear this?” I tilted my head curiously, looking over the dress on the bed before examining the current one I wore. The one that not only had Henry’s scent all over it, which I found myself loving, but was far lighter and less elaborate than the dress set out for me. I asked the next question on my mind as I tried to find a way out of this. “Why?”

      Call me crazy, but it didn’t look very comfortable.

      It was gorgeous… I really shouldn’t complain. Nibbling my lip, I immediately considered taking back my question, not wanting to sound ungrateful, especially since we were going to the Dreki realm, somewhere they didn’t like, to meet someone for me. I frowned, hating Anna’s words from before, only adding to the mounting guilt. I knew that we were going for a larger health concern than mating stuff, something I was truly curious about, but the way they had talked about it had felt not only off-putting but cold and uncomfortable. I attempted to shake myself from that thought process while running my fingers over the material in front of me.

      After wearing such an uncomfortable fabric while locked in the basement of the church, I had the urge to continue to wear the soft materials and fabrics the boys had purchased for me. I liked how light and airy the outfits were and the bright colors associated with them. Plus, that wasn’t even including the way they looked at me while wearing them. So you couldn’t blame me completely for not wanting to change when there were so many reasons to stay in the exact outfit I was wearing.

      “The Dreki Realm is a bit more… traditional? Stuck in the past? Nearly medieval?” Ledger mused from where he laid out in bed, shirtless and drinking a cup of coffee. The sight of him had my toes curling against the soft carpet of the hotel bedroom and my center tightening, heat covering my body as that insane frustration and lust reared up again. It was only encouraged by the fluttering in my chest caused by my phoenix. I had no idea how after everything I’d done with Henry and how hard I had climaxed I was still turned on, but I was blaming my mates completely. They inspired this, and everything about them left me wanting more and more.

      A blush took over my face, thinking about only an hour or so ago and how bold I’d acted with Henry only feet from the restaurant. Close enough that someone could probably not only hear us but easily could have come across us, finding me in his lap and rubbing up against him until he was literally inside of me. Something about that was thrilling, the risk of being caught and how he hadn’t given in fully to what we both wanted. I mean… I very much wanted to be connected to him fully and finish the bond, but the entire experience left me feeling flushed and red in the face.

      That wasn’t even including the bold words that had come out of my mouth.

      It wasn’t surprising, because I knew how I felt about Henry and my mates, but I had been a bit surprised when the words had left my mouth, knowing that the rejection I could have possibly faced. I had been worried momentarily that I was rushing it, that he would not return the sentiment, but the minute I said it, a softness and affection filled his face that had me knowing I’d said the right thing. Had me knowing that he felt very much the same before he even said the words.

      Love. Henry loved me.

      That wasn’t, of course, including the way Ledger was looking at me, which was also inspiring heat to my cheeks. I was pretty sure that they had conspired against me to make sure I blushed as much as possible. I narrowed my eyes down at the dress, wondering if there was a way to make them blush as much as possible.

      “More traditional?” I questioned curiously. Ledger offered a small yawn, stretching an arm above his head, showing off how muscular he was. I found myself considering crawling into bed with him and ditching this entire idea of going to the Dreki realm. It was a tempting consideration, to say the least.

      I was a bit hyped up about going to the realm though, so despite the desire, I wasn’t positive I could relax even if I wanted to, and this dress wasn’t making anything easier. Rather the opposite, actually. It was a beautiful garment, but it reminded me of something that you would see illustrated in a fairytale. The fabric was stiff, expensive, and thick, the pale cream and gold brocade pattern covering the skirt, sleeves, and torso, only interrupted by a light pink in the center that was laced with a gold ribbon that appeared to be used as a corset-type feature. Possibly?

      Like I said—beautiful, but not very comfortable.

      Plus, with so much of me covered, how was I supposed to feel my mates’ hands on me whenever they touched me? That wasn’t something I wanted to miss out on.

      “Extremely so.” Ledger nodded, his orange-tipped curls bouncing slightly as the rest of his dark hair fell messily around his handsome face. His dark indigo eyes, framed by thick lashes, watched me with a lazy, sexy appraisal. It was a bit unfair, wasn’t it? For him to lay there with dark tattoos covering his large muscular frame in just a pair of gray sweatpants that sat low on his hips? It was very distracting.

      Also, what was it about those sweatpants? I mean… I knew what it was, and his chuckle as my eyes darted away from the hard outline of his cock had me knowing that my attempt to not stare was ultimately a failure. I ran my fingers along the dress, pretending like I hadn’t been gawking at the man.

      Then again… he was my mate. My eyes darted back up as I considered just what privileges that included. I mean, did I get to stare at him whenever I wanted? I feel like that was a real possibility. Better yet… What about naked? I feel like I didn’t get to see my mates naked enough.

      I just needed to find a solid reason for them to be naked more often. Maybe if they shifted? My smile grew at that concept, wondering how hard it would be to convince them of that. I had a feeling it wouldn’t be very difficult.

      Better yet… if I was naked, maybe they would get naked as well? I could do that.

      “Firefly.” Ledger’s voice had me looking up at his darkening eyes.

      “What?” I teased, offering a small smile.

      “You know what.” His voice was a rough, low relaxed tone that had a hint of his dragon’s growl in it, making my entire body break out into pleasurable chills.

      “What if we just stayed in the hotel all day instead?” I bargained, putting a knee down on the bed while crawling forward.

      Ledger inhaled sharply, his eyes dipping to my cleavage as he took another sip of his coffee, not responding verbally. Although I could tell he wanted to say something because he was literally getting harder—

      “Anani!” I squeaked out as a large hand tugged my ankle back and I fell onto my stomach, the soft bedding cushioning my fall as I turned to scowl at my mate. His smile was much more devious than his twin’s, and he seemed to find my expression more amusing than anything else.

      “This version of Maya is dangerous.” Anani’s voice was edged in a growl as he met his twin’s gaze over my head.

      “We won’t get anything done anymore,” Ledger agreed.

      A small sound left my throat as Anani dropped a kiss on my shoulder, leaning over my frame and caging me from behind against the bed. I nearly arched back on instinct, my flimsy dress doing very little to hide from me how hard he was. See? This was just one more reason that this dress was a positive thing!

      “What version of me?” My words came out breathless as I expressed my curiosity.

      “The one that is hell-bent on torturing and teasing us,” Ledger mused, a rumble breaking from his throat that caused a shiver of excitement to roll over me.

      “Until one of us breaks.” Anani nipped my shoulder this time, causing me to jolt as the sensation went straight to my clit.

      “Or all of us,” Ledger added, his chuckle darker.

      “At the same time.”

      Oh.

      “You make that sound like a bad thing.” I let out a soft needy sound, that heat in the center of my chest flaring again.

      “Maker,” Anani groaned, his body disappearing from behind me as he stalked into the bathroom and slammed the door, the sink turning on and making me smile. Maybe I really underestimated just how much I affected these men. It felt good to know that I had a similar pull to the magnetic power that they seemed to hold over me.

      “Firefly,” Ledger chided, “you’re going to end up with more trouble than you know what to do with.” Flashing him narrowed eyes because I didn’t agree with his statement, I ignored the formal dress and instead crawled across the bed towards him before he pulled me onto his lap so that I was straddling him.

      “What kind of trouble?” I questioned. I was pretty sure I knew what kind, and I was absolutely there for it.

      Ledger put down his coffee on the side table before he ran his hands up my hips and leaned closer, running his nose along my collarbone. “I think you know the type. Smells like you have been into trouble all day, firefly.”

      “How so?” My breathing caught as my toes curled in pleasure at his touch.

      “I mean you smell like sex,” he chuckled.

      “We didn’t have sex, not exactly,” I murmured as his eyes lit up.

      “What does not exactly mean?” His fingers brushed through my hair before catching it up in his fist, gently tilting my head back so I was looking up at him. The movement was so easy and natural that I found myself baring my neck even more to him.

      “I mean that we only did a little bit.” I bit my lip as my cheeks turned pink.

      “Henry only fucked you a little bit?” He flashed a smile, looking elated. “I find it hard to believe that if anyone was inside of you they would be able to pull out, Maya.”

      A whimper slipped from my lips as he nipped my bottom lip. My words were a bit breathless. “I swear it's true, he only put the tip in.”

      Maybe a bit more.

      Ledger let out a deep groan before letting out a chuckle, “Henry deserves a fucking award then, because that’s some goddamn control. I wouldn’t have been able to resist sliding home inside of you until you were taking all of me, firefly.”

      “Ledger.” My breathing was rougher than before.

      “We need to leave soon.” Anani sounded pained from where he stood in the door, running a hand through his dark hair as his bright blue eyes ran over me. “As much as I would rather not leave this room, because this conversation sounds far more promising.”

      Especially with the two of them.

      The twins were stunning, and seeing them together or being between them was almost overwhelming. Between their dark hair and stark pale skin that featured dark tattoos, they had an edge to their look that was vibrant and dangerous. I couldn’t help but get closer though, and not only because of their electric and smoky scents that they carried respectively. I nibbled my lip, wondering how hard it would be to find myself in a position similar to the one when I’d been between the two of them in bed.

      My brow dipped as my mood grew a bit cooler in respect to the realm, leaning into Ledger. “Do I need to be nervous? About the Dreki realm? Telling anyone I’m a phoenix? The council seemed to make a big deal out of it, and I’m worried that it could go bad.”

      “Never be nervous, peanut,” Anani promised, stepping towards the bed and cupping my jaw. “We would never purposefully put you in a situation that would make you uncomfortable. We are going to just find out more about your origins and health stuff and get back here. I promise.”

      Searching his face, I saw only the truth there. “Okay, I should get ready then. I think I am just putting all of this off.”

      Ledger chuckled softly, his tone a bit sadder. “I think we all are.”

      “Maybe we could convince Marco that we don’t need to go and instead bring someone here?” I offered with a teasing smile that seemed to brighten both of their moods a bit.

      Anani barked out a laugh. “For you, Maya? No doubt, he would do it.”

      Would he? My smile grew slightly that Marco was sweet like that and probably would. Nibbling my lip, I considered seeking him out despite knowing he was handling some last minute affairs before we traveled to a different realm. The reality of that hit me as my eyes went wide. Hadn’t I mentioned wanting to travel? I suppose going to a legitimate different realm more than qualified.

      Ledger groaned, breaking me from my thoughts. “Fuck, I forgot we have to wear those stupid uniforms.”

      “Uniforms?” I asked, finding myself both concerned about his annoyed tone and curious what he would look like in a uniform. I was assuming he didn’t mean his school one either, although he did look very handsome in that.

      Anani nodded, walking towards a dark suitcase that was sitting on the couch positioned near the balcony doors. He easily pulled out a stack of clothes that looked thick and dark in material. My eyes, though, were instantly drawn to the top garment that was a cream, gold, and brown color, with a crest displayed prominently in an embroidered metallic gold. The crest featured six dragons, seeming to circle in a flying pattern, with a streak of blue that circled the center. It was a bird, a stunning one, and my fingers were slightly shaky as I ran my fingers over it, wondering if it was normal to be so easily transfixed by a garment.

      Then again, shiny and glittery items seemed to be my choice over everything else.

      “Last time I had one of these on was when we left the realm,” Anani mused, his tone tinted with a sadness that I didn’t like at all. I looked up to find his gaze on the crest, seemingly not one hundred percent in the present. My gaze darted to Ledger, who was watching his brother with the same amount of concern that I was feeling.

      “Are you excited to go back?” I hedged softly.

      I had a feeling of the answer before I asked it, but it was possible I was reading the situation wrong. My chest squeezed, remembering that all my mates had families and lives that they had left behind before coming here. A small bit of envy struck through me. I knew that I had a family now—everything they did reassured me of that—yet nonetheless, I found myself  jealous. And concerned. What if they went to the Dreki realm and decided that they didn’t want to come back?

      “No.”

      Anani’s answer was immediate and edged in a hardness that quickly resolved my previous concern. I wasn’t a fan of the pain or darkness flashing through his gaze, but it did reassure me that he did not, in fact, want to stay in the Dreki realm. Why? I didn’t know yet, but I wanted to. I didn’t like not understanding the things that seemed to affect my mates, especially if they caused such a negative reaction.

      “No?” I questioned as Ledger stood from the bed and Anani came to sit next to me, examining my no doubt questioning expression. Ledger was sorting through uniforms, but I didn’t think he was actually focused on it. Rather the opposite—he seemed a million miles away.

      “We don’t see our family anymore. Actually, our father is technically not allowed to contact us. It was something Marco passed through the council almost immediately,” Ledger explained simply, his tone betraying a sense of indifference that didn’t match the rumbling in his chest.

      I wanted to push for more information, but I also knew that could sometimes make things worse. I felt my chest tighten, remembering how patient they had been when I’d first arrived in Washington and hadn’t questioned the situation with my mother or Jed. Well, they had questioned it, but the twins specifically had been careful about pushing me. Something I was both recognizing and appreciating in retrospect. I had needed a push, but if someone had pushed me too soon… I’m not sure what would have happened, honestly. It almost felt like that moment was a lifetime away.

      That version of Maya was a far cry from the woman that I was right now, and not just because of what I was experiencing or how I was dressing. No, it went deeper than that. Now I had a home. I had a place where I could be safe and vulnerable, even though everything I had been taught should have left me with a fear of trusting people. It made me want my mates to trust me as much as I trusted them, to open up to me.

      “Why did he do that? And what about your mom?” I asked softly before adding, “If you don’t want to tell me, I also understand.” I just didn’t want them thinking I didn’t care, because I very much did.

      “So he couldn’t try to pull us back or… use our status and the placement we had within the guard more than he already had.” Ledger’s throat produced a wounded noise as Anani buried his nose against my throat while wrapping his arms around my waist, his entire frame tense and uncomfortable.

      Anani answered my second question, almost in a whisper. “Our mom died when we were born. I think it’s one of the reasons our father has always been… difficult.”

      “Their father is an abusive piece of shit,” Sai leveled, his voice filling the space and making me immediately look towards where he strolled in from the balcony. Sai had a bit of a temper. Never with me, but I could see it flash in his gaze sometimes. The concept of the twins’ situation clearly bothered him, and the way he walked over had me reaching a hand out towards him, wishing in some ways I had waited to ask about this. I hadn’t wanted to bring up such a negative situation, especially right before leaving for the realm where all of this had happened.

      That was right about when his words fully registered to me.

      Abusive? The twins had been abused? The fact that they said their mom died giving birth to them was horrifying, but the concept of them being hurt and mistreated superseded that as I blinked in shock, trying to process the information. My chest seized up as I examined both of the twins’ faces that despite being fairly even in nature, carried a weight of sadness I never would have expected from them. Something dark crawled up my throat as my heart began to race, making me feel almost lightheaded. Fury and a sense of broken pain worked its way through me.

      No. Absolutely not.

      I couldn’t rationalize that.

      It was hard for me to rationalize how I had allowed myself to be treated so poorly for so long… but there was a part of me that would always believe that maybe my mom was right. Maybe I did deserve it. But the twins? Absolutely not. There was nothing any of my mates could ever do to deserve that. The thought had me feeling dizzy. I blinked, trying to clear my thoughts.

      My voice was soft and choked when I spoke. “He hurt you? Physically?”

      “Yes.” Anani nodded, his eyes flashing dark as I inhaled sharply. My jaw clenched as I tried to calm myself down, my skin feeling like it was starting to burn from the inside out. Ledger made a soft worried noise as his hands ran along my arms, a sound of anger at their story nearly breaking from my throat. The fluttering sensation in my chest was growing, and I felt my vision blur at the concept of someone hurting them.

      Even thinking of hurting them.

      “Maya, kitten, you need to breathe.” Sai tugged me from the bed and grasped my face, making me realize that I was shaking and that was why the room around me was so disorienting.

      His accented voice and glinting dark eyes had me feeling a bit more centered as I breathed in his cinnamon scent. My hands shook as I gripped the soft shirt he wore, wanting to bury my nose against his chest until I could get a hold of myself. I could see tension in his tall, muscular frame, his deep tan and gold runes standing out in comparison to the soft, pale-colored room around us.

      He was so beautiful that it was actually painful to look at him right now, the man seeming to be lit from within like a fire. My fingers shakily ran over his dark obsidian-colored hair that laid to his shoulders in a messy, slightly damp fashion. I found myself nearly mesmerized by his gaze as my breathing began to return to normal, and I found myself nodding and clearing my headspace.

      Clearly the concept of the twins being hurt—any of my mates being hurt—was a bit upsetting to me, to say the least.

      “Sorry,” I whispered, my cheeks turning bright red as I buried myself in his chest, worried about meeting the twins’ gazes because I had such an extreme reaction to something they had gone through. It didn’t change how I felt, but nonetheless, I was embarrassed.

      When a head pressed against my shoulder and gave a light kiss, I felt better, tilting my gaze to find Anani right there, his expression soft and filled with a bit of awe that I didn’t fully understand. I brushed my nose against his and let out a soft exhale before the door opening had me jumping slightly.

      “Everything okay?” Atlas asked, his voice causing me to smile weakly as I looked up at him curiously. From the other room I could hear Croy and Henry laughing about something, and the sound had me calming down, assuring me that no matter what they had been through before now, they were safe in the moment

      Ledger still had yet to move from the bed, but I could feel his eyes on me. Unlike Atlas, Marco, and Henry, there was a bit of distance between the bonds with myself and the others. It made me want to mark them all that much more because I could feel the concern radiating from Atlas, and while instinct told me that Ledger was deep in thought, I couldn’t tell exactly where his head was at.

      Was it normal to be so focused on your mates? I found myself wondering what they thought about things or what they were thinking about, almost always.

      “Just talking about going back,” Anani muttered as something like understanding crossed Atlas’s gaze. He nodded.

      “We need to leave in about ten minutes,” Atlas explained, and it seemed to spur the others into action. Sai pressed a kiss to my lips, surprising me and making me melt into him before he winked and strode from the room. Every time the man kissed me, he left me breathless, I swear.

      Atlas walked towards the other uniforms and grabbed a few, my gaze turning towards Ledger. He was the only one who hadn’t moved yet, his gaze darkening as my eyes met his.

      “You okay?” he asked softly, his voice edged in a pain that I hated.

      “Yeah.” I stepped between his long legs where he was now sitting on the edge of the bed, my fingers brushing over his multi-colored hair. “Just really don’t like the idea of you or Anani ever being in that situation.”

      He let out a soft hum. “Yeah, I understand that more than you know, firefly.”

      My gaze tracked him as I saw a flash of something much darker than normal fill his gaze. It made my heart jump, not in fear, but in an almost exhilarated sense of adrenaline. I had a feeling there was a side to Ledger I had yet to see, and I found myself more eager than before to meet his dragon fully.

      “We should get ready,” Ledger said softly.

      “Okay.” I nodded in agreement as he stood, stepping fully into my space and dipping to brush my lips, causing my knees to break slightly. His taste was sweet against my lips and caused me to tremble.

      Suddenly, a uniform dropped between us, and Ledger’s expression broke into a relaxed smile. He snatched it up, causing me to look at Atlas, who was watching me with a warmth of affection and amusement. “We really will never leave if you keep kissing people, angel.”

      “He kissed me!” I squeaked in protest.

      “Mhm.” Atlas shook his head with mock amusement as Ledger slid by to go get changed. “I don’t think that’s what happened.”

      I stepped closer to him and went up on my toes, wrapping my arms around his neck. “I pinky promise that is what happened.”

      “And what happened at brunch today?” His large hands easily lifted me by my waist and I wrapped my legs around his hips, loving how large he was in comparison to me. I had to practically cling to him—scratch that, I was one hundred percent clinging to him, and I loved it.

      “We met with the council,” I said with a teasing smile, pretending to not know what he was talking about. I wasn’t positive how all my mates knew about Henry and I, but I didn’t mind in the least. I was curious, though, if it was something they had talked about or if it was because of their flight bond.

      “Somehow I think more than that happened.” Atlas’s hard cock pressed against my center as my breathing went faster. My desire for these men was quickly growing out of control and strong enough to make me feel breathless and dizzy.

      “Guess you will never know.” I wiggled against him as he chuckled softly, dropping me on the bed and on top of the new dress as his fingers went up my thighs, pushing away the lacy material of my current dress.

      “Atlas.” A soft needy sound came from my throat.

      “Have to get dressed, angel,” he teased as he pulled my dress over my head easily, leaving me underneath him in just a pair of pink and white lace panties and no bra, my fingers nearly coming up to cover myself. But the deep groan that broke from his throat had me offering him a small teasing smile. I rolled to the side and grabbed the dress, holding it to myself and stepping back towards the bathroom, his eyes tracking the movement. It was a predatory action that had my heart rate accelerating. I wondered if he would give chase if I ran.

      “Maya,” he warned softly.

      “You said I have to get dressed.” I let out a giggle, slipping into the bathroom as the door shut. His hand met the door knob a moment later, making me wish I hadn’t locked it. His growl caused my skin to break out into shivers as I let out a soft, happy hum at his reaction. Looking at myself in the mirror, I found my face flushed and eyes much brighter than normal. I was starting to think my mates truly were making me healthier, not just emotionally, but physically.

      Looking down at the brocade dress, I inhaled sharply, just hoping that I was ready for what today would bring. Somehow I didn’t think it would be as easy as showing up in the Dreki realm for a simple appointment. I was finding things were rarely that easy.
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      The haunted heartache that I normally felt about our life back in the Dreki realm was slightly softened as I stood in the large meeting room of the Los Angeles council headquarters while the portal was being prepared. The sense of dread, sadness, and anxiety that would have accompanied a trip like this, possibly overwhelming my brother and I, was replaced with a sense of acceptance and contentment.

      Not regarding the situation. No. Never that. I would always hate my father and the realm because of the memories and trauma that were associated with both. But something stronger than either of those was taking up space in my heart and head today, and it was the knowledge of how much Maya cared for me and my brother.

      To see her get so worked up over us? So furious at the concept of someone hurting us? It had me feeling solidified that the love I felt for Maya was possibly returned. It also made me know that this, whatever was happening between us, was so much fucking more than a mating bond. I just needed to figure out a way to tell her all of that without coming across as an obsessed fool.

      “You good?” Anani’s voice was filled with a sense of sadness that didn’t surprise me, but his expression was still filled with a bit of shock and awe that I had felt radiating through our bond at what had happened back at the hotel. It didn’t surprise me in the least, his reaction to how Maya responded to the information regarding our past.

      Had I wished Sai had broken the news a bit differently? Sure. But that was only because I didn’t want it to hurt Maya. I knew how strongly she felt everything, and while it felt good to see how much she cared, I never wanted to cause her pain. Still, she knew now, and that was a weight off my chest because I hadn’t known exactly how to explain why the Dreki realm was such a sore topic for my brother and I.

      Especially my brother, who functioned under the pretense that no one but us cared about us. Well, until he realized he could trust our flight. But that took years, and I think to some extent, he just assumed that no one else cared. Because why would they? Especially when one of the people who was supposed to care the most had hurt us time and time again?

      My jaw clenched as I ran a hand through my hair, looking down at the uniform I’d avoided wearing again for so long. Don’t get me wrong, I was glad Lucas had provided them because they not only represented the authority we very much had in the realm, but they actually fit in comparison to the ones we had at home from when we were around fourteen.

      Unsurprisingly, the style of them hadn’t changed much, but the material was higher quality and the size had been adjusted for the fact that we were now massive compared to the small kids that had fled from the Dreki realm in search of something besides the constant assault of pain associated with ‘home.’

      Marco hadn’t seen it that way, but I’d been so eager to get away from our life there that I couldn’t view it any other way in my mind, and for so long that was exactly what home meant to me. A place you ran from. That was until I met Maya and realized that it could be more than that. That she could take the team of us and our expensive house and turn us into a true family.

      My heart squeezed with the realization that no matter how complicated things became, there was an understanding that Maya was our mate. She knew it and we knew it. She was ours, and we were very much hers. I believed her when she said she wasn’t going anywhere, and I would be damned if anyone ever tried to take her from us. Which was unfortunately what some dumb motherfuckers may try in the Dreki realm.

      I think they were going to find that they were bringing far more trouble to themselves than they truly wanted. Then again, my dragon had been frustrated for a bit now, so the concept of a fight was truly pretty appealing.

      “Yeah.” I nodded finally, having partly ignored his questioning gaze. “I just want to return as soon as possible. I really don’t want to run into him.”

      “We won’t,” Anani insisted, his eyes flashing with a level of pain I hadn’t seen for years. “Last I heard he wasn’t even in the realm most of the time. Apparently they have been traveling.” Completely unsurprising. The ‘they’ was in reference to the woman he had married after sending us off to the academy.

      “I hadn’t heard that,” I muttered, not completely surprised that Anani had been keeping tabs on them. It was how he dealt with everything. He liked to know exactly where they were, and I liked to pretend they never existed in the first place.

      “Has anyone told Maya about the time gap?” my brother asked, suddenly frowning as I arched a brow, trying to recall if we had. Not that it completely mattered anymore, because we wouldn’t be missing school or anything of importance, but it could be disorienting if you weren’t expecting it.

      That wasn’t including how law enforcement and the media would react when we just disappeared for several weeks. Of course, it would feel like almost no time at all in the Dreki realm, but here, far more time would have passed. It was one of the reasons that dragon shifters were so much more advanced than humans despite the amount of ‘years’ that had passed. A dragon shifter that lived thirteen years in the Dreki realm had lived far more than a human on Earth. I suppose it was a bit more inconvenient than normal considering everything going on here and the Moretti businesses, but usually those ran themselves. Still, someone should probably warn her.

      “I am bringing her,” Maya insisted, drawing my attention and distracting me from asking the others if she had been informed. Her long tan fingers brushed through Bella’s fur, the kitten sitting on her shoulder letting out a content purr, looking perfectly at home despite Edmund’s glare of distaste towards the small creature. When Atlas noticed his expression, he let out a low, threatening growl as Larry scoffed and shook his head, looking away. I nearly chuckled at that because frankly, it was hilarious how protective he was over Bella. I mean, I understood it, but he took it to a bit of an extreme.

      When I woke up this morning, I had found him watching a television show with her sleeping on his chest as he spoke to her about something or the other. I was almost positive it was about Maya, who he referred to as ‘her mom,’ but that would be insane, right? No. Actually, that sounded about right for Atlas.

      As one of the oldest in our flight, I was actually surprised his dragon wasn’t pushing more for creating a flight of dragons with Maya. Or maybe he was and he had yet to push it. I knew Marco was keeping a tight rein on that shit, and my dragon was far more invested in getting our mating mark on her first. Although, the concept of having a real family with Maya was extremely appealing.

      In some ways, Maya and I were very similar in how we viewed the concept of a future family. I knew she wanted to prove that she wasn’t the same as her mom, and I very much wanted to show that I could be a better father than my own ever had the capability of being. I wasn’t positive how my twin felt about it because until Maya, we would have never had a reason to talk about this shit. I also didn’t feel like I could ask him without being extremely transparent.

      “I wish Lucas had been available,” Anani scowled. I did as well, but apparently something was going on with his flight and Heather, so outside of Anna, who Maya was very much uncomfortable around, these two would have to do. All they had to do was open up the portal, and while they weren’t being difficult per se, they were dragging their feet, and I could tell it was driving most of the flight crazy.

      “You can’t bring a kitten to the Dreki realm,” Larry argued.

      “She can and she will,” Marco leveled, sounding like he was close to snapping the man’s neck. Something I wouldn’t blame him for.

      “This is ridiculous.” He shook his head as Edmund just kept quiet, offering the kitten another glare.

      That was the one thing about Larry and Edmund I didn’t understand. They were constantly attempting to cause problems but didn’t have any of the dominance to back it up. Not that they weren’t powerful, but more powerful than our flight? Or Marco? Absolutely not. So they became repetitive, annoying assholes that just seemed like attempted roadblocks. In my mind, that was exactly how you ended up with your neck snapped. Was it obvious I was frustrated with them? I couldn’t stop imagining different ways to get rid of them.

      Trying to clear my head of violent bloodlust thoughts, I looked over Maya’s feminine frame as she watched both men with disinterest. I shook my head as my lust reared up again, her mere presence causing me to be hard. What I didn’t fully understand? It was reasonable how the woman could be sexy in a lacy, barely-there dress, or hell, even a uniform. But a heavy, complicated, medieval-like dress that was made to be elaborate and uncomfortable? It was fucking ridiculous.

      Yet, without a doubt, Maya looked beautiful and sexy in it.

      The light colors contrasted her skin, and the waist tightened to show off her slim waist and emphasized the way her breasts pressed against the square neckline of the dress, nearly spilling out. I had to swallow and look away, wondering how easy it would be to snap the lace on the front of the dress and rip it down the center so I could bite, kiss, and tease her soft skin and perfect pink nipples.

      Fuck. That sounded so much fucking better than whatever bullshit was waiting for us in the Dreki realm.

      “The wolf shouldn’t be going,” Edmund ground out, expressing one of many biases he had, no doubt. I also felt like they were trying to put us off going, mostly because they were worried of what we would tell the crown when we got there. Honestly, I don’t think we had planned on talking shit about any of them, considering we had more pressing matters, but the more they annoyed us, the more appealing the concept sounded. Someone should warn them of that.

      Croy let out a laugh, wrapping an arm around Maya’s waist and kissing her cheek as she smiled up at him. I couldn’t help but laugh myself, because trying to convince Croy to not go somewhere would be an absolute failure each and every time. The man had been waiting for his mate for over two hundred years. I couldn’t imagine how frustrating that had been, considering I had found Maya so much earlier in my life.

      “You are wasting our time,” Henry reminded them. “Let’s open the portal and get this shit done with, or else the crown really will be hearing about the shit you always pull.” I couldn’t help but agree with him whole-heartedly, and the fear that went over Larry’s face had me feeling nearly exhilarated with excitement. I didn’t like any of them, but Larry struck a particular nerve with me.

      I didn’t have a super strong reason for it, except that he was a piece of shit.

      With a grunt, Edmund motioned for Larry to join him on the outside of the room, the latter looking like he was damn near pouting. I sighed, wishing that Maya was in my arms as we waited with a small level of patience while their magic filled the large room.

      The council building wasn’t officially used very often unless Dreki realm representatives were coming to visit, we were holding events or ceremonies, or more importantly, meeting with other shifter groups on a large level. However, it was fairly modern and new, only established when Marco suggested that the rundown mansion they’d been using wasn’t suitable for everything they did, and not just because it looked creepy as fuck. No, the actual power of opening the portal had been causing it to break down far faster than they probably realized. Which was why this room, void of windows and filled with stone walls, ceilings, and floors, was used purely for that purpose, the portal set to open in the center of the room where we stood.

      I hadn’t experienced a portal opening in some time, but more so, I hadn’t traveled through one in even longer. I wasn’t nervous about it, but I was a bit concerned regarding Maya and Croy because if someone wasn’t used to portaling to a different realm, it could easily cause them to feel sick. Looking over Maya, my brow dipped as I wondered if that was something Marco had considered. I had to assume that because, as a phoenix and from the Dreki realm, she would be okay, but not knowing for sure still gave me a level of anxiety. Then again, most things about Maya that were unknowns had me overthinking and feeling worried. It wasn’t in my nature to be like that, but since the first day I met her, I’d felt an overwhelming sense of protectiveness when it came to my mate.

      

      “I’m going to grab the extra book from my locker, just in case,” Anani explained lazily, letting out a yawn that usually followed him throughout most of the morning. Neither of us were morning people, and why humans insisted on having their school days start so early was beyond me. The academies in the Dreki realm, even the most militant ones, at least allowed for the day to start fully before demanding our attention.

      “Okay.” I nodded and walked into the main foyer as he went over to the long hallway of lockers nearby. I almost decided to take a seat along one of the main stone benches that were inside of the atrium, but then something caught my eye.

      Well, not just my eye, but my entire being. It was a rather visceral reaction, the sweet smell of rose and ash pushing through the space as my eyes locked on a small frame that bounced off Lorn, not having seen him, before recoiling. Fuck. My dragon let out a low dangerous snarl in my chest, causing some of the shifters around me to flinch as I walked forward, not caring what Lorn was saying but knowing that it was no doubt no good. It didn’t help that it was very obvious that he had purposefully put himself in her pathway or the fact that she had clearly hurt herself hitting into him.

      All of it made me angry. Irrationally so, despite having no goddamn reason for it.

      Lorn was a stupid motherfucker, but more than that, he was violent. He was a piece of shit, hot-headed, and I absolutely was going to lose my shit if he touched the small woman in front of him. The small, delicate creature who I had yet to even look at fully, yet everything about her was causing my body to harden with tension and lust. It was pretty rare for me to have any type of reaction to a woman, if we were being honest, let alone one this strong. But my blood suddenly felt like it was on fire, and I could feel everything inside of me coiling up dangerously, as if we were about to fight. Which, depending on how well Lorn took directions, was entirely possible.

      His words as I approached had a low growl breaking from my throat. “Don’t worry babe, you can make it up to me.”

      Immediately my voice broke into a snarl over whatever she was going to say. “Or you can fuck off, Lorn.”

      Any sense of my relaxed nature was gone as the small pixie-like woman in front of me jumped slightly, her pulse picking up as she seemed to step nearer to me instinctively, making my dragon let out a low rumble of approval.

      “This your girl or something?” Lorn sneered, offering a snicker as if this was goddamn amusing. She wasn’t my girl yet, but she one hundred percent was going to be. My hand grazed her lower back, preparing to pull her towards me or behind me in case Lorn pushed being a problem. My gaze snapped down to look into a pair of perfectly golden brown eyes that were filled with surprise and heat.

      “Yep,” I answered easily, not bothering to look back at the man. My dragon roared in recognition inside of my head as I tried to not get too distracted by the strong wave of desire and connection I felt between us. I didn’t trust Lorn enough to stop paying attention to him completely, though.

      Anani appeared next to me, a sound breaking from the woman’s throat in surprise as she looked between us. I could feel something shifting under her skin, but I couldn’t tell you what type of shifter she was, just that the magic she seemed to surround herself with was intoxicating. I found myself both wanting to hide this woman from everyone and openly claim her against one of the many locker hallway walls. Her lips parted and eyes dilated slightly as a panicked and confused expression crossed her face, desire making me want to scoop her up to take her away from all of this.

      “Alright Ledger,” Lorn scoffed, but I barely heard him as Anani commented on what an asshole the bear shifter was as he walked away. That was an accurate statement. The woman jumped slightly at my brother’s blunt words but still leaned into us as I fought the urge to ask her where she had been this entire time.

      After all, it wasn’t every day you found your mate.

      

      In retrospect, I suppose it was good that I hadn’t asked her, because it became clear fairly quickly that she had not only been unaware of shifters existing but was confused by her instinctive reaction to us as her mates. I had a feeling that randomly claiming her sweet mouth would have probably not only terrified her that first day but also really caused her to question who she could trust and not trust. Shaking my head, the realization of how fast everything had changed in a matter of days really hit me.

      Where would we be at the end of this trip to the Dreki realm? What would we find out about Maya and her health? I prayed to the Maker that it would be nothing bad, but it terrified me that there was a possibility. I mean, it had been only a day or so ago that she had been unconscious with a fever. When would that strike again?

      I was pulled from my thoughts as the outside edge of the room began to grow heavy with magic, a black and gold substance filling the groove in the floor that began in a circle and worked its way around the perimeter before starting to fill in an extensive portion of runes carved out in the stone flooring. They lit with gold flames, which quickly spread until it reached the center of the room into two small circles that contained the substance as fire-like pillars rose up and arched to meet one another, creating a portal-like doorway. Maya’s small gasp of awe had me watching the way her eyes lit up, dancing with flames, as her own skin seemed to shimmer underneath the light of it. I tilted my head, noticing that the sapphire shimmer of scales ran across her neck in an intoxicating pattern that had me wanting to trace it with my tongue.

      Although, that pattern was such a large part of the reason why we had made this urgent trip. Croy’s concern over it, I knew, was well founded, even if I didn’t completely understand why.

      The portal formed completely as sparks of magic rained down over us, the sound of wind brushing through the room causing Maya to sway slightly. Her hands clasped over Bella nervously as I came up to her side, wrapping my arm around her as she offered me an eager and excited expression, making me hope to the Maker that this would be a pleasant experience for her.

      “Is Bella going to be okay?” Maya panicked over the wind as I frowned slightly, not knowing exactly how the kitten would fare through portaling. It wasn’t exactly made for normal and less durable creatures. My dragon let out a low rumble of concern, his excitement to return to the origination of our magic tampered by our mate’s concern.

      “Here, give her to me,” Atlas called out, taking the kitten from her and easing her against his chest into the vest of his uniform. Her head popped out as her small paws folded over the top of it, making Maya smile at the image of the massive bastard keeping a kitten safe like that. Both of our eyes widened as a ripple of magic suddenly ran over Atlas’s skin and caused Bella to turn completely black in coloring, a smoky, almost shadow-like texture coming off her skin as she let out a loud meow. A far louder meow than should have been possible, her energy spiking less like a kitten and more like a supernatural creature of some kind.

      “Bella, you look beautiful!” Maya cooed before looking up at Atlas. “Why does she look like that?”

      “After,” Atlas promised as Marco called for us to follow toward the portal. Immediately, I tightened my hand around hers as Henry and Marco took the lead. Croy grabbed her other hand, and I let my magic run across Maya’s skin, sensing the soft, hot texture of her blood that laid right underneath her golden skin. My dragon was a bit too close to the surface right now for me to feel completely relaxed, and I knew portaling wouldn’t make it any easier.

      I worried that when we landed in the new realm, eventually shifting to travel throughout Dreki, the meager barrier of control I had today would snap. It would be smart of me to give Maya some distance until my emotions were more balanced… but instead I just tightened my grip on her. I wasn’t good at concealing my emotions, and even less so with Maya because she was so open and honest with hers. I just had to hope that she would accept me, flaws and all, because hiding from her wasn’t an option for me anymore.

      As we neared the portal, Marco and Henry both stepped through first as I closed my eyes, preparing myself for what I knew would probably be a bumpy ride. After all, the Dreki realm wasn’t exactly a quick trip, and that wasn’t even including the massive shift in magic that it would cause. I could only hope that it would go by quickly.

      The magic from the doorway jolted through me as Maya let out a gasp, her magic instantly wrapping around both Croy and I, causing my eyes to widen. That was before we were submerged in darkness, everything turning silent and black around us.

      I honestly didn’t know how to explain portaling, except that it felt like you were simply suspended in air. I could feel Maya’s magic wrapped around me like her hand, but I couldn’t see or hear her or Croy. There was just nothing, and there would be nothing until we arrived and were jolted from this state. It was honestly somewhat terrifying, and I was hoping that Maya wasn’t scared. I shook myself from that thought process and instead tried to imagine what the Dreki realm would appear like to someone who had never been there. How Maya was going to experience it for herself the very first time.

      Objectively, it was without a doubt beautiful. Smaller than some of the larger realms like Earth or Fae, but uniquely spread out in a way that you didn’t notice that to be the case. Mostly because it didn’t really consist of a linear geology. Rather, the realm had two large sky geographical regions that each consisted of smaller, more broken-up islands on opposite sides of the realm. There were no interconnected roads or paths, so you had to fly everywhere, and everything was made to fit dragons. Which, for those that didn’t shift, as with many of the ‘half-breeds’ that existed, it could be frustrating as hell. I mean, shit, even in human form, the insane size of shit was annoying to me.

      The first region was considered the Fire Lands, and the island consisted of the royal guard as well as the majority of the Dreki realm citizenship. The Air Guard, small islands floating around it, were far more rural and provided a majority of the food and products for the larger city, but everything between the two of them was mainly run by the crown. The other region consisted of the Water Lands and the Earth Tribes. The first was where most of the militant academies were, a large portion of the youth spending their years there before coming back to the Fire Lands, while the Earth Tribes on the outer edges of the Water Lands were where many of the ‘half-breeds’ lived. Considering they couldn’t fly, it was a bit difficult for them to change location once settled, so they either provided products and farmed for the academies or worked at the academies themselves. Honestly, despite the reputation it received, I had far more positive memories in that region than my parents’ lofty estate in the Fire Lands.

      I knew in our short time here we would mainly be in the Fire Lands, which was a damn shame, because not only was it my least favorite, but it would probably be overwhelming for Maya, considering it was a large urban center. Then again, it was possible I was simply projecting because Maya would no doubt take everything in stride. The white and gold gilded structures and large flame like towers would probably be beautiful to her, rather than represent a dark past I was trying to escape. The militant nature and rigid formality would probably annoy her, but the pomp and circumstance around the crown would probably be somewhat exciting the first time around. Maybe. Honestly, I knew I was very jaded, but then again, no one could deny that this realm was stuck in the past.

      It couldn’t even be fully blamed on the crown, either. They had just been around long enough that they didn’t see the need to change in their ways, and while it was possible their sons could make a difference… it was unlikely considering they had also been trained within the military. I frowned, wondering who would take the throne when the queen decided that she no longer wanted to rule. I imagine one of her sons, considering there was no blue phoenix to take her place.

      That nervous tug in my chest had me feeling almost dizzy, and not because of the void I was floating through. No. It was because of the obvious concern that I’d been ignoring regarding Maya’s shifted form. Phoenixes didn’t normally look like that. I may not have met any outside of our queen, most of them gone by the time I was in school, but I’d seen pictures. Portraits. They weren’t that stunning blue color normally… except for one type. That concept meant far more trouble than even we knew what to do with. It didn’t change anything about Maya’s place in our life, but it did put her in danger. My dragon snarled aggressively in my head, but it was right as the portal came to a dead stop, my hand tightening around Maya’s as I felt everything surge forward after a slight pause. I groaned as everything spun around us, making me know we were close.

      I inhaled sharply as Maya’s magic expanded out and grew, causing my dragon to push forward past my control. I tried to hang onto some level of hold, but I ultimately failed, and right as we hit the border into the Dreki realm, everything spun and my control snapped completely, the bastard inside of me just having waited until I was distracted enough to break free.

      As we fell forward, I instantly tugged Maya against me. We landed roughly on the hard ground, her body cushioned by mine as I heard Croy let out a low, pained groan. I squinted my eyes, trying to see past the burst of light surrounding us, distantly hearing Marco and Henry. Why the fuck was it so sunny here? The sound of the voices around us had me rolling us so that Maya was hidden underneath me and protected.

      “Ledger?” Maya’s soft voice had my cock hardening as I pulled back, finding her face happy and surprised. Safe. She was safe. My dragon let out a low growl as her eyes flared and her hands gripped me tighter. I watched a flush invade her face as I tracked the way her pulse quickened and her desire filled the air. I swallowed down a low groan right as my dragon pushed forward again, taking me off guard because I’d never tapped down my control again.

      Which was the only excuse I had for when I sunk my teeth into the soft skin of her neck, puncturing her pulse so I could finally taste her blood.
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      I couldn’t lie, I wasn’t completely surprised when Ledger’s teeth sank into my neck. In fact, I was rather excited, a needy whimper breaking from my throat as pleasure coated my entire frame in a heated, almost honey-like texture. It felt like my blood itself thickened and slowed in my veins, causing me to feel needy yet full at the same time. Overstimulated and like I was going to die if I wasn’t touched. It felt absolutely intoxicating and euphoric.

      His teeth not only felt sharper and more dangerous than the others’ had, but they seemed to sink deeper and right into my pulse, making my entire body tremble as our connection vibrated until it melded together. I didn’t realize it until he let out a low growl against my neck, but my nails were biting into his scalp as I held his head against my throat, wanting him to drink from me, loving the connection it was forming even if I knew this was potentially extremely dangerous to me.

      When a pained sound finally broke through my throat, it was because of the way my skin was pulsing around his teeth and the pull on my blood that I could feel leaving my body. It was heavily mixed with desire, though, the need for him coursing through me. I attempted to press my thighs together, wanting to alleviate the frustration but only finding myself more turned on by his large body between my legs and his hard length rubbing against me. My breathing was a near pant as I felt a near orgasmic wave of pleasure run over my skin, the fluttering in my chest increasing while responding to the deep rolling growl in his throat. I could feel our creatures connecting, something I found myself wanting that more than anything.

      In the moment it was literally all that mattered.

      “Ledger,” I moaned his name as my entire body jolted with a sensation that felt like being electrocuted, my phoenix surging forward and what I now knew to be my magic running over his skin. My teeth pulsed painfully as I tried to pull away from him, wanting to mark him in the same way, but his teeth wouldn’t let go. They were buried in my neck, lower than Marco’s bite, and I could feel blood leaking down my skin, the scent of it only making him more excited. His dragon was beyond thrilled, and it almost convinced me to wait to mark him.

      But I knew we were going to be interrupted soon. I could feel it in my other bonds.

      When an angry voice broke through the haze of pleasure, Ledger’s grip tightened on me and his magic jolted through me again, causing a mini-climax to explode through my center like a volcanic eruption. It distracted me enough that my eyes fluttered shut and my thighs opened further to make room for him, my hips rocking shamelessly against him as I tried to find a way to get more of him. Under my fingers or inside of me. I didn’t care. I just needed more of Ledger completely.

      How could someone be angry right now? I didn’t understand that.

      The concern through my other bonds grew, and while it tugged at my subconscious, it wasn’t enough to pull me from the moment. Neither was the lightheaded sense of pleasure or the way that the world around me seemed to flicker. I think I knew he was taking too much blood, but my hands only tightened on his hair, my body warring with the need to mark him while also wanting him to continue, knowing that the more he took, the more pleasure it would bring me.

      A sad whimper left my lips as his teeth finally released my neck, his tongue running over my delicate, tender skin there. I tried to lock my legs around his hips, worried about where he would go now that he was done. Unfortunately, the complicated and heavy dress proved my point on why I should never have had to wear it as it tangled against my leg, making it impossible to hold him to me.

      Especially when he was suddenly ripped away from me.

      I felt loss hit me as my breathing hitched and my eyes attempted to open. Reality was trying to push its way back in, but I wasn’t ready just yet. Something big had just happened, and while I didn’t fully understand what, I knew I had to mark Ledger before I could feel normal again. He was mine. He marked me, which meant I was his and he was mine. I had to mark him back. I had never felt so driven by an animalistic urge before.

      “Shit.” Ledger’s low snarl almost sounded pained, and the sound had my eyes snapping open in search of him. Instead I found Anani leaning over me, his icy arctic eyes filled with concern while he cupped my jaw. I could see that he was talking, but all I could hear was Ledger’s dragon that was creating a low rumble that filled the space. My head began to spin and my neck pulsed, causing a growl to break through Ledger’s mouth from somewhere nearby. It caused my need for him to push forward in a surge once again, and when I tried to sit up and Anani applied gentle pressure to my shoulder, the legitimate growl of frustration that broke through my lips had his eyes widening in surprise. It was something I would have to say sorry for later.

      I had to find Ledger first.

      Ledger let out a pained groan as an ache began to cover my entire body, a voltage-like sensation causing me to grip Anani as I felt my heart jump in my chest, almost coming to a halt. My teeth pulsed again as a small sound broke from my chest like a needy pained cry. My phoenix began to move its wings in an attempt to get out, heat pulsing over my skin as my breathing turned panicked and my vision spotted. I searched the space around us, using our connection to search for Ledger, knowing that he was nearby. Right out of touch.

      “Maya.” Anani’s voice was soft and filled with concern.

      I met Ledger’s gaze, finding him on the other side of Henry, who was blocking his path to get back to me. His gaze was black, the whites of his eyes completely gone, and his lips were stained with my blood. There was a stark hunger and need to his gaze, and I could tell he felt it also. We couldn’t survive without completing this bond.

      It was far too strong.

      That instinctual need immediately had me on my feet as Anani tried to grab hold of me, his fingers grazing my skin as I slid past him and darted forward. I let out a cry of frustration as Marco caught me around the waist, my hands reaching out for Ledger, who had tried to step forward towards me. Henry had a hand on his shoulder and was talking in low tones that didn’t matter to Ledger, his entire body trembling with the same power that mine was. I tried to push past Marco, but he just held fast. He didn’t understand. He wasn’t going to let me mark him, and that had to happen.

      I was being burned alive, and if I didn’t mark him, there would be nothing left of either of us. A whimper of pain broke through me, turning into a small cry as my knees nearly broke and tears leaked down my face.

      “Fuck.” Marco’s voice sounded filled with pain. “Maya, baby girl, I need you to breathe. Just for a minute—”

      His words were lost on me, because all I could see was Ledger and the pain echoed in his expression as a jolt of something seemed to pass through him.

      “Marco, you have to let her mark him.” Croy’s voice broke through everything, his tone firm despite his energy feeling weaker than normal, possibly from the portal. Relief poured through me, hoping that Marco would listen to him. His wolf was circling around me protectively, and I found myself wondering if he would help me. Help me get to Ledger. I trembled as both Marco and Henry’s dominant magic saturated the air further at his words and panic resurfaced, realizing they weren’t listening to him.

      “Not here, not right now.” Atlas’s rumble was so serious compared to normal, and I found myself hating his words.

      “Please.” My voice was nearly broken as my skin began to surge with heat, flames flickering right outside the corner of my eyes as Marco cursed.

      “Marco.” Henry’s voice sounded concerned. “Both of their creatures are in a fucking frenzy—”

      “Her magic is absolutely fucking haywire, I can feel it from here,” Sai growled. “You have to let her, consequences be damned. They won’t be able to handle it if not.”

      A whine broke from my throat as I pushed against Marco as hard as possible, a dangerous growl breaking from his throat as his magic tightened around me, attempting to exert some control. It made me both furious and more frustrated, his lips brushing over our mating mark and reminding me that I had yet to put one on Ledger. His attempt to distract me had me letting out a dangerous growl that had Marco looking up in genuine surprise. That didn’t even include Ledger’s snarl at Marco’s closeness to his mark. His discomfort had me squirming against him as his hands almost became bruising in strength.

      “Here is not the fucking place,” Marco snapped, his eyes darting over my shoulder to whatever was behind us.

      “Marco, please.” My voice was thick with a tone I had never used before. It didn’t sound like me but it made Marco shudder slightly, a sharp exhale leaving his lips as a tortured sound escaped his throat. He was fighting his own dragon, and at this point, I wasn’t sure who was going to win.

      But then it didn’t matter.

      Henry and Ledger collided, the crash causing a thunder-like boom to fill the air. Marco immediately turned on instinct and I used the distraction to slip past him, trying to get to Ledger. It was all that mattered right now. It was also the fastest I had ever moved in my life. I saw Ledger’s realization that I was free from Marco’s grip as Henry threw him back, dislodging him from their collision.

      My mate was back on me in a heartbeat, his kiss hard and unrelenting, tasting like my blood and far different than his normal relaxed nature. I pulled away, tearing his top slightly, unable to reach his neck to mark him. I wouldn’t risk being separated again though, not before I could mark him.

      My lips brushed over his muscular chest and he hissed in reaction when I suddenly bit down hard, my teeth sinking into his flesh without any hesitancy. My skin rolled with heat as his hand slipped into my hair, a low groan leaving his throat as my magic wrapped around the two of us.

      All at once, everything collided. His blood. His magic. His dragon. All of it was mine. Our creatures and magic were becoming one in an unbreakable blood connection that lit my entire body up like gasoline on a fire.

      I could taste his blood flowing across my tongue as his entire body tensed before a wave of pleasure coated our bond, creating a nearly euphoric high to invade my body. Only when the connection was completed did I pull back, a sense of relief filling me as I ran my tongue over the wound.

      My phoenix let out a soft pleased sound at the sense of relief and contentment that rolled through our bond at seeing the mark I’d left on him. Ledger’s dragon produced a near purr that came from his chest as he easily picked me up, my arms wrapping around his neck as I nuzzled against his throat, feeling like I could breathe once again.

      Ledger was mine.

      It was about a minute later that I realized what I’d done. Everything I’d done and how I’d acted. My cheeks heated at the silence behind us, and I shrank further against Ledger, who was brushing his lips gently against our mating mark, his relaxed attitude making me feeling far better. It was almost like a shield from the reality behind us and the consequences I could face for having acted so rashly.

      That innate fear of being punished or having my mates mad at me snuck in. It shouldn’t have existed. They had never done anything to warrant it, but I had been taught that rash actions usually resulted in pain from my mother or Pastor Malcolm, so it was almost impossible to not be worried.

      “Holy fuck.”

      Despite the slight amusement in Anani’s statement, his voice smoothing over my ears like water and making my skin break out in chills, I was scared to turn around and face the others.

      I had growled at him.

      What was wrong with me?
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      “I told you that it was a pointless endeavor, trying to stop that.” Croy’s accented voice filled the space as I continued to keep my head tucked down. The only thing that was slowly convincing me to consider looking up was the lack of judgement or anger I felt through my other three bonds. There was a lot there, but anger wasn’t one of them, and that made me feel safer about facing the consequences of my actions.

      “You both need to relax,” Ledger suddenly said, his voice filled with an even, smooth confidence, as Henry let out a low, near growl at his command. “You are scaring the hell out of her.” His words had Henry’s growl cutting off as I felt worry fill our bond. Honestly, Ledger wasn’t wrong.

      “Sweetheart?” Henry’s voice was soft and edged in concern, and I looked up to find him standing closer. His gray eyes were filled with concern, and his dragon had gone silent.

      “Are you mad at me? Is Marco?” I whispered softly, my chest squeezing tightly as I felt panic begin to edge in.

      “No,” Henry immediately stated, his eyes flaring with surprise. “Not mad, Maya.”

      I could tell he was telling the truth, and I put my head up slightly more, my gaze moving over his shoulder to where Marco stood watching all of this. I knew Atlas wasn’t mad at me, although concern was evident there, and the others weren’t… but Marco? I couldn’t read his expression, and not knowing how someone felt was far scarier than knowing, even if it was bad.

      The concept of him possibly being mad at me had my head feeling dizzy and light.

      “Marco.” Atlas’s voice was harder than normal.

      Marco blinked, seeming to shake something as his eyes went from black to green almost immediately. I let out a small, concerned sound as he neared, approaching slowly and cupping my jaw, his gaze searching my face. I could tell his dragon was upset I hadn’t listened to him, but Marco himself seemed both confused and honestly a bit turned on. The combination had me feeling a bit safer as I offered him a shy look, affection and worry filling our bond. There was another emotion there was well, one that I wasn’t familiar with from his end, and I didn’t know how to describe it.

      “Maya, baby girl, I promise you I’m not mad.”

      “Okay,” I whispered and then looked over at Anani, who was watching all of this with surprise. I spoke a bit louder. “Sorry for growling at you, Anani.”

      His eyes sparked with amusement. “I liked it.”

      Oh.

      “You should know this is probably going to happen more often,” Croy pointed out, his voice settling something in my soul as he broke the moment and my fear of them being mad disappeared completely. “Her magic is trying to catch up with all of her mating bonds before she goes into heat.” His voice turned into a slight growl on the last word before resuming its normal smoothness. “We need to check with the physician, but I am almost positive that for a phoenix, marking her mates is essential to the process before going into heat. At least from what I’ve read.”

      Ledger pressed a kiss to the top of my head as he placed me down but kept me against him. I looked up at the others, who were all watching me as Croy, who had neared, pressed a hand to my forehead and examined my expression with concern.

      “Fever?” Henry’s voice sounded anxious.

      “Slight,” Croy muttered as his hand slid down my jaw and neared my mating mark. Ledger let out a low warning rumble as Croy’s gaze snapped over my shoulder, his wolf letting out a dangerous, dominant sound that had my eyes widening. I did not want them fighting, but I also understood it was less them and more their creatures. Although, I also was figuring out that Croy was apparently ‘above’ the twins on the dominance scale in the ‘pack’ or ‘flight’ order. Something I didn’t fully understand still, but Croy had done his best to explain it to me briefly on the way to the council when I had asked if Larry and Edmund would continue to be rude. It was different when they were rude to me, but to Croy? That wasn’t acceptable.

      Apparently, Croy was close in dominance level to them, so he figured they would continue to try despite it being a ‘failed and rather pathetic effort,’ as he described it.

      “Mating heat. Is the fever a sign of that?” I asked softly.

      “I’m honestly not positive.” Croy’s expression turned thoughtful.

      My phoenix preened inside of me, soaring through my subconscious while grooming her feathers, clearly thrilled at the concept of mating with all of our mates. How she had gone from being so aggressive to calm was beyond me, but now she was acting extremely relaxed. It had to be because we marked Ledger. The concept of marking the others was extremely appealing, and mating with them? Maybe at the same time? Was that how mating heat worked? I was one hundred percent okay with figuring that out. I tilted my head, trying to imagine how exactly that would work, you know… what I did with Marco but with all of them. At least positioning-wise.

      I went to bring it up, but Henry was there then, shaking his head and running a thumb over my lips. “Nope. I wouldn’t risk asking that question right this moment, sweetheart.”

      My toes curled at the heat in his gray eyes as Sai chuckled. “Well now I want to know.”

      “I’m curious as well.” Atlas’s smile was dangerous as his eyes ran over my neck, something heated filling his gaze as a sound broke from his chest that nearly had me stepping forward. The man had a dangerous effect on me.

      “Well, I was trying to imagine—”

      Henry’s lips pressed against mine in a forceful, hard kiss that had my knees nearly breaking, Ledger’s grip tightening on my hips from behind. “Maya, later. Trust me on this.”

      I did trust him. But I was also very curious…

      “Plus,” Croy drew out, “we have an audience.”

      We did?
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      My cheeks grew pink as I slowly turned my head to find that Croy was in fact correct. My frame shrank against Ledger, feeling glad I was surrounded by all my mates. It wasn’t that I was embarrassed that someone had seen everything that had happened, but I was a bit shy because it had felt like such a private moment.

      Well, it had literally been a private moment.

      Honestly, I couldn’t fault anyone but myself, because after falling out from the portal, I hadn’t looked around. I’d been so focused on Ledger and the way his dragon had surged forward, calling forth my phoenix, that nothing else had mattered. Now though, the blood on my neck and marks on both mine and his body felt like they were highlighted, especially under the appraisal of the other eyes here. It was starting to make a bit more sense why Marco and Henry had been trying to keep us controlled… especially because they may have not known how far I was going to take the marking thing. I wasn’t against the idea of being with any of my mates fully, even if others were around, which should have been embarrassing to admit but wasn’t… Still, it was probably something that we should discuss before it happened.

      Right? Was that weird? That I didn’t mind if others were around, in theory? I mean, especially not my other mates, but more specifically so that people understood that they were my mates. That we belonged to one another. I felt my chest heat at that concept as Henry inhaled sharply, the noise pulling my gaze as he offered me a searing look.

      My smile grew, realizing that he had heard my thoughts. Well, he didn’t seem to think it was weird.

      Honestly, Croy’s words sounded right to me. The concept of marking my mates before mating with them fully. I had no reason to assume his theory was correct, but instinctively, it sounded like the right process. I was starting to trust my instincts more, as it was, because the more in touch I became with my phoenix, the more intense they became. It was, of course, overwhelming, but she had yet to lead me astray despite everything we’d been through. My brow dipped, wondering how different my life would have been if I had known about that connection while locked away in that basement.

      Trying to pull myself from those thoughts, I looked around where we had landed, finding myself in a bite of awe. Party because where we had landed was beautiful. Absolutely gorgeous. It wasn’t a large piece of land, but it was completely surrounded by vibrating gold walls of magic that seemed to send pulses of power across thick grass that was littered with multiple colored flowers at our feet. All around us, outside of the walls, were thick heavy clouds that seemed to retain the secrets of whatever else was out there. I wanted to know what was out there, and I knew without a doubt the only way to find out was to ask the two large guards that appeared to be standing near an archway that led outside of the golden walls to a cliff-like area.

      The men themselves were both very large, dressed similar to my mates, with the exception of Croy. My wolf had chosen instead to wear all black, and his vibrant green eyes seemed sharper and more dangerous than usual despite the relaxed and calm attitude that he appeared to exhibit. There was a gold magic that was rippling across his skin and had him looking a bit more tense than normal as his energy rebounded back from the dip I had felt overcome him after portaling. I squeezed his hand as his gaze ran over my face before offering me a small smile, his eyes flashing with something warm and searing at the same time.

      “Maya, are you good to go, or do you want to wait a bit before we head out?” Marco’s voice was filled with a soft and understanding tone. I could see his dragon roaming under his skin, and I had a feeling that the other men nearby frustrated his dragon. A thrill of excitement at his possessiveness caused me to look forward to being alone with him. I knew he would probably want to talk about me not listening to him, but rather than being worried like before, I found myself wondering what exactly he would do about it. I blinked, trying to clear my thoughts, confused on how quickly my feelings regarding his reaction could switch back and forth.

      “I'm good,” I promised.

      “Debatable,” Sai mused, his lips tilting up as my cheeks flushed. Maybe he was a bit right. Obviously I wasn’t completely good…

      Marco kissed my forehead before walking towards the guards, both of whom immediately bowed in greeting, making my eyes go wide. I had expected something, but bowing? That was new. Henry chuckled at my reaction as I stepped closer to him, the others talking quietly around me. I was focused more on Henry and his handsome smile, but I was pretty sure they were talking about shifting and flying somewhere.

      Did that mean I needed to shift? I wouldn’t lie, that gave me a bit of anxiety I hadn’t expected. What if I couldn’t do it again?

      “If you start to feel off at all, let me know.” Henry’s voice was low and worried. “Even if you just feel slightly warmer than normal. I’m concerned about the fever you keep spiking.”

      “I promise I will.” I squeezed his hand as he led me towards the guards. I knew I probably looked a bit like a mess, considering I had not only been laying on the grass but was covered in blood and bite marks, but rather than feel the urge to clean up, I wanted to wear it proudly. Similar to Henry’s scent, which was still covering me to some extent from earlier this morning.

      Plus, I had a feeling that it was more impactful to those around us than I probably understood. I just wanted them to understand that these were my mates. Not that they had ever done anything to make me question that, but I felt more and more protective and possessive over the concept. I just hoped the boys were okay with that.

      “We are going to the Fire Lands,” Marco explained to the guards. “To the capital.” His voice was dismissive and colder than I had ever heard it before, making my skin break out into shivers. It should have intimidated me, but instead it left me wanting to wrap my arms around him until he softened back into the man that I knew he was.

      “Of course,” one of the guards immediately responded, his eyes darting over Marco’s shoulder to mine as one of my mates behind me, I think Atlas, let out a low snarl that had the man looking away. “Are they aware of your arrival?”

      “Yes,” Henry answered evenly. I learned into my mate, his hand brushing through my hair as he let out a soft hum that had my entire body melting into him. I did notice that he still made sure to not touch my mating mark from Ledger, and I could feel the slight tension at that possibility through our bond, making itself known. I didn’t blame him—I could only imagine how I would feel if a woman got close enough to his chest where I had marked him. Plus, I had a feeling that the sensitivity wouldn’t last or apply to the others in his flight forever, because Henry, Marco, and Atlas seemed to calm down to an extent regarding anyone touching their marks.

      I mean… to be fair, I only had so many places to bite, and I loved my mates’ hands on me, so there had to be a compromise there.

      A soft meow had me pulling away from the conversation Marco was engaging in with the guards to look at Atlas, who was pulling Bella from his shirt. My hand immediately came out to brush over my kitten as I let out a surprised noise at the black glitter that poofed off her fur, making Atlas chuckle.

      “Is she going to stay like this?” I asked curiously, loving that she had literal glitter coming off her. “Is it okay for her to stay like this?”

      As long as it didn’t risk her health in any way, of course.

      “No.” Atlas ran a large hand over Bella, who purred against him. “I have shadow magic on her right now to protect her while going through portals and flying.”

      “Oh.” I softened at how thoughtful he was and offered a small smile. “That was really sweet of you to do. I was worried about her.”

      “Exactly why I did it. It’s possible she would have been fine, but we don’t need our kitten getting hurt,” he explained, cupping my jaw. Henry was shaking with silent laughter behind me, and I looked at him, confused, as he moved his amused gaze from Atlas to me, his flash of brilliant white teeth both dangerous and filled with literal mirth. Whatever had him laughing amused him way more than usual.

      “What?” I asked, frowning, not wanting to miss out on the joke.

      “Nothing,” Atlas grunted and drew my attention back. “Ignore him. He’s just jealous that Bella likes me more.”

      “Bella!” I bopped her nose as she swiped a little paw at me. “No playing favorites. We love all of your dads equally.” The words slipped out and my cheeks heated again, knowing they had heard. Atlas let out a low rumble that caused my skin to prickle. Henry simply squeezed my hip as I felt a soft affection, and possibly, on Atlas’s end, love radiate through our bond. I was far too nervous to ask in the moment, though. Luckily, I didn’t have to, because Marco had a question that had me snapping my head over immediately in question.

      “Baby girl, who are you riding?”

      What? I arched a brow as Henry muttered a curse, making Croy laugh.

      “Riding?” I asked curiously. I wasn’t exactly sure what he meant… I mean, his tone, the heat in his eyes, and his amusement had me assuming something far different than the serious expression that the guards seemed to be regarding the question with. So… not where my mind had gone first, then?

      I tried to blink away the image of me doing exactly that, of riding Marco. I nibbled my lip as his smile grew.

      “Yes,” Marco answered, not changing or adjusting his question.

      “Riding how?” I bit down on my lip as one of the guards cleared his throat.

      “Our dragons,” Marco clarified, his smile making my heart race.

      “I’m riding one of you?” I asked sincerely, feeling a jolt of excitement before frowning. “Well, that’s a bit difficult, asking me to pick. I want to ride all of you.”

      “Fuck,” Anani muttered as I heard Ledger chuckle, his relaxed, warm laugh making my heart squeeze. I could feel how much more relaxed his dragon was now, and his happiness made me feel far more at peace.

      “Not my normal policy to make you pick,” Marco agreed.

      Okay, now I could tell he was trying to mess with the guards, because both of them were shifting uncomfortably, and even I could tell what he was alluding to. I mean, to be fair, he wasn’t lying. Marco had never asked me to pick before. I looked at my mates and mused. “Well, I have already ridden Sai—”

      “Yeah you fucking have,” Sai mumbled under his breath before flashing a dangerous smirk. “Although, kitten, I am very much a fan of repeat performances.”

      A small laugh almost slipped out as I bit down on my lip and tilted my head, attempting to play along. Not because I enjoyed making the guards uncomfortable, but because Marco seemed to find all of this very amusing, and seeing him smile made me more happy than you can imagine.

      “Who would be the easiest to ride?”

      Marco chuckled, his laugh dangerous and his smile absolutely elated as both guards cursed behind him. His answer was smooth as he approached me easily, gently smoothing a hand down my throat. “I don’t think any of us are an easy ride, to be fair.”

      “Then you pick,” I decided, his dragon letting out a rumble of approval.

      “Sounds like you’re coming with me,” he insisted.

      “Goddamn it,” Sai muttered as Henry simply clapped a hand over his shoulder and offered him a somewhat sympathetic look that I didn’t fully understand.

      “Henry, you got me?” Croy mused, looking thrilled with the conversation taking place and the way Henry narrowed his eyes at him. Except I could tell he found Croy’s question more amusing than anything, the tension in his body far less than before, which in return had me relaxing.

      “Unfortunately, since Marco is being a bastard,” Henry muttered.

      “I have Bella,” Atlas explained easily as the kitten meowed from his shoulder, regarding the guards with a look that I could only describe as judgmental. I knew that sounded crazy, but I swear that is exactly how she appeared to be appraising them.

      “I’m excited,” I expressed, surging forward and grabbing Marco’s hand as he dipped his handsome face and melted his lips to mine. I followed him easily as he led me past the guards, a ripple of magic meeting my skin as we passed through the gate, both men looking anywhere but at the two of us. Which was good, because that meant they didn’t see the way my skin shimmered with a faint almost scale-like pattern in bright blue along my wrists and forearms before disappearing once again. My brows rose as I looked up at Marco, who was looking down at me with both a bit of awe and concern. The combination made me feel nervous. Marco didn’t get freaked out by anything, so if he was concerned, that was cause enough for me to be as well.

      “I would have suggested flying for you,” he spoke quieter than the guards would be able to hear, “but until we see the royal physician, I am attempting to keep the fact that you are a phoenix a bit quiet. I don’t trust the assholes around here not to cause a problem.”

      “Like the council did?” I offered.

      “But worse,” he agreed.

      As we stood at the edge of the stone ledge, my eyes widened in realization that we were truly floating on a piece of suspended land. There was no ‘bottom’ to this drop that I could see. Rather, heavy, thick clouds surrounded the space, dense enough that you almost felt like they were solid enough to step on. The bright sunlight from above glinted off them, making them sparkle like diamonds.

      There was a part of me that felt exhilarated at the idea of taking a step off the ledge and letting nature take its course, my phoenix instinctively assuring me we would be able to fly. But there was also a secondary, more human part of me, that figured we should practice a few more times before taking such a large risk.

      “Stay right there,” he insisted, stepping back. A small surprised noise left my throat as my mate essentially walked backwards until he dropped off the ledge. Immediately I ran towards the edge, feeling a sense of panic, before a laugh broke from my lips as a massive, dark form shot upwards right past me. A sense of danger and vicious lethality filled the air as a loud roar shook the island that we were on, making the fluttering in my chest only increase tenfold.

      Holy crap.

      I shouldn’t have been surprised by how intimidating his dragon was, yet I found myself in slight awe by how massive and dominant he seemed to be. A dark creature that filled the light space around him, bringing forth shadows and a dark flame-like energy that whispered against my skin. When he came right up to the side of the ledge, my lips parted in shock as my head fell back, wondering how it was possible that this dragon resided within Marco. How did he keep calm? I could feel the energy radiating off his dragon, and it seemed almost untamable.

      “Show-off,” Anani claimed behind me as my smile grew. I couldn’t deny it anymore—I was starting to believe that Marco was exactly as dangerous as everyone insisted he was. Especially if this was what was constantly moving about in his subconscious. I had seen Atlas and Sai shift, and I had briefly seen my mates shift the night that I had, but it was nothing compared to seeing it in the light of day where I could fully focus on how perfect they were.

      Where Atlas had been a smoky color and Sai a vibrant crimson mixed with ruby, Marco’s scales that covered his massive frame were a dark onyx shade that reminded me of a hard-edged sword in their shape. It almost appeared like he had battle armor on, everything about him dangerous and lethal. His large eyes were completely black and watched me with a predatory interest as he easily floated alongside the ledge, his snout dipping to smell me as my hand hesitantly reached forward to brush against him.

      I found myself fascinated by the bright streak of orange that went up his snout and over his head, down his back, past the dangerous spikes that covered the area. His wings moved with an easy grace and left a smoky texture in their wake, filling the space with a dark, ashy magic. My hand finally grazed him, and a low rumble broke from his throat, shaking the land I was on as his tail whipped forward, wrapping around my waist before pulling me onto his back.

      I let out a small giggle as I instantly tightened my legs to hold onto where I was placed near his neck, my fingers sliding against his scales to secure myself like I had with Sai. I placed my cheek against the hot texture as a low purr broke from his chest, making me smile, a lazy haziness crowding over me. A weird mix, considering the exhilaration I was feeling at the concept of flying.

      “Be careful and do not let go,” Henry said, his voice hard and demanding my attention. I nodded, offering all of them a small, excited smile. One that only grew as Marco suddenly turned from the land we were on and took off, speeding through the clouds at a pace that had me letting out a surprised laugh.

      I wasn’t positive how I could tell exactly, but the air here was different than on Earth. It not only smelled amazing, but it felt almost more dense and rich in texture, making me wish I was soaring through it myself. The clouds breezed over my skin as I turned my head but kept my cheek pressed to Marco, his magic wrapping around me as I began to notice objects forming through the cloud cover that we were soaring through. More specifically, a large, gleaming piece of land that appeared below us, a sense of excitement growing in my chest at its appearance. When Marco let out a savage roar, the sound vibrating the air around us, I leaned forward and held on as he made it clear that was exactly where we were going.

      Holy crap, he was fast.

      Yet despite how fast he was going, I found myself able to categorize certain elements of the land, from the massive centerpiece to the broken off islands that seemed to float around the outside of it. Despite it being daytime, large columns of fire shot up towards the sky on the perimeter of the gleaming city, and a massive marble-like castle stood tall and regal in the center of it. The entire place seemed to almost blend in with the sky, outside of the fiery columns, the rest a pale and almost cloud-like color that glinted off the sunlight much the same as the clouds. It was blinding and beautiful. Hints of gold and sandstone started to make themselves known as we neared closer, and a vibrant surge of magic seemed to ripple across us as we hit an invisible border.

      A surprised sound left my throat as Marco suddenly pulled back sharply, circling around the space briefly before approaching another ledge. I frowned, noticing that there were people waiting for us, all of them seeming to be men, and from what I could tell, dressed similarly to my mates’ uniforms. A small string of anxiety filled my chest, which felt silly in retrospect, because of course we would be meeting new people. I just… I suppose I had gotten used to how insulated we were as a group. I loved that.

      As Marco neared the edge, he shifted in midair, my body free-falling until I felt his solid arms catch me, making sure that both of us landed on the ledge with ease. His body straightened from the crouched position he had stabilized himself with, and I looked over his slightly flushed expression, his eyes dark and wild but smile breathtaking, making me return the expression. Then I was scowling at the fact that he was back in his uniform.

      What happened to shifting back naked? I thought that was a thing. I mean, I was glad he was wearing clothes around other people, but how was I supposed to see them naked again if they were always shifting back from their dragon forms in clothes?!

      “Commander Moretti.” A deeper voice filled the space in greeting, but it wasn’t enough to distract me from the way that Marco was looking at me. It was both possessive and filled with heat, but even more so, I could tell from the color of his eyes and the sound coming from his chest that his dragon was very much still present.

      My phoenix surged forward a bit in greeting as my hands tightened on his shirt, letting my head fall back slightly in hopes that he would kiss me. When his nose brushed mine and his lips grazed mine gently, I let out a soft hum of pleasure, both my phoenix and I glad to know that neither Marco nor his dragon were mad at us from earlier. I knew he had said so, but I’d still been a bit cautious.

      “Next time, little mate,” he said, his voice a deep rumble and containing none of the normal smoothness it usually did. “Be a good girl and listen.”

      Oh, this was one hundred percent his dragon, that much was obvious. Instead of arguing with him, despite the real possibility it could happen again, I pressed a light kiss to his lips after a small nod. Seeming satisfied with my answer, he gently set me down as his eyes began to streak with mint green before lightening completely and making me offer a small sigh at how handsome he was. It really didn’t seem very fair, now did it?

      Suddenly, a sound from the sky had my chest fluttering in excitement as I broke away from Marco. I moved towards the edge, someone saying something behind us, as I focused in on a stunning, pearl white dragon that broke through the clouds, shooting down towards us and making my smile grow. Henry. Croy as well, his smile amused as Henry neared the ledge and practically dislodged my wolf, causing him to chuckle. Croy landed gracefully and stretched to his full height before approaching me, his messy blonde hair and amused green eyes making me blush. When he kissed me lightly, I sighed into it before the low, frustrated growl from Henry’s dragon had me looking back to the ledge. I could feel pretty clearly through our bond that his dragon was upset with the lack of attention we were paying him, so I walked closer, running my hand over his stunning scales.

      “Henry,” I murmured in shock, examining his almost opalescent scales, “you are magnificent.”

      I didn’t think the others could hear us, but I meant that fully. He was gorgeous, and I found myself almost hypnotized by the way his entire large frame seemed to shimmer different shades in the sunlight. A flash of pride ran through our bond before a pop sounded in the air and Henry shifted, his muscular frame landing in front of me as I stepped back quickly so he didn’t fall off the edge. Instead, he pulled me towards him and pressed a hot kiss to my lips, causing me to run my fingers down his uniform as a small needy sound left my throat.

      Also, I was finding that I sort of hated these uniforms, because it was clear it allowed them to shift back with clothes on. Something I was very much not a fan of as I’d stated before.

      “I’ve been called a lot of different things, but not beautiful. I’ll take it.” His voice was deeper and rougher than normal as I saw his dragon slink back underneath his fine control despite the dangerous grin Henry offered me. Croy chuckled at his words as I looked between the two of them, realizing that they were, in fact, friendly. I suppose I always knew that, but the more time I spent around them, the more I realized there was an authentic friendship there.

      “We didn’t realize that you were returning,” a male voice said, catching my attention as Croy and Henry followed my gaze to the large man talking to Marco. I mean, he was larger than me, but Marco was still taller than him. Or maybe it was just that his magic was noticeably weaker than Marco’s? I frowned, wondering if that was rude of me to think? I nibbled my lip, feeling guilty despite the man not being able to hear me.

      The sound of wings moving through the air had me snapping around as a crimson dragon, followed by a smoky dark one, filled the air and shot down towards us. I knew these dragons well and found myself eager for both Sai and Atlas to land. The latter shifted easily, silently, as Bella let out a meow in greeting that was much louder than normal. Her fur bristled with black glitter as she hopped off of Atlas’s shoulder and came to rub up against my leg.

      How had she not been scared? I figured Atlas had been able to keep her asleep via magic, but it was still impressive. Easily lifting her up, I kissed her nose gently.

      “You were so brave,” I cooed softly as she purred and bumped her head with mine. Atlas approached and I kissed him in greeting, letting out a happy sigh and hoping to portray how thankful I was that he had kept her safe. Bella tucked herself under my hair and against my shoulder as warm air from a somewhat frustrated huff had me looking over to find Sai’s dragon watching me. Walking over, I pressed a kiss to his large snout, and I felt a surge of warmth between us before his entire frame seemed to shimmer and shift as well.

      “Kitten, you look so annoyed with our uniforms,” Sai purred, his amused laugh and knowing gaze at the way I examined his uniform making me smile. The man knew me well, and I couldn’t lie, I was a bit frustrated with this uniform situation.

      “These uniforms allow you to shift back and forth with clothes?” I asked, needing confirmation. I mean, it made sense. From what I gathered, these were military clothes, and if you were mid-battle, being naked was probably not very smart when shifting back and forth. It didn’t make me any more okay with it, though.

      Sai stepped into me as Bella jumped from my shoulder to his, ignoring the way he gripped my hips and dipped his head down.

      “Yes,” he mused, “Why? Were you hoping not?”

      Offering a small shrug, I blushed. “Wouldn’t have been the worst thing in the world.”

      More like the best.

      “Anytime you want to see me naked, kitten, just ask,” Sai promised, his bright smile causing me to shiver as my hands slid up his chest.

      Before I could form a response to his statement, my chest lit up and my mating mark from Ledger pulsed as the sound of his dragon echoed through the space. My eyes widened as I followed two massive dragons speeding towards us, one a bright emerald shade and the other sapphire in coloring. I stepped away from Sai and smiled up at the twins, glad that Bella was in Sai’s arms as a hard body suddenly hit into mine, Anani having shifted without stopping and pulling me right up against him. I had expected the impact to hurt, but instead he held me against him with such a gentle touch that the only thing that had force was the way his lips pressed down on mine in a demanding greeting. He pulled away, flashing a playful smile that showed off his normal good mood. There was still a level of darkness there from the hotel, but there was far more light than before, making me hope that I had at least something to do with that.

      Ledger was circling ahead as I looked up, and Anani shook his head. “His dragon wants to meet you.”

      I stepped closer to the edge and motioned for him to come down as his dragon landed, the ground shaking. I immediately ran my hands along his scales as I wrapped my arms around him—well, as much as I could—his low rumble making me smile. A purring began to start as I pulled back and looked into his dark eyes.

      “Shift back,” I encouraged as he brushed his nose against my stomach, making me jump slightly before a shimmer of blue magic ran over his skin and Ledger landed gracefully in front of me. Immediately pulling me into his arms, I pressed my ear against his chest as the pattern of his heartbeat had me sighing with contentment. Cupping my jaw, he tilted my head back and pressed a soft kiss to my forehead without any words. Marco’s voice finally sounded and drew me back to the reality that, once again, there were others around us.

      “We will go when we are ready to.” Marco’s sharp retort had me feeling a bit guilty, if we were being honest. I now realized that these men were waiting to escort us to wherever we were staying, and I had to admit, I hadn’t been in any rush to walk into the gleaming city behind us, especially if it meant spending time with my mates and their dragons. They nodded at Marco’s harsh tone as he offered them a dismissive gaze before looking at me, his eyes jumping with amusement.

      “Oh,” I squeaked, realizing that he was waiting for me to be ready to go. Would he have waited all day? I had a feeling Marco would have been completely content with that. I moved forward and took the hand he offered, his emotions once again firming up and sealing off as he faced the other soldiers.

      “Where are we staying?” I asked curiously.

      “In the castle. All the command teams that serve the royal family have quarters there,” he explained. “Plus, the royal physician serves the queen directly, so access to her will be far easier.”

      I nodded as we stepped through a pair of large golden gates that were lined with even more guards, a weird sense of recognition running over my skin as I stared at the magnificent city that stretched ahead of us towards the castle. I swallowed as the strange feeling crashed into me, my brain freezing up as Marco led me towards four large golden carriages that were being drawn by beautiful white horses with stunning golden wings that had legitimate glitter covering them. They were nearly enough to distract me from the overwhelming emotions I was currently feeling.

      “Marco?” I whispered as he helped me into the carriage before Henry joined the two of us, the others spreading out amongst the others, if I had to assume. Considering how large these were, you would have thought we could fit more, but my mates were without a doubt large individuals, and it had never been more clear than while sitting in the enclosed cabin.

      “Yeah, baby girl?” He frowned at my expression, my eyes darting toward the window where the city sparkled under my appraisal.

      “I think…” I swallowed, feeling nervous. “I think I’ve been here before.”
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      “You think you’ve been here before?” Marco clarified, his brow dipping as I tried to figure out a better way to express the weird surge of faint familiarness I felt for this place. It wasn’t memories, specifically. It wasn’t even that I recognized anything. It was an internal, almost instinctual gut feeling that told me this place was familiar. It had been the same way when I first met my mates. Despite not recognizing them—as in I’d never met them before—they felt like home.

      This place didn’t feel like home, not exactly… but it felt familiar.

      Trying to explain something like that to Marco was difficult, though, because I barely understood it myself. As the carriages began moving, I nibbled my lip and tried to figure out the best way to express myself to him.

      “Maybe,” I hedged. “Or maybe it’s not that I’ve been here before, but it feels familiar. Maybe I have been somewhere similar? I don’t know how else to describe it.”

      The feeling was only solidified as we began traveling down the main street, shifters stopping to watch us, the majority of men dressed similar to my mates. I saw their eyes widen at seeing me, which made me feel a bit awkward, so I turned my attention to the large sandstone and marble buildings that we passed, gold gilded decor and large open windows and doors only adding to the opulence.

      It wasn’t that I even liked this place. There wasn’t a sense of comfort associated with the familiarity. Maybe a bit of wonder… but mainly just that I recognized it. Although the hard-set expressions of everyone we passed and the formal air to the space was dominant enough that I found myself straightening in my seat, wondering how such a contradictory place existed. It looked like somewhere that should have been filled with softness and beauty, but there was an underlying current that felt very sharp and formal. My head spun as I tried to sort through the emotions this place was causing.

      The few women that we did pass weren’t dragons fully, their scents and energy radiating a different type of magic. They were beautiful though. Tall and lean with hair that seemed to fall to their waists, almost all of them wearing similar dresses to myself, despite carrying swords at their waists or arrows on their back. How did they fight in such heavy dresses? I didn’t fight, so maybe it was possible, but somehow I felt like it would get in the way, right?

      “We need to understand what is going on better before we arrive at the castle,” Henry insisted, his eyes flashing with legitimate concern.

      “Maybe I saw a picture of the realm when Croy was going over everything? Or he described it to some extent? Or I heard one of you talking about it?” I offered several options but then shook my head. “It just feels extremely familiar.”

      “It could be connected to her phoenix somehow,” Marco pointed out as Henry’s hand intertwined with mine, his lips brushing over the top of it.

      “We will figure it out,” Henry confirmed, and I had absolutely no doubt he meant that. When my mates wanted something accomplished, they almost always were successful. They were just amazing like that.

      As we began traveling throughout the city, I found myself more curious about the realm. Not only that it was a legitimate grouping of regions that floated but how large it was, something you couldn’t tell because of the cloud cover.

      “The main island,” Henry explained, “is the Fire Lands. Once you leave the military academies, you come back here, normally.”

      “Where are the academies?” I arched a brow, wondering if I could see them. I wanted to know where my mates had spent so long.

      “Water Lands, a bit of a distance from here,” Marco explained. “There are several, and each serve a different ‘class’ within Dreki society.”

      “Class?”

      “Certain families,” Henry scowled, “are considered more ‘well bred’ than others. All of our families come from a direct dragon line and contain a phoenix in our genetic pool, from at least within three generations. So we are considered more powerful and dominant than someone who has ‘mixed’ heritage. It’s absolute bullshit, but it’s why we have so much influence in Dreki and why we serve the royal family.”

      “So what if you aren’t from a family line like yours?” I asked softly, already finding myself frustrated with this concept.

      “Just depends on how much magic you possess and what type of dragon you are,” Marco admitted. “The lowest class is considered half-breeds, which are a direct mix of a dragon or half-breed dragon with a completely different species.”

      “Specifically women that are in that position.” Henry shook his head. It was very obvious that my mates found this system as upsetting as myself, and I found my chest fluttering at the idea of making anyone feel bad about their heritage, let alone something as beautiful as bringing together different types of supernatural species. There were so many unique people out there, why would that ever be considered a bad thing?

      “That’s bullshit.” I frowned, really hating it the longer I thought about it.

      Henry barked out a laugh at my words. Marco nodded his head and ran a hand over his face. “This entire realm is archaic. Ridiculous. And it doesn’t help that the crown has been around for a few hundred years. I know they attempt to keep with the times, but the political power and ties of society are embedded deep, so even the strides they have made haven’t changed much.”

      “Like what?”

      “The queen, around ten years ago, allowed female half-breeds, the group we were referring to before,” Henry began, squeezing my hand as a frustrated sound came from my throat, “to join whichever academy they felt fit them best and that they could pass the test to get into. Obviously, most of them ended up going with the one that contained other half-breed males because community is a larger influence than attempted social gain… but there have been a few that have gotten into the larger academies.”

      “I actually heard that there has been a larger amount the past few years than normal,” Marco admitted. “Specifically to the Eldur Academy.”

      “Really?” Henry mused. “That must piss off the headmaster.”

      “Is he a jerk?”

      “Bastard. Complete sexist piece of shit.” Marco shook his head.

      Inhaling, I shook my head, the energy of this place making a bit more sense. The rigid rules and harsh formal attitudes.

      The lull of the carriage had me going quiet for a bit as Marco and Henry talked about everything they had to do when they first got to the castle. Something I probably should have paid attention to, but I found myself zoning out, my chest feeling odd still despite having expressed the feeling to my mates. I honestly couldn’t tell you how long we even rode in the carriage, but it felt like around an hour or so, my gaze traveling across each and every person we passed. When we passed two girls younger than myself who were laughing about something and walking along the paved road, I couldn’t help but smile at their obvious friendship.

      It also had me missing Jordan.

      I hoped that everything was going okay back home. Not only with the aspect of her finding her mates—well, at least one of them—but everything else that I had brought into the realm of their pack. My hands tightened on my skirt, thinking about how Lorn and Pastor Malcolm were both locked up there, being questioned. A momentary surge of panic brushed through me until I let out a steady breath, remembering that neither of them could affect me here. We were literally in a different realm, and that concept made me feel moderately better. Until I considered the fact that them being on the pack lands meant that Jordan and her family were in danger because of me. I knew now that no one else viewed it that way, but I couldn’t help the sense of guilt that had my gut tightening, feeling as though I was responsible for bringing both problems into their lives and my mates’ lives.

      If I had never come to Washington, none of this would have been an issue. I mean, I also would have been locked up, imprisoned, and eventually sacrificed to a witch coven apparently… but still, they wouldn’t have to deal with any of this. I also would have never met my mates, something that sent a dagger-like sensation through my entire being as a panicked noise left my throat.

      I was confused when Henry suddenly pulled me onto his lap, my arms wrapping around his neck as I buried my nose against his throat, both his words and Marco’s not making sense to me as I tried to settle my heart, which felt like it was going a million miles an hour. I knew this was a panic attack. A smaller one, but very much a panic attack, and I took slow and even breaths, trying to calm myself down like Jordan had helped me do that one day. The concept of seeing the pack therapist she mentioned once again came to mind as I considered bringing it up to the boys for when we got back to Washington.

      “Maya?” Henry’s voice had me finally looking up as I breathed through the guilt I was feeling. I could see the knowledge in his gaze as I just brushed my nose against his shoulder, knowing that this was something I had to work through to some extent. My mates would never make me feel guilty, even if something was my fault.

      “My dragon is freaking out,” Marco admitted, his voice sounding pained and far closer than I realized. “Maya, baby girl, I need you to try to breathe through this. You know this isn’t your fault and you are not to blame. At all. Especially not for Pastor Malcolm, and for sure not for fucking Lorn.”

      “I get what you’re saying,” I admitted softly, tilting my head against Henry as I met Marco’s gaze. “I really do. It just… it just doesn’t remove the guilt. I can’t help but feel like I brought this all to you. I mean, I literally did—”

      “And we wouldn’t want it any other way,” Henry assured me softly. “I mean, I would prefer to kill both of them, but I would take all of these fuckers bothering us every day if it meant you being in our life.”

      “Yeah?” I asked quietly.

      “Absolutely,” Henry confirmed, and I melted into him, Marco’s entire disposition relaxing as I felt relief through our bond.

      All too soon, my eyes widened as the light outside of the window changed, our carriage falling into the shadow of the massive castle. The gilded building shone against the sunlight as we pulled past the busy front and around the side. Honestly, the place wasn’t like any depiction of a castle I’d ever seen before. It was made of marble and golden features that highlighted these massive fire-like columns that surrounded it. Sandstone surrounded it and covered the path leading in, almost creating an illusion that made it waver, as if it wasn’t really there. The large open archway windows above glinted with a sapphire blue that decorated the inside walls and made me feel all that more excited about seeing the colorful inside. Especially since it appeared that each doorway and window was large enough to fit a full size dragon through. Okay, maybe not all, but a large majority. Flags that matched the guys’ uniforms flapped in the ash and floral scented air and I breathed it in, the familiarity of it once again tugging on that instinctive feeling of remembrance.

      The realm may have its problems, but this place had me absolutely mesmerized. I hadn’t even realized I was pressed against the window until Henry gently touched my shoulder. I looked back at him and Marco, who were both watching me with curiosity and a bit of amusement. I blushed and moved to get out of the carriage as we came to a stop.

      From the minute that I stepped out, I could feel eyes on me, most of which I could ignore, but I felt far better when Marco tucked me against him, a soft hum of appreciation breaking from my throat at how hard and warm he was. My hands were slightly shaky from the range of emotions I had been feeling but I kept my head up, imagining how Jordan would handle this situation. If my mates could be strong and confident, then I could be as well, even if I didn’t feel the same on the inside.

      Men dressed in similar uniforms to my mates but without such elaborate crests led us through a large series of arches that almost reminded me of a driveway towards the large castle. The structure itself glinted with what I realized was a magical barrier, my ears ringing as my phoenix fluttered through my chest, my lips pressing together so I didn’t let out the embarrassing noise of excitement and confusion that threatened to escape. After entering into a long series of hallways, I found myself listening to what Henry and Marco were talking about, Atlas having joined us upfront. Behind us, I could hear Croy and Sai talking to Bella, who was meowing, a lot and happily, as well as the twins, everyone seeming a bit tense but overall in better spirits than I had expected after our conversation this morning. Maybe the castle didn’t have as many bad memories for the twins? I hoped that was the case.

      “The royal physician will see us at pretty much whatever time today,” Henry explained, and affection rolled over me. The reminder that these men were here, in a place they didn’t seem to like all that much, purely because they wanted to ensure my phoenix and I were healthy, had me feeling beyond grateful and honestly pretty special. Loved.

      I hadn’t been exaggerating when I told Bella that we loved these men. I just hadn’t fully worked out how to tell them that fully without stuttering or sounding like a total weirdo. It was far easier to do so when it was just one on one, but as a group? I just didn’t want to assume that they felt as strongly, although my phoenix completely disagreed. Maybe it would be easier once our bonds were formed more? My lip caught in my teeth again in thought.

      “We also have an audience with the queen tonight,” Marco reminded, his hand running over my back softly. “Larry and Edmund weren’t wrong—they are going to want an update about everything going on in the Earth realm.”

      “At least we will handle both today, hit two birds with one stone,” Atlas mused. “Although, I’m a bit worried you’re going to be tired after portaling for the first time, angel.”

      “I’m okay,” I promised and then narrowed my eyes at him. “And no hitting birds.”

      Birds? Why would we hit birds? My magic tightened around me, my phoenix clearly upset with his words. It was odd now, knowing how present she was, and it seemed to be a growing experience ever since shifting, her ability to communicate with me becoming more and more solid and evident.

      “What?” Henry asked, looking amused.

      Atlas’s eyes lit up with realization as a chuckle left his lips. “Poor phrasing. It’s a figure of speech, I promise, angel.” I softened slightly with the use of the nickname again.

      I also tried to not feel stupid for not realizing it was a figure of speech… but then again, who would hit a bird? Whoever came up with that clearly wasn’t a shifter.

      Before I could respond back, we arrived at a set of gilded doors that had two sapphire-colored knobs that were in the shape of fierce and dangerous looking dragons. My hand immediately reached out to touch them, ignoring the guards’ attempts, but before I could do so, they creaked open on their own. My brows immediately went up at the pure luxury that seemed to pour from the walls and create a waterfall of white marble, diamonds, gold, and sunlight. I knew I should be getting used to wealth at some point, but this was at a level I had yet to experience back on Earth.

      Everything here was just so… sparkly.

      “Henry,” I whispered as we walked into the room, the guards shutting the door behind our group.

      “What’s up, sweetheart?”

      “Is it just me or is everything here sparkly?” I asked sincerely.

      His chuckle was warm and soft. “Dragons have a particular love for beautiful things, so it’s not all that surprising.”

      “I feel like it’s a bit distracting,” I mumbled, my eyes tracing the way that the walls themselves, a white marble, were embedded with glittery gemstones. “And beautiful, really beautiful.” I couldn’t help the smile that broke onto my face at the excitement fluttering in my chest in reaction to my surroundings.

      “That look on your face makes me want to spoil you,” Marco warned while narrowing his eyes at me. I think he may still have been mad at me about the shopping incident and saying that I only needed some of the stuff, not all of it.

      “What look?”

      “You’re smiling,” Henry translated.

      I blushed. “You guys do spoil me. You buy way too much for me as it is.”

      “I disagree completely, for the record,” Sai called out.

      “Maybe we should just start buying shit, then she’ll have to actively reject a gift,” Anani pointed out, his lips pressing into an amused smirk.

      My brows went up as I offered him a shocked expression. “I would never.”

      “Point made,” Ledger agreed.

      “So that’s the solution?” Croy flashed a smile, his magic brushing over mine. “Just buy her things as a present so she can’t say no to spoiling her?”

      “I could get behind that,” Atlas agreed while petting Bella. The kitten jumped onto the floor and began exploring as I watched her with affection.

      “No gifts.” I knelt down to pick Bella up as she crawled up my lap.

      “Right,” Marco mused. “No gifts, ever.”

      I didn’t say ‘ever.’ Plus, did that mean I couldn’t get them gifts?

      My head snapped up. “If you buy me gifts, I get to buy you guys stuff. Especially for birthdays… Oh! And holidays. When is the next holiday? I’ve never really celebrated them before.”

      “Never?” Croy asked, his voice softening as his eyes turned darker.

      “Never.” I shook my head.

      “Next on Earth is Halloween,” Atlas explained, a sad look running over his face before offering a warm smile. “Then Thanksgiving and Christmas. We can make sure to celebrate all of them, fully.”

      “I love that,” I hummed happily.

      Henry began talking about plans for the holidays and something about traveling as I continued to play with Bella on the cool marble floor. My eyes traveled across the room, from the doors we entered to the massive archway that led to a ledge directly across from it. Clearly it was made for shifting and flying out of in dragon form, but it made me a bit nervous that Bella would get too close to it if we left her alone in here by herself.

      The rest of the room was covered in gold gilded furniture that was decorated in light, comfortable materials, and the rugs throughout were plush and contrasted the tables and large bookshelves that were scattered along the perimeter. There were doors along the sides as well that I had to assume led to bathrooms and bedrooms, but I’d yet to check. Honestly, the room was beautiful, but it was very clear they had yet to be back for some time, because there were no personal artifacts here. Nothing to show that this room was their home.

      “Atlas,” I called out as my mate came over and crouched down, his eyes running over my expression while he tugged on a wave of my hair.

      “What’s up?”

      “I’m worried while we are gone that Bella will get too close to the edge,” I admitted softly. Warmth saturated our bond, and he nodded in understanding.

      “We can put her in one of the bedrooms while we stay here. It won’t be for long,” he promised, and relief filled my chest.

      “Good,” I murmured as he helped me up and I carried Bella with us towards a large set of doors. When we opened them, I found a large room that featured three beds, all of which were set perfectly, except for where Anani and Ledger were sitting on one of them and Sai stood near the window. I let Bella down and she scampered across the floor, interrupting their conversation only slightly.

      “Do the rest of you stay in the other room?” I asked. Atlas easily led me from the room, closing the door and showed me another multi-bed room.

      “This was for Henry and I, and then Marco usually slept in the third bed, but that should work for Croy. Each of the dorms also feature a large suite for the alpha, so luckily, we have enough room for everyone.” His tone was relaxed, and I looked at the smaller bed and frowned.

      “I think we should all sleep together. Those beds don’t look large enough,” I pointed out as Atlas flashed a dangerous smile that had my cheeks heating.

      “I love the idea of sleeping together,” he mused, and I let out a small giggle as he easily swept me up into his arms. I wrapped my arms around his neck, my legs pressed together in a princess hold.

      “Who is sleeping together?” Croy asked curiously as we entered back into the main room. Despite this clearly not being the realm he was most comfortable in, he looked relaxed. Although there was a very vibrant contrast between his dark clothes and intense green eyes and the light, warm shades around us. I didn’t usually view Croy as dangerous, but in comparison to everything else around us, he looked very much like the lethal predator I knew his wolf could be. His wolf I still had yet to meet.

      “I was saying the beds were too small for everyone,” I pointed out. “You guys are massive, so we should sleep in a bigger bed all together. Makes far more sense.”

      “I can’t argue with that,” Atlas chuckled before dropping me on a couch next to Croy. My mate crouched down next to me and squeezed my hand. “For now though, you should get ready. We can go see the physician as soon as you’re ready.”

      Oh. So soon?

      I nodded nervously and looked towards the one door I had yet to enter. I stood up and neared it, knowing that Marco was in there. I knocked only once before the door opened, finding Marco going through a large box of something on the bed, his eyes filled with a relaxed warmth that made me feel better about everything going on.

      “Getting ready?” he asked.

      “Yes.” I nodded and approached the box with curiosity. “What is all of this?”

      “Some stuff we left behind from academy. I was trying to see if there was anything worth bringing back.”

      My fingers immediately selected a photograph from some thick sweaters and flags that featured both the royal crest and another red and gold one. The picture, though, had me smiling as a small laugh escaped my lips.

      “How old were you guys here?” I asked, looking at the picture of a much younger Marco and Atlas.

      “Maybe fifteen?” His arm tightened around my waist, and I looked up at him before looking back down at the photo. I had to admit, Marco was much bigger now than he had been, but I could see the same eyes and familiar smile. Although it was toned back a bit, not as free as it was now… around me, at least. Atlas looked far more different, his hair pulled back and face a bit more youthful and soft.

      “You should bring all of this back,” I murmured. “I love memories like this.”

      My chest squeezed, realizing that I had no childhood photos of myself. No childhood really to speak of. Marco, as if sensing my mood, set down the photo and clasped my jaw, tilting it up so that I was looking into his mint eyes.

      “I promise we will make a ton of new memories.” His voice was soft and almost vulnerable, making me nod as I curled into him. I almost found myself wanting to ask him if we could ditch this doctor thing for a bit and instead cuddle or watch a movie. I wanted more time together, even if it was only an hour or so.

      “Marco, we need to get to the physician.” A voice from the door had me looking up to find Atlas watching us.

      “I know,” he grumbled and nipped my ear, making me jolt. “Alright baby girl, go get ready. There are clothes in the bathroom. They were delivered this morning, they should work for our time here.”

      I would never understand how Marco thought ahead about stuff like that—it was really impressive. I pressed a kiss to his cheek and walked towards the connected suite, closing the door behind me as I regarded the large white and gold bathroom that was actually very impressive.

      As I began getting ready, I found myself growing increasingly more nervous. Not just about the physician, but the plans for the night as well. What did I know about meeting a queen? I didn’t want to mess this up for my mates or embarrass them. I knew they clearly held power here to some extent—everyone treated them as such—but I still was nervous that I would cause problems for them. I did find it interesting that the dominance and power they seemed to have on Earth was only intensified here.

      Quickly, I took a shower, wanting to wash the mud and blood off me but wishing there was a way to keep Henry’s scent on me. I pulled my hair back and just washed my body and face, loving the way the hot water seemed to roll off my skin and the feel of the expensive soaps, making my skin feel far softer than ever before. After stepping out, I let down my hair and looked at myself in the mirror, wondering how extensively I needed to get ready for this.

      Brushing out my hair, I secured the top half back with a jeweled clip that was on the vanity. I wasn’t positive how they had managed to gather so many different products for me in such a short amount of time, but I was taking full advantage of it, the process soothing a part of my soul that was very anxious about all of this. I wasn’t fantastic with makeup, but I did the best I could, freshening up and making sure to lightly line my eyes that seemed more gold than brown today. When I was done, I turned towards a door that was partly open, clearly leading to a massive walk-in closet.

      Stepping into the room, candle-like lights along the walls lit up to reveal rows and rows of clothing, both male and female. Immediately, my eyes pulled towards a grouping of pink dresses, some of them glinting with cream and gold, much like what I’d worn earlier. Was it too much to hope for something a bit lighter than the heavy dress from before? The one that was now sitting in a pile on the bathroom floor? I felt bad about that, but to be fair, it was not only torn from the Ledger incident but had dirt on it.

      A smile broke out onto my face as I found a light dress made of pink tulle with a cream colored base that looked to be off the shoulder. It was looser and looked like it was floor length, a gold ribbon wrapping around the center of the dress, but considering everything in here appeared to be extremely formal, I was going to have to assume that was normal.

      I grabbed a pair of undergarments from the shelf below it, a pair of simple lace white panties the only thing provided. I slipped them on and then grabbed the dress, gently easing it on over my head, the cream slip tightening on my body as if it was made for me. I let the material fall around me and then easily tied the gold bow, adjusting the off-the-shoulder straps and walking back towards the entrance of the closet. I paused only momentarily to grab a pair of gold sandals that slipped on easily and allowed me to stand in front of the full-length mirror feeling as though my outfit was complete.

      “Maya?” Atlas’s deep voice echoed from outside the door as I threw it open and offered him a smile. His uniform seemed to be slightly different now, the materials the same but with added elements, like a gold brocade jacket and different boots that fit the castle to perfection. Yep, it was very clear ‘formal’ was a thing here. I was thrilled with my choice now. The room behind him was empty and he followed as I walked into it, his eyes running over me as I waited curiously for his reaction.

      “Angel.” His voice finally came out in a rumble mixed with appreciation. “You look intoxicating.”

      “She looks like a fucking cupcake,” Sai mused. He stood in the doorway of the suite, his eyes burning as they ran over me. Then his smile grew. “Or a present with that bow.”

      “A present?” I mused and then tilted my head, deciding I liked cupcakes better. Although with how the two of them were looking at me, I would take either.

      “You can eat a cupcake though.” Atlas flashed a smile over his shoulder.

      “As always, a good point.” Sai’s chest produced a rumble as shivers broke out on my skin, and I took a step towards him. Atlas let out a small laugh, and I narrowed my eyes at him with a small scowl as he caught me around the waist. Why was everyone always trying to stop me from going to my mates? We were going to have to have a serious talk about this. Or maybe it was just that we had important stuff to do and I was doing everything and anything to avoid that.

      “Come on, angel, the three of us are going to head over to the medical wing,” he said and kissed my temple. “We can have fun later.”

      Well, that was a better idea at least.

      “Or now,” Sai shared my thoughts clearly as his eyes ran over me again before turning towards the door.

      “Where are the others?” I questioned.

      “They will probably meet us there. There was some stuff they had to prepare for tonight. Croy should be—”

      “Coming with.” Croy appeared, his outfit adjusted as well. He looked over me, a small growl leaving his throat before he muttered a curse and shook himself.

      I couldn’t help but smile because I was starting to realize that no matter what I wore, it made my mates all growly. A concept that happily distracted me from my upcoming appointment.
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      The woman was absolutely aware of how much she was teasing us. I firmly believed that now. Now I was just left to wonder how much shit I would get from Marco for pinning our little mate up against one of these walls and ripping off that damn cupcake dress so that I had access to every inch of her golden skin. She had managed with one garment to make herself look legitimately edible, and I had to physically restrain myself from touching her, knowing that if I started I probably wouldn’t stop and then we really would never make it to the physician’s office.

      Honestly, my need for her was slowly growing into an obsession and overriding some important matters, something that concerned me way more than I expressed. Not that there was anything legitimately more important than Maya, but I would say her health was pretty damn important, and considering I was worried about making it to the doctor in the first place, it left me feeling both like crap and still equally as turned on.

      I was very slightly appeased because my mark was on her, but was it enough to completely settle me? Absolutely not.

      In fact, I was finding that my angel was a legitimate trigger for the loss of any sense of self-control. Even now, on the way to see a doctor that would have important information regarding her health, I wanted to pull her into one of the many hallways we passed and claim her completely. First making her come with my mouth, tasting her sweet wet heat before burying my cock between her thighs, bouncing her up and down as her moans echoed loud enough that everyone in the Dreki realm was goddamn aware of who was fucking her so hard.

      We needed to handle this medical shit first.

      It was like a mantra I repeated in my head, and I forced myself to look away from where she practically floated next to me, her soft humming causing my dragon to start to act up in response. I was finding that both of us were very reactive to any noises she made, but mainly humming or that panicked, high-pitched sound that sometimes left her throat during a nightmare.

      I had figured out that the reaction was in part because it was her phoenix’s magic interacting with those around her, but that knowledge didn’t lessen the effect in the slightest. Rather, I found myself extra protective and watchful over her responses to things like that because I knew it was a side to Maya that was still being fully let out. The woman was glorious, but I knew that she would be even more so when she was able to fully embrace the side of her that had been so long repressed.

      The side that was in large part responsible for why Croy had insisted that we leave so quickly for the Dreki realm. There was something very different about Maya’s phoenix, and I think all of us had a fairly good understanding of what. I mean, you couldn’t imagine the beautiful burst of colors that the woman had turned into only the other night. It was something you had to see to believe.

      My main concern? Not only questioning how that was possible but how it would impact her health. Sure, she had been okay the past day or so, but the random fevers and her not feeling well left me with a sense of dread.

      The concept of not knowing something that could hurt my angel scared the absolute hell out of me, so while the plan had been rushed and I would rather have her back in our home outside of this damn realm, I needed to know what all of this meant. Croy had made his thoughts known, but what he suggested seemed… insane. And it also could create a cascade of problems that I wasn’t positive we were prepared to protect her from. I would fucking die before I let anything happen to Maya, but I also knew our flight up against an entire realm was a bit of a stretch. If Croy was correct, I had absolutely no doubt that it wouldn’t be just the council that was the problem.

      No. Everyone that we came across already wanted a piece of Maya, and this would just result in them wanting all of her. Something I was not fucking okay with.

      As if knowing the direction of my thoughts, Maya’s hand tightened around mine. Sai and Croy followed behind us, both of their energies filled with tension as Maya’s humming and easy sway of her hips seemed to fill the entire space with a crackle of soft energy. The tension was in part because of the doctor appointment and what we would learn, but it was larger than that. It was the energy that had surrounded Maya since she first shifted. There was an air to it that was even more vibrant than before, which wasn’t something I had thought possible. I mean, she appeared to be legitimately glowing. I looked down at the top of her head as she met my gaze with a soft and curious look that made my heart tighten.

      Emotions that I hadn’t ever expected to feel crowded my chest as I nearly let out a shaky exhale. I knew one thing regarding Maya, one thing that I couldn’t deny or doubt.

      I was absolutely in love with her.

      I loved and respected the men in my flight, I easily admitted that. They were the only family I had, and I would always view them as brothers, especially Marco. But my love for Maya was something that existed within my soul. It was also something I very much needed to express to her, despite not being able to find the right words or time to do so.

      How did I express to Maya that I loved her more than I had ever loved anyone in my entire life? That she was fundamental to my existence? That she was a glowing warmth, like a candle that seemed to light up and infiltrate all of the shadows that crowded the corners of my life and my past? She did it in ways that she wouldn’t even recognize. Things that shouldn’t have made a difference but instead added a depth to my life that I didn’t expect to ever feel.

      It was even in the smallest things—like Bella.

      Bella, who was currently sleeping off the shadow magic that I had used to protect her while traveling through the portal and then to the Fire Lands. Bella, who I had without a doubt started to consider my own dragon whelp, despite her being very much a kitten. Although I could blame my dragon for that one. He was convinced that Maya should be a mother by now anyway, so the fact that we were taking care of a small creature together only confirmed his thought process, and he had all but adopted Bella into his protection. I didn’t disagree with the action.

      I had also avoided the fuck out of those thoughts as much as possible, but with my inability to stay relaxed around her, they were growing. I wanted her to believe I was as calm and collected as she assumed, but I was far from it. I had just accepted how much I wanted her, and I was trying to gauge how much of this insanity I could let her see without sending her running for the hills.

      Something we would immediately bring her back from, as my dragon unhelpfully reminded me. I inhaled and exhaled slowly, trying to not get further turned on not only by the concept of chasing and catching Maya, but then marking and claiming her as ours completely. That wasn’t even including the instinctual and primal urge that was eating away at me to do just what my dragon wanted, to get her sexy ass pregnant. To create a life with her. It would only complicate things, especially right now, but he didn’t see reason, and unfortunately, that was starting to change my judgement as well. I mean… would it really be that complicated? I felt like there were enough of us that together we could figure it out if that was something Maya wanted as well.

      I had to admit, I had never expected these thoughts to appeal to me. Marco? Sure. Maybe even Henry, considering their instincts as alpha and beta would be so aligned with growing our flight. But the past few days, this rush of desire to mate with her completely had hit me like a Mack truck. I had been attracted to Maya the first moment I’d seen her and had been imagining sliding into her tight warmth since then, but this was different. This was overwhelming, and I had absolutely no idea what to do with the fact that I legitimately wanted to get Maya pregnant. As in, the thoughts were strong enough that Henry was catching whispers of them despite him usually keeping out of our heads. The bastard found it amusing, but that was only because it made him feel better about his dragon that was a snap away from being out of control completely.

      Both of us were fighting a losing battle when it came to Maya.

      I would just avoid the concept of her becoming a mother unless she somehow alluded to being ready for that. It was painful enough that Marco had told me about what she had said before brunch, about how she wanted to be a mother for sure. Practically confirmation. No. We needed more than that. But if she ever did say that, I would never question her.

      A low groan broke from my throat as I imagined Maya whispering in my ear, asking me to get her pregnant as I rode her hard. The fact that I knew it was a likely scenario once the mating heat hit only made the concept that much more appealing. Honestly, I was a bit concerned that I would never leave her tight little pussy once she let me between her legs. Either that or I would be begging her day-in and day-out for her to let me back inside of her.

      It was one of the reasons that I was hoping our first time would be before the mating heat hit. Before our animals decided to take over completely. Either way, I would never deny her or what she needed. I was absolutely lost when it came to this woman. Still, I worried that with the mating heat riding her hard, my dragon would be more inclined to take over, and I wanted to fully experience Maya for myself the first time.

      I had absolutely no doubt it would be unforgettable.

      “It should be the door ahead,” Sai commented quietly, causing me to pull from my thoughts. Ahead was a pair of large golden doors that had large dragon-like door handles in a vibrant emerald green. Maya’s eyes tracked every glittery surface we passed, and I found myself wanting to find her more objects and places that would result in the same interested light flashing in her gaze.

      Maya stopped suddenly, her body going rigid as her hand tightened on mine to the point that it caused me to frown, rounding to face her as I watched her golden eyes darken to a camel brown. Sai and Croy both offered me a look as I gently led her towards one of the benches that lined the hallway, sitting down as Maya stepped between my legs, her eyes running over my face as she seemed to be struggling to say something. I didn’t understand what was going on with her, but it was very obviously something.

      “Angel,” I spoke softly, her eyes tracking the movement of my lips. “What’s wrong?”

      Licking her lips, she frowned. “You guys are going to stay with me, right?”

      I could see the anxiety that surrounded our answer, and I immediately went to comfort her. “Of course we are going to be there with you, especially for the first part and everything about being a phoenix. If you want to talk to her afterwards alone though, no one would blame you. Especially if you need to ask her questions.”

      I mean, frankly I would probably have some questions if I had seven mates.

      “Why wouldn’t I want you in there?” Her delicate nose scrunched in confusion.

      Croy let out a soft rumble. “She is probably going to also want to talk to you about mating heat and—”

      “Well, considering you’re my mates, you should be there,” Maya confirmed, her eyes filling with surety that had me wondering what her anxiety was really about. “I just wish the others were here.”

      Before any of us could respond, the office doors opened. Croy walked forward, followed by Sai, probably attempting to buy us a minute. I immediately grabbed Maya’s hips and spoke softly. “What’s this really about, Maya? What’s going on?”

      Her soft lips opened and then shut before she finally inhaled and nodded. “I am worried about what she is going to tell me. I am worried she is going to tell me that something is wrong with me health-wise… or that I’m not like a normal shifter. Or something even worse. I don’t know, I just am so worried all the sudden about what she is going to say—”

      Gently tugging her onto one of my knees to sit, I cupped her jaw and kissed her deeply. A soft, happy sigh broke from her lips, her hands stringing through my hair. My dragon hated how worked up she was, and the little worried noise breaking from her throat had me wanting to take her away from this damn doctor. She didn’t ever need to feel anxious, in my mind, and I would do some pretty extreme shit to keep that emotion from affecting her. I knew it was unavoidable to some extent—it was clear Maya had anxiety, and rightly so after everything she’d been through. Still, I wanted to calm her down, no matter how she needed that to happen. I wanted to fix all of her problems, even if I knew it wasn’t possible and she wasn’t asking me to. It was a compulsion.

      “Atlas.” Her soft voice against my lips had me admitting things that I had been trying to figure out for days.

      “Maya, no matter what happens, no matter what she says, we will figure it out. There is nothing we can’t handle. You are the most important factor here, so whatever you need to be comfortable is what we are going to do,” I promised softly as her face morphed from anxious into soft within moments, making me already feel ten times better. I wasn’t even positive what I was saying fully, just wanting her to know how I feel, but apparently it was working.

      “What if she says there is something wrong with me?” she quietly persisted. “My mother always said there was something wrong with me, and I’m terrified that someone from your realm is going to confirm that. Is going to confirm that I’m not worthy of being your mate, especially because it’s clear how important you guys are.”

      “You don’t need to ever worry about being ‘worthy’ of being our mate.” I frowned at her concern, wanting to hurt anyone who thought they had the right to pass that judgement. “You are without a doubt our mate, and I could give a fuck what anyone else thinks.” My hand tightened in her hair as I spoke softly. “Angel, I could never feel the way I do about you with anyone else. That has never been in question.”

      “The way you feel?” she whispered softly.

      I hadn’t planned on telling her this way, but I could tell it was what she needed to hear, and I was more than happy to oblige. It was the truth, and I was tired of her not knowing it.

      “I love you.” My voice dipped into a rough cadence as her eyes sparked with gold streaks, making me realize that I’d authentically surprised her.

      “You love me?” she questioned, her hands tightening on my jaw.

      “Yes,” I confirmed without a doubt in my mind. Her magic tightened around me as she examined my expression with warm hope and affection in her gaze.

      “Atlas, I love you,” Maya’s voice softened as she quietly spoke.

      Surging forward, I kissed her hard again until she melted into me completely, making me want to do exactly what I had mentioned earlier. I wanted to pin her against the wall and show her how much I loved her. A clearing of a voice had me letting out an annoyed sound at whoever was interrupting us. Just because it happened to be Sai didn’t change anything.

      “You know I wouldn’t if this wasn’t important.” Sai put up his hands as I let out a snarl of annoyance, making Maya let out a soft giggle. I stood up, walking her ahead of me by the hips as my cock pressed against her perfect ass, making her jump slightly before she cast me an adorable smile.

      It only made it that much worse.

      “Are the others busy right now?” Maya asked, reminding me of her other comment regarding the appointment as we walked towards the door.  Croy was talking to the guard that seemed to be monitoring the royal physician’s door. I was very glad we had arranged for discretion with this, because I could already see the interest from the guard regarding Maya.

      “Of course they can go in.” The man’s voice was a bit squeaky as Croy watched him with amusement. “It’s you I have a problem with.”

      Sai shook his head. “This is ridiculous, he is part of our group—”

      “Why aren’t you okay with it?” Maya’s voice had strength to it, which had Croy letting out a rumble of approval from the back of his throat.

      “I mean, he’s a wolf, for one,” the man bit out before regarding Maya and frowning. “Secondly, neither he nor you have the approval of being part of a royal guard unit.”

      “She’s our mate,” I finally spoke, drawing his gaze up as his eyes widened in realization. Sai, the twins, and Henry had been a bit younger when we left, but Marco and I had built somewhat of a reputation, and for once I wasn’t going to complain about it. Plus, even if this guy hadn’t heard about us, it was clear he was scared easily, which was why it was funny in the first place that he was attempting to stand up against Croy. If the man hadn’t been alive for so long, he probably would have already been knocked out cold because of how damn frustrating he was being. Luckily for the guard, Croy had a lot of patience.

      “Lane,” a voice from the room called out, “stop causing problems and let them into the office. They have an appointment.”

      Flashing a smile, I led Maya forward and answered her question from before. “The others are going to be here, they just had to do a few things in preparation for our meeting tonight.”

      And I was hoping they showed up sooner rather than later because I did not trust myself to sit through an entire conversation about Maya fucking us without doing exactly that. Even the most clinical of situations couldn’t take away from the innate sexuality that she carried. If I heard her say the phrase ‘mating heat,’ it may in fact be enough to set me off. I just didn't know and I didn’t trust myself, which was the true problem.

      “Meeting? With the queen?” Maya’s voice was soft and edged in curiosity.

      While we tried to make it seem so, meeting with the queen was anything but casual. There were factors we hadn’t had to consider in years, everything from etiquette to the fact that I knew we were going to be subjected to questioning by her mates and guard for why we had left in the first place, what we had been doing during our time on Earth, and how other members of the council were interacting. Most of the time the crown left us alone, but when we came back voluntarily, they absolutely expected a report. I was just hoping that they told them what a piece of shit the other council members were.

      But instead of being here, Marco and Henry were aiding in that process while the twins helped them, leaving the three of us to Maya’s appointment. I was thankful I wasn’t known for dealing with people well, because I was much more equipped and happy to handle this type of situation than fucking politics.

      “Yes,” I confirmed as we entered the large office that was headed by the royal physician herself. It was nothing like you would expect from Earth realm, but then again, the entirety of the Dreki realm was essentially as ‘un-Earth like’ as one could get. This room in particular was large, with spacious four-story ceilings and a comfortable seating area that was in front of a desk where a woman had been sitting, until she stood at our entrance.

      Immediately I felt defensive, noticing the surprise that lit in her gaze before it turned clinical, running over my mate analytically before she offered a small smile. I knew it was in this woman’s nature to be observant, but I still found it annoying. My dragon rumbled in my throat as Maya squeezed my hand tighter, Croy and Sai both following us in, the guard grunting as if someone had done something. I wasn’t one to make bets, but I was going to guess Sai’s annoyance with the man had bubbled over.

      I didn’t blame him.

      “Maya, correct?” the physician asked as she rounded the desk. My mate jolted slightly at her name, having been distracted by examining the room. I had to trust this woman was good enough to be trusted with my mate. I mean, if the queen trusted her… that was something, at least. Although, I found trusting anyone with my mate difficult, especially after everything she’d been through recently.

      “Correct.” Maya leaned into me, flashing a hesitant smile at the physician. I knew that Maya was hesitant around other women, and while I would have preferred her to never have a reason to feel caution around others, I was thankful that she viewed me as someone she could rely on for support and safety. It meant more to me than she would probably ever realize.

      “Happy to meet you.” The woman reached out a hand, and Maya hesitantly met it with her own. Immediately, a spark ran from Maya’s hand to the woman’s in a flash of gold, and the doctor’s brows went up with interest. I couldn’t tell you what type of supernatural she was, outside of not being a dragon, but it was clear she had some type of magic. I was now wishing Henry was here, because I had a feeling this woman’s thoughts were far more interesting than anything she planned on saying. That was usually how it was with professionals, and she had enough years under her belt that she would probably keep her mouth shut about anything she wasn’t one hundred percent sure on. Something that was both positive and frustrating. I didn’t want her to bullshit us or be incorrect, but we did need some direction on what was going on.

      “Please come sit.” She ushered us towards the couches before pausing. “Actually, would you gentleman mind waiting—”

      “I want them here.” Maya’s tone was suddenly filled with a hard edge, a slight string of panic underneath making me know she didn’t want to be left alone here. I also could hear the hesitation that she ended it on, as if she wasn’t positive if she could demand that of this woman. I wondered how long it would take for Maya to realize that she could demand anything and it would be granted without question. I wanted to increase her confidence when it came to her making decisions, I just wasn’t positive how.

      “Of course.” The woman nodded, examining Maya’s expression and seeing what I probably did. Maya kept her hand in mine as we sat down on two large, comfortable couches that faced one another. Croy sat on her other side, and Sai stood behind us, his hand absently playing with her hair, his entire body tense, letting me know how uncomfortable he really was with this.

      I hadn’t made peace with my demons from my childhood or this realm, not exactly, but I also knew there was nothing I could do about them. Any family I had before Marco was gone, and I was far more focused on our flight’s future than anything else. But I knew the same couldn’t be said about the twins and Sai.

      While Sai had mostly contained the disappointment of constantly feeling forgotten about in such a large family, it was the type of loneliness and pain that affected everything about him whenever he came across something that reminded him of just that. The Dreki realm, of course, was everything that his family was, and I wouldn’t be surprised if we came across them, considering his parents were part of the court here.

      Whereas Marco’s father and Henry’s family would probably be away on missions, as they usually were when it came to military operations, both Sai’s parents and the twins’ father were part of court life and would no doubt be around. Unfortunately. It not only made me defensive, especially regarding the twins, but left me feeling thankful that I didn’t have any family to be disappointed by. Just rumors of a father that was considered a traitor.

      “I’m Doctor Sloane Bates, the royal physician,” the woman began, her eyes darting between all of us. “Commander Moretti explained that you had some questions and concerns regarding recent health problems? And possibly something regarding your shifting and heritage?”

      “Did he explain anything else?” Maya asked with consideration, her expression turning thoughtful as if she was trying to decide how to handle this.

      “Just that it was extremely important and time-sensitive.” Doctor Bates paused and then added, “It is fairly clear to me that you’re not any type of shifter I have come across recently. So I would have to assume that is part of the health concerns we are dealing with?”

      Maya’s eyes went soft as she nibbled her lip. “Yes. We recently confirmed, well, I discovered, I suppose… that I’m a phoenix.”

      Doctor Bates went frozen, blinking in confusion before her eyes lit up with what I’m sure were thoughts that Henry would want access to, making me wish we had considered this possibility. However, I found that the doctor was a bit more forthright than I would have assumed.

      “A phoenix? You know this? As in, you’ve shifted?”

      “Yes,” Maya confirmed and then looked at the three of us. “All of my mates have seen it.”

      “Mates? I see.” The doctor tilted her head. “So I am to assume that you are the mate to commander Moretti’s flight?”

      “Plus Croy.” Maya’s hand snuck out and tightened on him as the doctor seemed to evaluate our friend and nodded with more confidence.

      “I haven’t seen a phoenix shifter in years outside of the queen, but of course I am more than willing to answer any questions.” She seemed to hesitate, before adding, “I would be sure, though, when you meet with the queen, to explain to her what exactly you are. Being a phoenix in Dreki culture is very highly regarded, and she is going to be interested in where you’ve been hiding.”

      “Not hiding.” Maya frowned. “Locked in a basement.”

      Doctor Bates’s brows went up. “You were locked in a basement?”

      “On Earth,” Maya confirmed and then looked to Croy. “I don’t know where to start. I feel like we had a lot of questions before we got here and now I feel overwhelmed.”

      The truth radiating off Maya instantly had the doctor softening as she offered me a look of understanding. It was pretty rare that someone didn’t understand how special Maya was after moments of spending time around her.

      “I think we need to discuss the biggest situation,” Croy hedged and then looked at Doctor Bates. “From my understanding of what a normal phoenix looks like, I would like to suggest that you see Maya shift, if possible… She is different from how the others are portrayed.”

      “Looks different?”

      “In coloring. Her feathers are blue and gold.”

      No one had mentioned it so directly, but I was glad he did because I knew it could affect her answers for everything else.

      Once again, the doctor froze and looked directly at Maya with an interest that made me feel defensive. “That is impossible.”

      “Clearly it’s not,” Sai leveled.

      Keeping her eyes on Maya, she spoke softly. “I know this may be a lot to ask, Maya, but is there any way you can shift for me?”

      My mate fidgeted slightly and shifted on her seat. “I have only shifted once, so I’m not sure how easy that would be. I can try though.”

      “Of course.” She nodded in understanding as Maya stood, slipping off her sandals before stepping towards the side of the couches to distance herself a bit. I could see the way her hands were shaking, and I tried to offer her a look of encouragement. A small worried noise came from the back of her throat that had my dragon nearly jolting forward in concern as I kept myself sitting by some divine willpower.

      Closing her eyes, Maya’s energy immediately surged, and I saw the nervous hesitancy on her face change to excitement. The shift was almost immediate, and gold dust seemed to explode out from her skin as the fire that seemed to burn within her lit up her entire frame, the wind shifting in the room as a pop sounded over the roar of a mini tornado. I grunted as all of the sudden a sonic-like blast of gold magic and heat blasted the room, and in Maya’s place, soaring above in the rafters of the room, was an incandescent phoenix.

      Absolutely stunning.

      And absolutely a blaze of gold, red, and orange flames that only highlighted the intoxicating blue and purple inferno that seemed to surround her. The woman I loved was by far the most unique and glorious shifter I’d ever seen.

      When I looked back to the doctor, I could see pure shock radiating over her, and I steadied myself… Somehow I knew that this was about to get ten times more complicated.
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      Exhilaration. Excitement. Pride. Everything seemed to morph into one moment of pure and untamed joy as I once again connected with the creature inside of me, feeling our bond solidify into something absolutely amazing. I had a feeling the more I shifted, the stronger our connection would become and it’d be easier to shift like this. For just a moment, it was easy to ignore everything else.

      Doctor Bates.

      The Dreki realm.

      My insecurities and questions.

      None of it mattered, and I could feel my mates’ energy in the room as I let out a sound, desperately wanting them to join us. The sound was crisp and clear and immediately had Atlas standing as I swept downward, gliding while leaving an inferno-like trail in my path.

      As I glided past one of the large windows, I nearly circled back in order to see my reflection once more. I had never seen myself shifted before, and I found myself momentarily shocked. Not just because of the stunning array of reds, oranges, purples, and blues that decorated my large avian frame but because that gorgeous creature was… me. That concept seemed unreal. For the first time in my life, I felt a sense of pride and worth that radiated from within myself, not from others, and it vividly contrasted the concern I had about the doctor’s reaction to how I looked.

      Doctor Bates seemed like a nice woman, but she also left me feeling a bit uncomfortable. Not because of anything she was doing, but because of the truth she could represent. And based on her expression? I was going to guess that I truly wasn’t a normal phoenix.

      That realization gutted me.

      I desperately wanted to be normal for my mates. I wanted to be what they assumed I was, but the shock on her face left me feeling as though there was something drastically wrong with me.

      I didn’t want to burn any of the furniture, so I landed on a metal shelf, looking over my three mates and the doctor. A sad sound broke from my throat as Croy’s fists tightened, his wolf attempting to surge forward. I knew my phoenix and I were pulling on our bonds with them, and Sai was gripping the couch in an attempt to not shift. I wanted him to shift though—the only thing holding me back from demanding it was that he so clearly was trying not to. I didn’t understand why.

      Didn’t he want to fly with us?

      A disappointed sound almost left me at the concept of him not wanting that.

      “I don’t understand how this is possible,” Doctor Bates demanded, looking at them. “Locked up? Where was she locked up? Outside of the crown, we haven’t had a Blue Phoenix in nearly two decades. You said Maya is eighteen, correct? I mean, the chances of that being a coincidence is extremely unlikely, and if that’s the case, then—”

      “I understand what it would possibly mean,” Croy responded, looking more tense than before as I felt confusion run over me. Recognition as well, because the term ‘Blue Phoenix’ sounded familiar… possibly because I was shifted, but I couldn’t for the life of me remember why it was familiar. I racked my brain, trying to pull that term from the conversation I’d had with Croy.

      “Then you understand we need to go see the queen immediately, correct?” The doctor’s face was filled with passion. “We absolutely cannot wait. In fact, with the calls she is letting out, I’m surprised the queen hasn’t shown up herself.”

      Calls?

      Queen?

      The story Croy told me was jostled from my subconscious, turning my mood darker as I recalled the heartbreaking tale of the Dreki realm queen, who was a Blue Phoenix, and her mates losing a child. A pulse of pain went through my chest, nearly causing my phoenix to let out a sound of distress and sadness.

      “Maya.” Sai stepped forward, his eyes flashing with heat that both enticed me forward and worried me because I got the distinct feeling that he wasn’t particularly happy with any of what the doctor was saying. “Can you change back, kitten?”

      I left the metal shelf and flew down towards him before landing on another hard surface, feeling as though I couldn’t fully shift back yet. My phoenix was thrilled to be out, and I could tell she wasn’t fully ready to disappear again. I let out a soft warble that almost sounded like a coo before he reached, running a hand along my feathers. His dragon let out a deep rumble from his chest that had me moving closer to him.

      “This is only her second time shifting?”

      I cued back into the doctor’s voice, realizing that she looked once again a bit more clinical and confused. Maybe because I couldn’t shift back? Or had yet to? I wasn’t positive. Last time I had only done so in exhaustion, so I wasn’t positive how to do so in a controlled setting.

      When the door opened suddenly, my attention turned and a happy sound pealed out of me, thrilled to see Marco, Henry, Anani, and Ledger. All of them seemed somewhat surprised to see me shifted, but when I flew over, Marco let me land on his shoulder. He reached up a hand and I nipped it, a soft affection running through our bond making me nuzzle against him.

      “She won’t shift back,” Atlas explained softly.

      Won’t? No, it wasn’t that we wouldn’t… well, actually it was a bit of that. My phoenix let out a screech of frustration at him as his lips pressed into a small amused smile. I liked that smile far too much. I felt my frustration soften, but I stayed by Marco, loving the way his hand felt on me.

      “Baby girl, how about you shift back?” His voice was commanding and had my phoenix pausing, seeming to consider his words. I waited for her to make a decision on how to proceed, wanting to work together with her, before she decided that this time we were going to listen to him unlike earlier. We took off from his shoulder and soared towards the ceiling before diving back down.

      That same feeling of fiery heat on my skin returned, but instead of feeling as though it was exploding out, it almost felt like an implosion, my eyes shutting as everything went from gliding to a sudden stop of heavier limbs. I let out a small scream as I fell from the air, only for my fall to be stopped by two large arms that had me sighing happily. Atlas.

      “You may want to try to shift closer to the ground next time, angel,” he purred, his voice a soft hum that felt heated as I realized his rough hands were against my bare skin. I flushed, noting that I was naked and wondering what had happened to the pretty dress I’d been wearing. Before I could question it, a blanket was wrapped around me as Anani looked down at me, his eyes flaring with lust despite me being in Atlas’s arms. I reached out and ran my hand through his hair, wanting to kiss him but wondering if that was a bit much considering I could feel the doctor still staring at me.

      My relief and relaxation diminished when I began listening to the conversation taking place between Doctor Bates and the others.

      “I think it is of vast importance that we see the queen immediately. Not only is she a phoenix, but a Blue Phoenix. Her age range and the fact that you found her on Earth… the coincidence is far too likely. The crown needs to be notified immediately so we can at least confirm her identity.”

      “I understand,” Marco began, his voice was firm and controlled, “but I want to know about her health before any of that. It’s the reason we came back here. The only reason.”

      “Her health—” the doctor began.

      “Is the only thing that matters right now.” Henry’s voice was a firm command. “We get some answers and then we go to the queen.”

      Doctor Bates inhaled sharply before she sat down, running a hand through her dark hair as she seemed to gather herself. She motioned for the couch, and Atlas kept me tucked against him as we moved to sit.

      I was glad the guys were taking charge, because my voice probably wouldn’t work currently. There were too many emotions running through me, the main one confusion.

      “What questions?” she asked, that level of professionalism from before seeping out. Honestly, with the amount of tension running through her, it was rather impressive she was able to manage it.

      “She’s been getting sick, high fevers and not waking up for periods of time,” Henry managed, his voice making me frown because there was pain there. I knew, of course, that it worried him, but I guess I hadn’t realized to what extent.

      The doctor seemed to consider this and then looked at me. “Has she gone through her mating heat yet? I noticed a few marks on her but I can’t tell how bonded all of you are.”

      “About half,” Marco confirmed. “At least by marking. No mating heat yet.”

      Doctor Bates mulled this over and took a breath, seeming to relax into the couch with a thoughtful expression. “Well, that would hold true for a phoenix… especially a Blue Phoenix. For a normal phoenix, you won’t go into a mating heat until you start marking your mates, and high emotions can trigger it. For a Blue Phoenix, she has to mark all of her mates for the mating heat to hit… but her magic is going to attempt to rush that as soon as possible. I’m not sure how long you were locked up, Maya, but at eighteen, you should have gone through the process of marking all of your mates, and the mating heat would have followed very shortly after. Every bit of time that passed is going to cause your magic to react negatively and with frustration at the bonds not being made. Once they are completed, you will without a doubt go into mating heat. Until then, you are going to probably have a few system overloads, I suppose you could call it. It could get bad enough that it would severely impact your health, but it shouldn’t as long as you complete the bonds.”

      “And what does that mean, exactly? The mating heat?” I asked for clarification, my voice rougher than I realized. I could hear Ledger let out a sound from the back of his throat that made my skin break out into shivers, but I was luckily able to ignore it enough to focus on her important words.

      “Besides the obvious?” She laughed slightly and then sighed. “It means that your phoenix is going to try to mate with them. You are going to be viable to produce children. The first time may or may not result in that, but the following times each year after are almost always successful, until your phoenix and you have decided that you have produced enough children. Considering your extended life span—”

      “Extended life span?” I questioned, feeling suddenly anxious.

      “Yes. You already have a regenerative quality that can’t be taken away, but it is given to your mates as well, making you essentially immortal,” she explained softly.

      My lips popped open at that piece of information, finding myself secretly thrilled at the notion that nothing bad could happen to my mates or me. Well, it wasn’t that nothing bad could happen, but they would be okay on the long-term spectrum. Letting out a shaky breath, I looked towards Marco but couldn’t find anything to say.

      If I was truly a Blue Phoenix, it didn’t seem like it was the worst thing in the world considering the queen of the realm was one as well. A small amount of pride at the concept of being special like that surged through me, making me feel worthy of my mates for the first time ever.

      But then why was the doctor so worked up? Why did my boys seem so tense?

      “Do you have extra clothes?” I asked softly, and Doctor Bates seemed to jolt from some internal thoughts. She easily made her way across the room and opened a closet, pulling out a plain black dress that matched the one that she was wearing herself. I took it and held it against my chest, the large blanket that I’d been wrapped in serving as a small block from my nudity. She pointed towards a door as the others talked, Marco seemingly insistent on something. I slipped into the bathroom, finding my skin slightly ashy and hair messy, but my face looked flushed and my chest felt relaxed and at peace.

      It was moments like this that I wished I was stronger. Like Jordan.

      Instead, I found myself wondering if there was a way to avoid going to meet the queen. It wasn’t that I wanted to, but the concept of being something different and that being highlighted always made me nervous. Plus, hadn’t Croy said it was only possible to be a Blue Phoenix if the individual was from the royal line of the Dreki realm? Well, that didn’t make any sense at all.

      Brushing my hair back, I walked towards the door, hearing an upkick of voices and feeling nervous at some voices I didn’t recognize.

      “We already have it planned for tonight,” Marco said smoothly.

      Doctor Bates shook her head. “I’m sorry Commander Moretti, but this is far too important.”

      My eyes flashed towards the soldiers that were standing near the door, making me feel very flighty and uncomfortable.

      “We should just go and get it over with,” I pointed out, everyone’s head snapping towards me. Surprise seemed to cross some of the faces of the guards as the one near Doctor Bates made a noise of interest.

      “Well, the resemblance is uncanny,” he said easily. Doctor Bates shot him a scowl, an action that had him smiling down at her. I wasn’t fantastic at reading people, but I could feel the underlying tension between the two of them easily.

      “I don’t like this,” Henry muttered.

      Seeing their indecision, I realized this was a moment I needed to say something, because for the first time ever my mates needed a level of direction. I knew they didn’t want me to be uncomfortable, but at the same time it didn’t seem like this was much of a choice.

      “I want to meet her. Let’s do this,” I confirmed, even though I was still terrified.

      Doctor Bates motioned for me as I found the shoes I’d been wearing before, glad suddenly that I’d slipped them off. My hands twisted in front of me as I followed her towards the door, my mates following behind me, Marco running his fingers along my lower back in a soothing motion.

      “We don’t have to do this.” Marco sounded almost anxious and it made me worry, something I tried to not show. I felt far more shaken up than I would like to admit, and Doctor Bates’s insistence and eagerness to get to the queen only enhanced it. A slight tremble worked through me and my skin heated, my throat feeling thick as my fingers fidgeted. What was so important that we had to meet the queen now? Why did it make it far too real to do that?

      I hadn’t realized I’d never responded to Marco until his hand intertwined with mine, pulling my attention. Speaking softly, I kept my eyes on Doctor Bates and the way she walked with the one guard up ahead, the two of them talking in whispered tones that I couldn’t hear.

      “We do have to do this.” I squeezed his hand. “We came here for answers and she’s been helpful so far, so if she thinks we need to meet with the queen now, then I say we trust that.”

      Marco muttered a curse under his breath before he inhaled sharply and nodded. “I don’t disagree with you, baby girl. Just remember that no matter what happens, we can always leave. We can leave this place and ignore whatever we learned here.”

      I examined his face, noticing a string of panic there. He was as uncomfortable, if not more uncomfortable, as me with all of this. As a pair of massive doors loomed ahead, I paused and wrapped my arms around Marco, burying my head in his chest and whispering ‘I love you’ as he wrapped his arms fully around me. The low rumble that he let escape from his throat had me relaxing. I was finding that I truly considered this man my safe place.

      “This is bullshit.” Henry’s voice was edged with a dangerous tone despite his words being under his breath. I turned my head slightly, noticing that the two up ahead had stopped, clearly waiting for us.

      “Let’s just get it over with,” I confirmed, attempting to be positive.

      After a sharp nod, I moved forward with my mates behind me. An odd sense of calm infiltrated everything as I rolled my shoulders back, trying to straighten myself and be more confident. I needed that. I needed that inner strength.

      The gold doors up ahead opened after a sharp nod from the guards that lined the space. Immediately, sunlight flooded the hallway, and my eyes moved across the marble and gold room to the ceiling that was made of a glass dome that presented a stunning blue sky and gold clouds above. It was indisputably gorgeous, and distracting enough that I didn’t even notice how crowded the room was. I didn’t notice the large amount of guards that lined the sides of the room or the people that seemed to hover throughout.

      Almost immediately, we drew attention, and my fear and nervousness began to fade despite being the center of attention. A weird sense of calm filled me as the familiar scent of ash filled the space, mixed with floral, my skin lighting up with heat as we passed through the doors. My phoenix began to flutter in my chest, and I nearly let out a sound from her but managed to keep my lips pressed together as we continued to examine all the eyes on us.

      Beautiful people filled the room, dressed in an assortment of whites, golds, and jewel tones that seemed to only add to the luxury of what I imagined most throne rooms were modeled after. The music quieted at my arrival, and everything seemed to pause, my eyes finally making it up front. That was right about when true shock slammed into me, making me pause in my step as emotion flooded my throat.

      The woman standing in the front of the room was undeniably the queen in the question, that much was clear. But more than that… she looked just like me.
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      I wasn’t particularly good at knowing how to react to situations, but now more than ever I felt extremely confused and uncomfortable. There was absolutely no denying the fact that the woman across the room looked exactly like me. I knew I wasn’t the only one who recognized it either, because the entire room broke into low, murmured conversation. I couldn’t look away from the woman up front though, her eyes widening as I stared back into the same exact gold shade that mine had turned recently. It was way more than that though. The similarities were enough that I was trying to find differences other than the fact that she appeared older than me—not by much—but there was an angular element to her face that I didn’t have.

      I needed to say something, ask something, but I was unable to because of the shock radiating through me. We even had the exact same color hair. Her nose was rounded on the tip, like mine, and covered in freckles. Like mine. The only difference was the way she held herself, a gold crown covered in blue stones sitting on top of her head, which was held high and with confidence. There was a power and elegance to her that I could never myself contain, but I wanted to. I wanted to have that strength. Looking at her was like finding an idealistic image of yourself—both painful and fascinating.

      “What is this?” A man’s deep voice rang out from nearby, clear and strong, as my eyes darted around to the six men that seemed to surround her. All of them were wearing gold and blue uniforms that matched her own dress in style. They had crowns as well, but they were simple gold bands, and I wasn’t positive if that meant they were kings or if they were simply a reflection of their relationship with her. Honestly, it was a bit difficult to focus on that element of it right now.

      The man speaking seemed to have a similar magic signature to Atlas, his dragon apparent from here. The shadows on the edges of the room grew in response to the defensive energy that radiated off him. His dark hair and eyes were such a drastic contrast to the lightness of the room around him, and it only seemed to amplify the danger he exuded. I nearly stepped back, my hands shaking, but I managed to keep my ground. Luckily, Doctor Bates spoke up and pulled their attention away from me briefly, straightening from a curtsy that was echoed by my mates’ bows.

      Was I supposed to have curtsied as well? Crap. I was already messing this up.

      “I’m sorry, Your Majesty.” Her apology was authentic, but there was an urgency to her tone. “I couldn’t wait. I knew that there was no way to possibly explain this situation. It is one you had to see for yourself.” The rambling nature of her words was such a stark difference from her calm, calculated attitude before, and it had me staring up at her in confusion. She almost looked excited?

      “This is impossible,” the woman at the front of the room said softly, but her voice traveled through the space, drawing my attention back up. Her large gold eyes were still completely focused on me, filled with an emotion I couldn’t place but had my heart racing nervously. My eyes almost felt as though they were stinging, and emotion I didn’t understand caught in my throat, making me feel almost choked. There was no way to hide how I felt, and my hands tightened on my dress, wanting desperately to turn into one of my mates. They were so close, yet there felt like there was a distance between us, and I was hesitant to look away from this moment, afraid that I would find I was imagining it.

      The room grew louder, confusion filling the air with tension as the queen stepped down from the front. Well, tried to. The man from before stepped in front of her, his massive frame shielding her from the rest of us. I made a noise in my throat, frustrated that I could no longer see her, and immediately she stepped out from the man’s space and offered him a look.

      “Cyra.” His voice held a softness that surprised me as his hand on her waist tightened.

      “Con, look at her. Really look.” Her voice was almost pleading.

      The man turned to look at me briefly, and I noticed pain flash across his face before I was distracted by another man stepping forward, his gaze far more clinical and a bit cold. Honestly, the man appeared a bit younger than the others, and he was very unique-looking, his golden skin almost the same exact shade as his hair and eyes, almost creating an effect where he seemed to be made of gold. I couldn’t tell you what type of dragon he was, but there was a cool, even energy to his magic that attempted to reassure those around him.

      “I think she may be right,” he murmured, his eyes darkening before looking back at the other men, all of them staring between Cyra and me in a mixture of surprise and pain.

      “We checked everywhere, Haco,” a red-haired man determined, his eyes flashing with a fiery energy despite them being dark in shade. “Fucking everywhere.”

      “Everyone out,” the man next to him snapped. The room came back into focus, people fleeing towards the door, leaving us with just the seven up front and some guards.

      “Calm down,” another man drew in response to the man who snapped out the order. His eyes narrowed on my mates, making me feel defensive. I almost stepped back to block them, but Cyra stepped forward again, and this time, no one stopped her.

      I swallowed nervously as she looked back momentarily at the man sitting on the edge of the throne, his gaze completely focused on me. He didn’t seem angry, though. Rather the opposite, a level of sadness in his gaze, mixed with both hope and surprise that I could have never expected and didn’t fully understand. He met Cyra’s gaze and offered a small nod, making her let out a sound of both happiness and surprise that had my phoenix fluttering in my chest.

      “She doesn’t know.” His voice was filled with emotion. “But her phoenix… it’s the same. Her magic is the same. I think it’s her.”

      “If I may,” Doctor Bates said, attempting to interrupt the moment. I inhaled sharply, realizing I had been all but holding my breath in fear of what each one would say next. Marco wrapped an arm around my waist and I leaned back into him, needing that touch of comfort to ground myself. Instantly, I felt far better, and I tried to not lock my knees, feeling suddenly dizzy.

      “Explain,” Cyra ordered softly, a flash of vulnerability skirting her face with her eyes still glued to mine. “I don’t understand how this is possible.”

      “I don’t know,” Doctor Bates admitted before stilling the room with her next words. “She’s a Blue Phoenix. Confirmed. She shifted moments ago back in my office, so we came here immediately. I mean, the resemblance alone would have been enough to warrant an investigation, but the fact that she is a Blue Phoenix? I mean, the chances—”

      Heat pricked my skin at everyone’s range of emotions that seemed to be filling the space.

      “Stop.” The same man who ordered everyone out looked like he was in immense pain. Cyra’s jaw tightened as she nodded, ignoring the others behind her and looking far less surprised about the news than the men.

      A sound left her throat, resonating through the space, as a similar one left me and had tears breaking down my lashes and cheeks before I had a chance to stop them. Marco brushed one away, gently kissing the top of my head, as Cyra closed the gap between us. I could feel unadulterated shock surging through my mating bonds, and even Marco seemed to be treading hesitantly. Unintentionally, his action also gained the others’ attention.

      “Commander Moretti,” the red haired man’s sharp voice rang out. “What is the meaning of this? Our briefing was for tonight—”

      “They are here with me. My mates brought me here to the Dreki Realm.” I blinked away tears as Cyra inhaled sharply at the sound of my voice, the sound seeming to make everyone pause as it echoed through the silent hall.

      Before I could blink, she was in front of me, staring at me from almost the exact same height. My eyes widened as her hands wrapped around my shoulders and everything jolted inside of me. A blast of sonic power, scorching with heat, hit my own magic, and my heart stuttered at the connection between us. The one that was almost unbelievable yet undeniable. Emotion crowded everything, making me dizzy enough that I couldn’t focus on anything but the ringing in my ears. Unimaginable pain and loss slammed into me as a heartbreak that had been long buried exposed itself.

      “Sol.” Her voice was broken. “Baby, is it really you?”

      The name ran over me with familiarity as I found my voice. “I… how is this possible?” I just couldn’t believe it.

      “What’s possible?” Sai’s voice brought me back as I turned my head to look at them, even Marco who had removed his arm despite staying in my space.

      I whispered my realization. “This is my mom.”
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        * * *

      

      I had believed for so long that I had lived in the basement my entire life. I had never given full thought to where I’d been born. Rather the opposite—I tried to avoid those thoughts because they were met with the sad realization that a monster like my mother had given birth to me. That had been the hand fate had dealt me.

      So I had thought.

      Now though, the small dreams and nightmares I had were starting to piece together, and my instincts, my phoenix, were telling me that there was only one truth here… Queen Cyra was my mother.

      Unlike my mates, who were connected in a subconscious bond that surrounded me with my wolf and I in the center, my connection with her was a vibrant blue piece of cord that was slightly frayed but solid in the center. The more time we stood in proximity to one another, the more intensely it began to glow, as if my magic was feeding off her own. A wave of memories, short flashes, began to invade everything. Gold eyes. Warm hugs. Flying. Large glass ceilings. Even the smell of her natural scent, a rose and sea salt, became familiar to me. These had always appeared in my dreams, but I had assumed they were simply fantasies to distract me from the far more depressing reality that I’d been locked in the basement from before I could remember.

      My phoenix let out another excited sound as I felt hers begin to radiate a magic so pure and strong from her chest that it actually had me feeling as though I was in the presence of a goddess. Tears flooded my face once again as suddenly she pulled me into a hug that was so tight I felt like I was burning alive. Yet I hugged her back, through the small sob of confusion that left my throat.

      “I don’t even know what to say.” Cyra pulled back, tears streaking down her cheeks as well. “I don’t understand… we thought… I mean we looked everywhere, for months. We still have a scouting team on Earth realm… yet here you are.”

      My throat worked as I tried to find the words that I needed.

      “I was locked up,” I admitted softly, and I felt the energy turn darker in the room at my phrasing. I had no idea how else to explain what had occurred, though.

      “Locked up?” Her voice was choked. “Where?”

      “In a basement,” I rushed out. “I thought it was a church, but apparently it’s a coven. Pastor Malcolm knew I was a phoenix.”

      “Did you say that you were being held by a coven?” A masculine voice had me jumping as Cyra tightened her hold on me. I could feel my mates were on edge and very close behind me, but they didn’t try to step into the moment between her and I. I was finding that I wanted them closer. Everything was growing overwhelming, and I was trying to breathe through it, but it wasn’t easy. It didn’t help that the man now standing over us was legitimately massive.

      He had been the one snapping orders. His entire energy was very similar to Marco’s in both dominance and magic, but where there was a soft edge to Marco around me, this man had me shrinking back. My mate let out a low rumble that had the intimidating man snapping his head towards him in confusion, removing his gaze from Cyra and I.

      “You’re scaring her,” Marco grit out.

      “Nuriel,” Cyra’s voice was smoother, “calm down. I’m sure we can get more of an explanation. Let’s find somewhere to sit—”

      “You’re telling me to calm down?” Nuriel demanded softly, his black eyes flashing with pain as I realized how similar he looked to the man Con. Were they brothers? He continued, his voice choked with emotion. “Calm down, Cyra? Our daughter, who we thought was dead, shows up out of nowhere and says she was locked up by a fucking coven this entire time—”

      “Nuriel,” Con’s voice rang out. Nuriel’s jaw tightened, but he instantly went silent. He looked back down at me, sadness filling his gaze, before muttering under his breath and running a hand through his hair.

      “I am furious, but we need all the information first,” Cyra explained softly, her hands tightening around me. Nuriel nodded and walked towards some guards, leaving me in a state of both being worried about him and intimidated.

      “He’s harmless,” Cyra promised. “He’s just… this is a lot at once. We should sit.”

      I nodded mutely as she led me forward. I hesitantly met the gaze of the red-haired man we passed, his gaze darting between Cyra and me before he looked away, his eyes glinting with anger and what appeared to be tears. My eyes widened as I came to a stop, making Cyra look at me with confusion.

      “Did he say ‘our daughter’?” I asked softly.

      Cyra’s eyes filled with compassion. “Yes, our daughter. I’m sorry, this must be so much for you, Sol—”

      “I go by Maya,” I admitted.

      Her eyes flashed with sadness as she nodded. “Of course. You have to understand, your fathers and I have been looking for you since you first disappeared. You were so, so young, and we had no idea what happened. To hear that you were taken is—”

      Fury blazed in her eyes as she seemed at a loss for words. Suddenly, the man who had ordered others to calm down appeared over her shoulder. His dark hair and bright, ocean-colored eyes were a bit unnerving as he offered me a small, hesitant smile. His voice was soft as he spoke to Cyra.

      “Honey, I need you to breathe. Your magic is going to cause half of us to shift if you don’t.”

      My mother… my mom? What did I call her? She nodded and closed her eyes, seeming to pull on a source of calm energy, causing me to exhale, not having realized how much she was affecting me.

      “I’m fine.” Cyra nodded, seeming more collected. “Maya, this is Fuji.”

      “One of my dads?” I barely got out, unable to truly believe this. Any of it. My mates were in shock as well, but I could feel their anxiety grow through our bond as I was moved further away from them. I turned back when Atlas let out a snarl, realizing that they weren’t being allowed to follow me. The red-haired man stood blocking them, his jaw set firmly as magic crackled through the room, his gaze on Atlas, who was practically standing toe to toe with him. Marco stepped to the side as my anxiety began to grow, and I tugged my arm from Cyra, causing her to let out a sad, almost injured sound that made me feel guilty.

      My voice came out far more commanding than I expected. “I want them here. I’m not talking if they aren’t part of it.”

      He turned to look at me, Atlas’s gaze narrowing on him as I saw something like respect at my tone flash through my dad’s gaze. “If they were bringing you back here, they have done their part.”

      “I told you they were my mates.”

      He stilled, his eyes filling with frustration, as Fuji let out a chuckle from behind me. “This is a fucking shit show.”

      The red-haired man snarled but stepped back, running a hand through his hair in frustration. When the man from up front spoke, the one with sadness and compassion in his gaze, everyone turned to look at him. “Ignatius, now is not the time.”

      “Our daughter shows up out of fucking nowhere after thirteen years, with one of our most dangerous command squads in tow, claiming they are her mates—after she was imprisoned by a witch coven, mind you—and you are telling me that this is not the time to lose my shit?” He growled, fire lighting up along his fingers before it was snuffed out quickly. “You’re a goddamn piece of work.”

      My eyes bounced back to the man with warm brown eyes as he approached us and let out a tired-sounding sigh in reference to Ignatius. “You aren’t solving anything. We need to figure out what happened.”

      I found myself nodding in agreement as the man smiled down at me, a small amount of amusement jumping in his gaze before he continued. “Besides, I don’t think Sol—sorry—Maya cares what you want regarding her mates.”

      It was true. I didn’t.

      Henry made a noise of approval. Clearly I had been broadcasting accidentally.

      “Let’s sit down,” the man continued. “I’m Pele, by the way.”

      I nodded, watching as my mates passed Ignatius, he and Atlas having a bit of a stand-off as we walked around the throne to a large lounge area filled with couches and a table. Almost immediately, Cyra led me to a couch and sat down facing me, her hands clasping my own, her eyes running over my face.

      “Please don’t worry. I promise you, we will figure this out,” she said softly.

      I nodded, finding myself at a loss for words. I had confidence when it revolved around my mates, but outside of that, I felt a bit lost. When Ledger sat down right next to me, I breathed out a sigh of relief as I turned to look into his gaze. The calm and strength I saw there had me relaxing. In fact, I suddenly felt the others attempting to fill our bond with affection and softness that had me centering myself.

      “When did you find her?” Con asked as the others spread out throughout the lounge area, my mates mainly staying directly behind where I sat.

      “She arrived in Washington about two weeks ago. I ran into her at a gas station, and she ended up at the same school as the twins,” Marco immediately answered in a smooth, practiced tone as if he was reading from a report. I didn’t like that.

      At the same time, I knew our moments together were private, but it had been so much more than just being in the same place at the same time. I realized that now. There had been a reason I ran into Marco that day, and I would have never guessed it would change my life, but it did and I couldn’t be happier.

      “Where were you before that?” Cyra asked, drawing my attention back to her.

      “I was locked in the basement of a church—well, what I thought was a church—for as long as I can remember,” I admitted. “Pastor Malcolm and the woman claiming to be my mother kept me there.”

      “Someone was claiming to be your mother?” Cyra hissed, her eyes flashing with that same anger again.

      “I suggest we stick to the larger facts. The details of Maya’s story are a bit hard to hear,” Croy admitted, causing all my dads to look up at him. Were they my dads? I mean, biologically it was becoming obvious that was how this happened, but did I call them my dads? Or should I call them by their first names?

      “What the hell is a wolf doing with you?” Nuriel demanded of Marco.

      I straightened slightly and let out a growl before stopping myself. “He’s one of my mates. I already explained this.”

      I was even surprised by my tone, but I couldn’t help it. I had never been around people that questioned my mates, and I was finding myself not only protective but possessive over them.

      Nuriel’s eyes widened as he muttered a curse and ran a hand over his face, clearly not knowing what to say. Croy let out a low rumble of approval that had me looking at him, his eyes flashing with heat, and I could tell he wanted to say something, I just wasn’t positive what. Hopefully he would tell me later.

      “Let’s try our best to piece this together,” Pele suggested, his eyes running over each of my mates.

      “You don’t remember anything before the basement?” Cyra asked hesitantly.

      “No.”

      Her eyes filled with sadness as she squeezed my hand. “When you were around five, we were on a diplomatic trip in the Earth realm. Blue Phoenixes shift early—very early, in fact—and while you were just a fledgling, we went on a flight together. That was when you disappeared—”

      “I was shot down,” I muttered in realization. “I thought it was a dream, but I am pretty sure that’s what happened.”

      “Shot down?” Ignatius demanded, his face filled with panic that didn’t match his temper. From his expression alone I felt like the man was mad at me, but I was starting to realize that may just be his mannerisms.

      “I believe so,” I whispered and looked back at Cyra, “but I had been in that basement as long as I can remember. I assumed any other memories were dreams. Also, until two days ago, I hadn’t been able to shift—”

      “The coven most likely blocked her magic when they killed her the first time,” Croy explained. “It was also why you probably couldn’t locate her.”

      “They fucking killed you?” Con hissed.

      “Yes.” I shrank slightly, feeling less confident. Atlas’s hand found its way onto the back of my neck in a soothing way.

      “Maya has been through a lot,” Henry said, his voice filled the space. “I don’t think anyone is in the correct mindset to hear her story, frankly.”

      Realization seemed to fill the room as I blushed, knowing that they were probably figuring out that my time away had been anything but pleasant. I swallowed and tried to redirect the question. “So… I’m from here?”

      “Yes, you are the True Heir, princess to the Dreki realm,” Cyra immediately answered. Her words still were stunning me, because the idea of me belonging to anything important, ever, seemed inconceivable.

      “Because you’re the queen? And my mother?” I clarified, the lights starting to darken slightly on the edges as my neck broke out in a cool sweat.

      “Maya—” Henry’s voice tilted in concern as he probably realized I was starting to feel sick again, my fever spiking. My phoenix was out of control and overwhelmed as Cyra said something, my brow dipping in confusion. Pain radiated from my abdomen as I leaned back against Ledger.

      Everything started to spot black as the reality of their words hit me, the truth of what I had believed in so long forgotten. I hadn’t been just locked in a basement, I’d been ripped away from everything. A mom. Dads. An entire realm. A choked sound left my throat, and I felt fire lick my skin dangerously as my eyes fluttered shut. I heard commotion breaking out into the room, but when I slumped forward, the only thing I could smell was the familiar scent of my mom.

      That was right before I blacked out.

      The last thought that plagued my mind? Were there more like me?
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      This was hell. Absolute goddamn hell.

      I was kneeling, face level with Maya, where she was passed out in the large bed of our dorm. I could hear everyone outside in the main room—her fathers, our flight, even Queen Cyra—discussing what was going on and details of Maya’s past. Nothing about the future and what this meant, which I was glad for, because nothing like that should ever be decided without my kitten. I was, however, glad that they were discussing Maya’s past away from her. No one, least of all Maya, needed to be reminded of the horrors of everything that she went through. She had done that enough.

      None of that bothered me as much as the fact that Maya, after nearly an hour following the throne room incident, was passed out still. Her breathing was soft but a bit too fast for my liking, the royal physician’s explanation still ringing in my ears.

      She needed to mark her mates.

      I wasn’t disagreeing with her, but it did bother me that there was an unspoken time limit put on her now. It shouldn’t be a rushed and forced process like that. Maya deserved to take her time. After everything she had been through? The woman deserved all the time in the goddamn world.

      My forehead dipped to rest on the bed as I let out a sound of frustration, not knowing how to handle this. Not only the concept of Maya’s health problems and the implication of rushing mating, which my dragon was a massive fan of, but everything that had happened today.

      Maya had a family. Not only a family, but an entire realm at her feet if she wanted.

      She didn’t need us anymore.

      In order to stay with us, she would have to choose us. To go back to Earth with us. The possibility of her not doing that gutted me, and I was pretty sure I wasn’t the only one considering that could occur. I was thrilled Maya had more information about what had happened, but there was a part of me that wished we had never gone to the Dreki realm. A part of me wanted to throw her over my shoulder and jump back into a portal, ensuring they couldn’t keep her here.

      What if she wants to stay?

      I knew we would stay if she wanted to… if she wanted us, that is. Panic gripped my throat as I felt tension rolling through me. I inhaled sharply, wondering how I would ever fully deal with everything Maya had been through. I knew they were her demons to handle, that they shouldn’t have plagued me, but it was impossible for me to not feel the raw pain associated with everything she’d been through.

      I loved Maya. I loved Maya, and the people that you loved were the ones that often caused you the most pain. Even if it was just through experiencing the pain they themselves were going through. It was impossible to not be affected by it. Not that it would ever scare me away or dissuade me from being around Maya, rather the opposite. In some ways, the pain I felt for her situation reassured me that this was real. That my emotions for her were rooted in something outside of just a mating bond. Not that I discounted that element, but I knew it was more than that. I was just praying to the Maker that Maya would continue to want me around so I could experience everything that was her. If she told me to go, that she didn’t want me, I would… well, I wouldn’t. But I would act as if I was leaving her alone.

      I don’t think I had it in me to ever fully give Maya up.

      I didn’t think she wanted me to either, which was why my doubt in all of this was so frustrating. Maya had never played games. She had never appeared to question us being mates, and her words of constant reassurance that she was staying around should have made me feel moderately better. But insecurity from my past rode me hard, one that told me that now that she had found something better, a family that had been looking for her, she would leave us. It sounded absurd… but at the same time, I had been so easily forgotten time and time again by my own family, so wasn’t it possible that she could forget about us so easily? About me?

      We could offer Maya the world, but there were things that we couldn’t offer. One of them was this lost relationship that she had now found.

      Letting out a tired groan, I shook my head and then looked up, examining the sunset landscape of the realm through the massive window. The Fire Lands were calm tonight, and despite the voices outside, the castle itself was in almost a lull, as if everything had come to a stop. Which I suppose it had. I didn’t expect that to last, of course… no, I had a feeling that the queen and her mates would be trying to find every way to convince Maya to stay by showing her everything the Dreki realm had to offer.

      I couldn’t blame them, either. Wasn’t that exactly what I wanted? For her to stay around forever? The woman was a balm to my temperament, and despite still getting angry, I found myself always considering how it would affect her before reacting.

      The part of me that wasn’t tempered? The fact that I wanted to tie Maya to myself to make sure that she never left. It was absurd, and she would probably be scared by that notion, but I very much had considered finding a way to tie us together so that she couldn’t leave. Hell. The thought of handcuffs had even crossed my mind.

      Atlas would probably punch me for even thinking that.

      “Sai?” Maya’s voice was a whisper, and I immediately snapped my gaze from the window to the beautiful woman looking up at me. A rumble escaped my throat as I stared at her, afraid to talk because I was worried about what would come out. That I would admit to loving her. Obsessing over her. Beg her to never leave me.

      My gaze moved down her body as I briefly realized that she had been changed from the dress into a soft oversized shirt, her breasts pressed against the material, one side falling off her shoulder and tempting me to bite it. To leave my mark. I swallowed as she sat up, the material of the blanket falling and revealing her long legs that looked far too fucking amazing. They would have looked even better wrapped around my waist.

      I must have been staring too long because a shiver trailed over her skin, and as I looked back up at her, a growl caught in my throat upon realizing her nipples were hard and pressed against the material. Her face flushed and eyes dilated.

      “Kitten.” I felt relief hit me like a goddamn lightning strike. “Thank fuck you’re awake.”

      “I passed out?” She winced.

      “Your magic went into overload, probably a mixture of everything going on and reconnecting with your mom’s magic,” I murmured, panic gripping my chest at the possibility that my words could remind her of the options she had. Not that Maya didn’t have options before… but I had never been one to point those out to her. Rather the opposite, frankly.

      “Sai, are you okay?” she asked softly, her voice filled with confusion while sitting up and moving her legs to the side of the bed. I inhaled sharply, keeping my hands on the bedding as I tried to not focus on her legs right in front of me and how easy it would be to push them open and go down on her. To taste her. I wish I could tell you I gave a fuck that her parents were in the other room. Or that the door was unlocked. Neither of those mattered to me.

      “No,” I admitted honestly. I should have been asking her if she was okay. Instead, I was practically soaking in the attention and concern she was offering me.

      “Why?” Maya’s fingers found their way into my hair as my hands moved to her hips, my mouth fucking watering at the scent of desire saturating the space around us. I wanted to lick up her wet heat and let her ride my face until she came. Hard. She probably didn’t even realize where my mind was at. Of course I wasn’t okay. How could I be any version of okay when Maya could leave us? When my mark wasn’t on her? When I wasn’t inside of her?

      Her touch had my body reacting on instinct. I pulled her forward, her legs splitting on either side of my chest as her breathing hitched. I wanted nothing more than to crawl up onto the bed and pin her to it, not letting her escape the pleasure I wanted to give her. A small whimper broke from her lips as her skin flushed a delicate pink.

      I knew I hadn’t answered her question yet, but I couldn’t find it in myself to admit my problem. I knew I needed to tell her the truth, but I also would have rather done a million far more interesting things. I put my forehead down on her thigh, tempted to sink my teeth into the soft flesh.

      “Sai?” she questioned again.

      “I’m worried about you finding your family.”

      “What? Why?” Maya asked, confusion filling her voice and making this so much more difficult. I was so incredibly selfish, and nothing I said would make my thoughts and words less horrible. Who looked at the woman they loved and asked them to pick them over the family that she only recently discovered? It was so fucked up. I was fucked up.

      I needed to feel like she was choosing me, though.

      “I don’t want to lose you,” I admitted roughly. “I can’t lose you, kitten. It would gut me.” My words were met with surprise that I could feel in the slight tension that ran through her frame. Her hands cupped my jaw as I looked up at her from where I was kneeling before this perfect fucking woman. My pride was completely and utterly absent. I hadn’t realized how desperate I was for her reassurance until I was kneeling in front of her, practically begging for it.

      “You will never lose me.” Her words had hope nearly suffocating me. “I may have found my parents, but they aren’t my family. Not how you guys are. You are my mates, Sai. Wherever we go, we go together… at least, that’s how I thought it worked. Unless you want something different.”

      “No,” I hissed out immediately and winced, feeling like an ass at my harsh tone. “I wouldn’t blame you, though, finding out you’re the princess of an entire realm. You have a massive family that would love nothing more than to keep you.”

      Maya’s voice was edged in vulnerability as she spoke softly. “Do you want to keep me, Sai?”

      How was that a fucking question?

      In a second flat I had her pinned to the bed, cupping her face and examining the slight surprised but worried expression. How the hell had she reached that conclusion? I wanted to kiss that expression away, but instead I decided to tell her exactly how I felt.

      “Of course I want to fucking keep you, Maya. You’re all I want. I’m terrified that you are going to realize that you don’t want us. That you have better options.”

      Her eyes widened. “Better options? Sai, you guys saved me. You changed my entire world in a day. There aren’t any other options because I could never feel this way about anyone else.”

      I swallowed back my words of utter devotion as I considered laying all my cards on the table, but my dragon was demanding that I approach the topic that bothered him the most. I felt weak giving into it, but I knew her answer would relieve or break me, and the anticipation of it was driving me to insanity.

      “You marked Ledger,” I whispered. The realization of part of what had truly been bothering me becoming all too clear as the weight from not asking her was lifted from me.

      Her eyes filled with confusion. “Was I not supposed to?”

      How the hell did I explain this without sounding absolutely mental?

      “It’s not that.” I frowned, ignoring the rumble that tried to escape my chest. “My dragon is just upset that he came before us. You marked the other three but skipped over us.”

      It was stupid, so stupid, that dominance mattered to my dragon, but it did, and it was driving me up the goddamn wall. It was a slight that made my dragon feel as though we weren’t worthy of being her mate, and that concept was painful enough to damn well cripple me.

      “I didn’t skip you.” Her authentic confusion had me feeling even worse.

      “I understand that,” I murmured, “but my dragon is a dick.”

      “Is this because of the hierarchy thing Croy explained?” she asked softly.

      I nodded, and her eyes filled with a softness, her lips pressing up into a beautiful smile. “Sai, I want to mark all of you. As soon as possible.”

      “You can mark me literally whenever you want,” I expressed as her smile grew, making me suddenly wonder how dangerous Maya would be the more this side of her was released. The one that teased and taunted. All it took was a goddamn smile from the woman and I was hard enough that my pants were uncomfortable.

      In a move that impressed me, she rolled us easily so her body was flush on top of mine, her knees coming forward so that she was straddling me, her dark hair falling and creating a shade of privacy between us and the world. I wasn’t worried about anyone busting in here, especially since I had no doubt my flight was clued into what was happening.

      “What are you doing?” I grunted as she leaned forward and kissed me, a soft brush that I immediately deepened. My hands found her hips as my cock jumped, pressing against the heat between her thighs. I had never loved her lack of clothing as much as I did in that moment. Her fingers gripped my hair, creating a tight hold as a low groan echoed from my chest, her ass rocking against my hardening cock. A needy sigh left her lips as I found myself fucking thrilled that Maya was so attracted to me. It made dealing with this intensity far easier.

      “I want to mark you now,” she admitted, breaking from the kiss. “Can I?”

      Was that even a fucking question? Of course she fucking could. The woman could turn me black and blue with bites and I would fucking love that shit.

      Before I could stop her, Maya was sliding down my body, my nostrils flaring as her hands ran along the waist of my pants before pushing up the comfortable shirt I had changed into. I hissed at the feeling of her fingers on my skin as I tried to keep my hands down at my sides, attempting to maintain some level of sanity while letting her take the lead, a concept that nearly had me getting lightheaded. Don’t get me wrong, the urge to dominate Maya was strong, but watching her take control was hot as fuck.

      “Kitten.” My warning broke out in a low rumble as she began to trail kisses down my abdomen, my body tightening as her tongue snuck out along the divet of my abs. I knew she could feel how hard I was, and my hands once again twitched towards her automatically, wanting to pull her against me, but I stopped myself, gripping the bedding hard enough it was near ripping.

      “You said I could,” she whispered, her face flushed and slight nervousness filling her gaze.

      “I know,” I grit out, not positive I could handle the vision in front of me without coming. She was between my legs, kneeling with her mouth so close to my cock that all she would have to do was lean down and run her tongue along it while sticking that perfect little ass up in the air. I inhaled sharply, the image making my cock pulse as her magic flared and she offered me that teasing smile again. “I just didn’t expect you to look so good on your knees.”

      I shouldn’t have been fucking surprised though, the woman looked divine no matter what she was doing.

      “Should I not be? Do you not like it?” she asked softly, her nails running up my stomach. I nearly flipped us, wanting to feel her nails in my hair as I buried my mouth against her tight pink cunt.

      “I fucking love it. I also hate it. You should never be on your knees for anyone, let alone me, but holy fuck is it hot.” I was past the point of trying to preserve my pride now. If this is what she looked like kneeling on a bed, I couldn’t imagine how she would look kneeling while I stood over her, my cock in her soft mouth as she sucked me off.

      Fuck. That wasn’t helping.

      “Good.” Her magic reared up, and I let out a low groan of her name as her teeth sank into the hard ridge of the side of my abdomen, making me nearly come. The feel of her breasts pressed against my covered cock had my hips jolting up as if that would somehow bring us relief.

      The relief I did feel, though? The connection that slammed into me seconds after her teeth sank into me. Our bond heated up, and I felt an electric, searing explosion run through me as her emotions blasted into my head, lust and affection making my doubts instantly settle as I realized how much Maya considered us hers and considered herself ours. A possessive wave slammed into me as my dragon surged forward, my attempt to stop him not even affecting him.

      “Mine.” A growl broke from my throat as I immediately flipped her, unable to handle not marking her. And she was mine. My fucking mate. I didn’t even care that there were others outside as a small moan broke from her lips.

      “You have to be a quiet kitten.” I nipped her bottom lip and trailed kisses along her cheekbone to her ear. “We don’t want your parents to hear you moaning my name as you come, do you?”

      “Sai,” she pleaded as I pushed her shirt up, revealing her sexy, tight body and the lace panties and bra underneath. Immediately I pulled down a cup of her bra and teased her nipple with my teeth, a strangled gasp braking from her lips.

      “Tell me you’re mine, Maya,” I growled, my dragon very present and not going anywhere now that she had marked us.

      “I’m yours, Sai.” She whimpered and squirmed against me. “I want you to mark me, please?”

      She never needed to ask twice. I slid my fingers down to the waistband of her panties, wanting her cum on my fingers and her moaning my name as I finally marked her. I let out a low snarl as my fingers slipped into her panties and met soaking wet heat, her panting breath making me know how fucking turned on she was. When I slid a finger inside of her, I felt her walls contract around me, making my cock leak precum.

      “I want to mark you while you come, kitten,” I demanded softly, running my tongue around her pebbled nipple while pumping my finger in and out, her hips rocking against my hand and trying to gain friction. I growled as I felt her grow even more wet, my thumb rolling her clit as my name left her lips on a needy sound.

      “Oh shit,” she hissed, and that word alone had me pumping harder, loving the side that only we seemed to be able to draw out. I could feel her magic and her phoenix surrounding us, fortifying the bond as I made sure my kitten was fucking purring before marking her.

      “Come for me, Maya,” I demanded, biting down gently on her nipple and slipping a second finger into her tight pussy.

      “Sai.” Her breathless moan of my name had me sinking my teeth into the top of her perky breast as her entire body jolted and trembled, her cunt locking down on my fingers as my name filled the room, the taste of her blood on my tongue. I groaned as I realized why Ledger had been so goddamn frenzied. She tasted amazing.

      Sliding further down her body, I brought my mouth against her wet heat as she jolted in a secondary climax, her energy from before becoming ten times stronger, making me wonder if that had to do with our connection or something else. I groaned at the sweet, almost sugary taste on my tongue as I gripped her legs, pushing them open as she tried to hide her sweet wet center from me, the skin oversensitized.

      “Fuck, I love you,” I groaned against her as she moaned out my name again. I had no idea if she heard my words, but I couldn’t imagine she didn’t know. I was a damn fool over the woman, and I absolutely didn’t regret it.

      Our bond radiated pleasure, and I could feel relief on my dragon’s end and the satisfaction from Maya, her entire body filled with pleasure and relief from what I’d done to her. It was fucking euphoric having access to her head, and I now understood why mating bonds were so dangerous.

      This made me ten times more devoted to her. Obsessed over her.

      When I finally pulled back, I looked up and found Maya watching me with parted lips and a flushed face. I moved over her, caging her against the bed. Her lips met mine as a whimper left her lips at the taste of her on them.

      “See how fucking addictive you taste, kitten? Fucking hell,” I groaned and nipped her bottom lip. “I could spend every morning and night eating that tight little pussy.”

      “I wouldn’t be opposed,” she offered, her eyes wide and her breathing fast.

      My face grew more serious as I examined her expression. “I’m fucking crazy about you, Maya. Please choose us. I know that’s a lot to ask, but I need you, kitten—”

      “Sai, of course I choose you. I will always choose you.”

      Emotion tightened in my throat at her honest words. No one had ever chosen me before. I had even been assigned to this flight, not chosen. I hadn’t realized how much that reality affected me until I had someone I loved actively picking me.

      “Why?” I felt everything inside of me tighten.

      “Because I love you.” Her honest and simplistic answer had tears nearly prickling my eyes as I nuzzled into her neck, burying myself there.

      “I love you, Maya.”

      A small, cute laugh broke from her lips. “I know, I heard you.”

      Oh yeah, when I was licking her tight pretty pussy.

      When the door suddenly opened, I was glad that her shirt had fallen down slightly, but it didn’t change the compromising position we were in. We both looked up to find Anani standing in the door looking fucking amused as hell, his lips pressed together as if he was thinking how to word what he was going to say next. I knew it wasn’t going to be good.

      “You two may want to come out here, we um… we still have guests.” Anani chuckled and then shook his head. “Goddamnit Sai, you literally are going to get us killed.”

      Maya’s eyes widened as the reality of what we had just done hit me.

      “Her fathers are still out there, aren’t they?”

      Fuck.

      I had done some really stupid shit in my life, but making the princess of the Dreki realm come against my mouth, a room away from her parents, specifically her fathers… that was bad, even for me.

      “Oh no,” Maya’s voice squeaked.

      Anani flashed an amused smile. “Yeah, they are still out there. You’re fucked, buddy.”

      I groaned, wondering how much shit Marco was going to put me through for this… if her fathers didn’t kill me first. At least I knew Maya loved me.

      That was worth dying for.
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      This was a situation I absolutely never expected to find myself in.

      My face was bright pink as I stood, tucked against Atlas, my eyes anywhere but the group of men that were apparently my dads. Luckily, both Pele and Fuji seemed to be able to continue the conversation they were having with Marco despite the tension running through the room. The tension that even I couldn’t ignore.

      Sai sat on the arm of the couch next to where we stood, his body tense, but soft affection rolled through our bond. I could sense the slight caution he had in regards to the other men in the room, and honestly, I couldn’t completely blame him because they were rather intimidating.

      They also were no doubt aware of what had happened in the bedroom between Sai and me… which was awkward. I had never felt true awkwardness until that moment, and now all I could focus on was my embarrassment. I mean, health wise, I felt ten times better, and I completely think it had to do with the orgasm, but I was embarrassed. Maybe if we did more of that I would be less embarrassed. It seemed to fix everything else, so I think it would be worth a shot.

      Henry offered a small chuckle, making me look over at him. I couldn’t help but smile back. I was finding that the closer Henry and I became, the more access I involuntarily offered into my own thoughts.

      Outside of my dads knowing that had gone on, no doubt, Cyra seemed to be upset. Not at the situation with Sai but at what the others had informed them of, which appeared to be everything I had told them in terms of how I’d been treated. There was sadness in her gaze, but more than that there was fury. She was pissed. Really mad, actually.

      Although, she did seem to also find half of her mates’ reactions amusing as they traded off glaring at Sai.

      My hand snuck out to squeeze Sai’s arm. His eyes darted up to mine, a small smile pressing onto his lips as his eyes flashed with genuine amusement. Alright, maybe he wasn’t truly as worried as I assumed. Why did I find that so attractive?

      “I mean, that is an act of war, no matter the time that’s passed,” Pele conceded, his eyes flashing with anger as Nuriel let out a frustrated sound, his temper seeming to fill the room. I wasn’t exactly positive who was in charge within their flight, but I was going to guess one of them, despite being so drastically different in temperament.

      “I don’t disagree,” Marco stated. “We have her father imprisoned at a local wolf pack for questioning. Marcellus and his brothers were called in to do the interrogation.”

      My fathers seemed to know exactly who they were, which had my brows raising in surprise. Call me crazy, but I had sort of just thought they were Croy’s friends, but apparently they were well known. My eyes widened and panic caught in my throat, a recurring thought coming surging back.

      “Wait.” My voice had all of them looking at me, including my mother, who seemed deep in thought. “What is the possibility of there being others like me? I don’t want to destroy the entire coven if they are there—”

      “Likely,” my mom answered, her eyes soft. “Unfortunately very likely. The phoenix population as a whole has gone into hiding, so it is impossible to get exact numbers on Earth realm, but I can tell you the chances that they have more there are high. If they were able to coordinate an attack on us, pull it off, and keep you hidden, then we are dealing with a much larger threat than I think any of us are addressing.”

      “We don’t know much about Malcolm’s coven,” Croy admitted. “In fact, we only found out he was a witch a day or so before we left to come here.”

      “Why did you decide to return?” Cyra asked sincerely.

      “We had questions for Doctor Bates,” I admitted. “I keep getting sick and passing out like earlier. Plus, I shifted for the first time… well, obviously since I was younger. Croy said it would be important to see her because of that as well.”

      “You knew she was a Blue Phoenix?” Cyra directed.

      “There isn’t really a way to ignore it unless you haven’t seen a phoenix before,” Croy admitted. “I was around when they were still a fairly large and viable part of the Dreki and Earth realms.”

      His words seemed to make my mom sad as she nodded.

      “How long have you been around?” Haco asked, his eyes narrowing.

      “Over two hundred years,” I answered immediately, straightening myself and drawing attention away from my wolf mate. I didn’t like the way they kept questioning his place here, and I felt defensive over him. I met Haco’s gaze head-on, and amusement flashed in his eyes before he nodded.

      “That’s the look,” Fuji pointed out.

      “Same one as when she was younger,” Pele agreed.

      “And the same one Cyra makes,” Ignatius muttered as my mom offered me a small amused smile. His words had Con smiling for a minute before looking down as if it had never happened, his entire attitude nearly as grumpy as Nuriel’s. I had to wonder how I had come from such large, grumpy people, considering I didn’t consider myself either. Even so, there was a softness to their group towards me that even I could recognize, and it made me hopeful that despite the obvious gap between us, maybe we could fix this relationship. Eventually.

      “We need to see if there are others,” I voiced.

      “And we can’t let this slight stand,” Nuriel admitted. “It may be years later, but if they were still actively holding prisoners, that means they have continued to act the same.”

      “So what do you suggest?” Con demanded. “Send units to Earth?”

      “Yes, actually,” Nuriel responded and then looked at me. “Any information would be helpful when we send out—”

      “I’m going back,” I responded immediately, my mom looking at me with wide, panicked eyes.

      “No.” She shook her head. “We just got you back, Maya.”

      I could see the raw pain there, and anxiety closed up my throat for a moment, knowing that my decision wasn’t going to change but hating that I was going to cause her pain. I hadn’t been lying to Sai. I would always choose my mates and go where we decided as a group.

      “Let’s talk about this later,” Pele suggested, his eyes flashing with sadness. “I think there is a lot to decide, but I also know that we have all night to talk about this.”

      I didn’t disagree with his plan, but I also knew I would need to be firm eventually about how I didn’t plan on staying. Would I return? Yes. Did I want to stay and learn more about my family? Of course. But this would never truly be my home. My home was with my mates and always would be. I knew that as much as I knew my name… which wasn’t the best analogy, clearly, since my name was apparently Sol, not Maya. I did appreciate that my parents had managed to correct themselves on that so far.

      Plus, until Pastor Malcolm stopped hurting others, I wasn’t positive that I would be able to focus on anything else.

      “Okay.” Cyra nodded and then smiled. “I want to make tonight about your return, though. We were holding a celebration in honor of the fall harvest out of the Water Lands, but I want to make it also about you finding your way back to us. Are you comfortable with that?”

      I nodded, not wanting to tell her it made me uncomfortable because I could see how much the concept meant to her.

      “Amazing!” She hopped up and flashed a smile.

      The next few minutes felt like a bit of a blur as they left our room, my mom pulling me into a hug and my fathers offering a range of goodbyes, from Pele’s hug to Nuriel offering a grunt and something that I couldn’t fully hear but made Cyra laugh. When silence filled the room finally, I turned to look at my mates with wide eyes.

      “Well,” I managed, “that was… something.”

      Atlas chuckled. “I honestly thought they were going to kill Sai.”

      Sai flashed a smile. “Would have been worth it.”

      I blushed as Henry appeared next to me, wrapping an arm around my waist. “How are you doing about all of this?”

      Inhaling, I tried to answer honestly. “I don’t really believe it. Like I know they aren’t lying, obviously, but… it’s just a lot.”

      “Maya,” Marco’s voice was softer as he approached, “they are going to want you to stay. We need to talk about—”

      “I am not staying,” I answered confidently and evenly, holding his gaze. “I already told Sai that you guys are my home now. I want to go back home. I do not want to stay here.”

      Since leaving the confines of the basement, I had been confused about a lot of things, but this wasn’t one of them. I wanted to stay with my mates, and I knew they were uncomfortable here. That was enough of a reason for me.

      “Thank fuck,” Anani rasped out.

      I felt the tension of the room ease as Croy approached, his eyes tracing my expression. “And you know they are going to go after the coven? That isn’t in question.”

      “I just want to make sure there aren’t others like me. I… I don’t care what happens to Pastor Malcolm after that. I just need him to stop hurting people.”

      “We can be as involved with it as you want,” Ledger said, his voice soft. “It’s up to you Maya.”

      Nodding, I looked over all my mates and then frowned, my nose wrinkling.

      “Where is Bella?”

      Atlas walked over towards one of the doors and opened it, Bella immediately sprinting out as I knelt down and picked her up. Her purr was immediate as she began to rub against my cheek. I pressed my head to hers as the others around us talked. My eyes widened slightly, realizing that I had no idea what the event tonight consisted of.

      More so, was I ready to spend an entire night with my family?

      That wasn’t a concept I was positive I would ever get used to.
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      “Bella, you can’t come with,” I explained softly, trying to make her understand while running my fingers through my hair. Her meow of unhappiness had me reaching forward to pet her chin as she swiped at the lipstick I had sitting on the counter, making a laugh escape my lips at her obvious grumpy attitude. Pulling my hand back, she bound forward and attacked it, rolling onto her back and pretending to bite down on my fingers, a content purr escaping her chest. I couldn’t help but smile at her reaction.

      See? I knew she wouldn’t stay mad for long. After all, I didn’t make the rules, and I trusted my mates. If they thought it was a bad idea to bring her to this event, then I wouldn’t risk her safety. I knew they had the best at heart for Bella. Although, it would have done wonders for my nerves, considering I felt shaky.

      More so than at the dragon council event. At least there I had been able to pretend to some extent that it wasn’t about me. This, though, had been very clearly directed to be about me, and I wasn’t one hundred percent positive how I felt about that besides uncomfortable. Stepping back from the mirror, my eyes ran over the dress that had been delivered to my room only minutes ago. I nervously toyed with the skirt of the gown, tilting my head to the side and appraising how I appeared in it.

      I’m not positive that it was something I would have chosen for myself.

      It was a deep gold satin bodice that clung to my chest in a sweetheart neckline and had a corset-like center that went out in a really delicate material that formed the skirt. It was gorgeous, of course, but I didn’t feel as though it was truly me. It felt a bit tight and uncomfortable, like I was being squeezed into something that wasn’t made for me.

      A knock on the door had Bella prancing down the counter as it opened and she bound out past Croy, his golden brow arching at her quick escape. I smiled slightly and admitted, “She’s a bit mad at me right now.”

      “What did you do?” He chuckled.

      “I’m not allowing her to come to the event,” I pointed out and looked back in the mirror, biting down on my pink lip again, feeling at odds with the dress.

      “Who delivered that?” Croy asked curiously. I looked over him, realizing he had changed from his outfit before into a pair of dark uniform pants and a top with a jacket that had an embroidered green wolf on it. It was a very attractive look on him, and my throat felt dry as I tried to remember his question.

      “One of the castle people?” I winced, not knowing what to call them.

      Croy nodded and then walked back into the bedroom, pulling a dark garment bag from a hook that was near the door, one that hadn’t been there minutes ago. I frowned as he explained, “This was delivered directly from your mom. If I had to guess, the other was just a standard ordered by the castle.”

      “So which am I supposed to wear?”

      I eyed the bag, both curious and a bit worried to look at what was inside. I knew I needed to wear whatever it was, but I was already feeling so uncomfortable with this entire situation, and the dress had the potential to make it ten times worse.

      “I imagine you can choose to wear whatever you want, sugar,” he drew out, examining my face and frowning at the obvious conflict there.

      Nodding and inhaling, trying to keep myself calm, I took the bag and went into the large closet, hanging it on the hook there but not bothering to close the door. Turning in my current dress, I called out to Croy, who was leaning against the doorway.

      “Can you come unzip this?” I asked, sincerely wanting help but loving the way his wolf let out a rumble. My skin broke out into shivers at the magic that heated up the space. My breathing hitched as I felt his frame press against mine from the back, my thighs pressing together as I felt his magic roll over my skin in a dangerous pattern I’d never felt before. His rough fingers ran over my shoulders as he pressed a kiss to the back of my neck, moving my hair before sliding the zipper of the dress down, making my entire body light up under the air that brushed across my skin.

      “Sugar.” He let out a low growl as my smile tipped up slightly. I let the dress fall down to the floor, revealing what I was wearing underneath. I had to admit, I was really starting to love this lingerie thing. I had never considered it when I first purchased them from the store, but it was like wearing another sparkly garment under your first. These were from the closet, but the concept held true. Even my stockings were a pale gold glitter and attached to a garter set of cream and gold that wrapped around my waist, highlighting my strapless bra and panties. My panties that were currently growing wet as I turned into his muscular chest.

      “What?” I asked breathlessly, loving the way he looked over me, his eyes darkening from green to black.

      “Fucking hell,” he snarled, his fingers running over my waist and down my hips. “You need to get dressed, now.”

      “Why?”

      It was a sincere question, but the nerves about the event today had me wanting to push Croy a bit. I needed the security of knowing that he wanted me as much as I wanted him. I needed to know that no matter what happened, he would be there with me. I already felt so safe around him, I just needed confirmation that this was real for him.

      “Because you look way too fucking good in that,” he admitted roughly, his eyes dipping back over me. “And I’m already on edge around all these other shifters.”

      It was the first time I had heard Croy express frustration, his normally calm and relaxed attitude so different from the edge that seemed to invade his personality while here. It was like the predator inside of him was right on the edge, and I found myself desperately wanting to play.

      “What can I do to help?” I asked, running my fingers up his chest and wrapping them around his neck. “With the edge, that is.”

      His jaw clenched, and I let out a small surprised sound as he walked me backwards, his hand coming down to grip my ass as I squirmed against how hard he was. When my back hit one of the closet walls, more specifically a mirror, I pressed myself forward, wanting to feel every line of his body. I tilted my head up and he obliged with a kiss, the sensation warm and smooth like honey against my skin as something began to boil under the surface dangerously. My small moan against his lips had him bending slightly and picking me up with an ease that had me letting out a surprised sound.

      My legs wrapped around his waist as his kiss turned far more ravenous, my blood heating as my phoenix began to break out, circling his wolf with flames. My fingers gripped his hair as he let out a snarl against my lips, my breathing hitching at how good he felt against me. Everything about Croy felt good, and I found myself wanting him more than my next breath. Literally, I was very tempted to give it up. I rocked my hips against his hard length, wishing I had more access to it or that we were against a bed.

      “Sugar,” Croy’s groan was low in his throat, “don’t tease me.”

      “Who said I’m teasing?” I whimpered.

      His chuckle was dark and hot. “Maya, sugar, you get off on teasing us. I see how much you love it. And we are never going to fucking say no to you. But I am not sure how long I can go without at least tasting you—”

      “I don’t want you tasting me,” I admitted against his lips. “I want more. I want you.”

      Was it true? Did I get off on teasing them? It did excite me. The idea of pushing them enough that they just took me left me feeling wanted and sexier than I ever had.

      Croy groaned, running his lips down my jaw. “You know I can’t fuck you without marking you. Even I don’t have that level of control, nor would I want to.”

      “What about just a little bit?” I rolled my hips again, wanting desperately to convince him. Even if it was just a little bit, I was hoping he would change my mind.

      His growl was scary, or should have been, but instead left me feeling flushed and more needy, the sound pulling at a part of me that seemed almost primal. “Maya, if I take out my cock, you’re taking all of it in your tight cunt.”

      Almost instantly, I was tugging on the waist of his pants against his flat, hard abs as his magic flared against mine dangerously. It was like the snap that Croy had been avoiding was finally occurring, and I was not only supporting it but pushing him over the edge. I slid down his body as he stepped back, watching me with wild eyes as I sunk to my knees in front of him, his hands instantly wrapping around my hair.

      “What are you doing, sugar?”

      Looking up at him, I tried to find the confidence that Croy always inspired. “Tasting you.”

      A shudder worked its way through his body as I easily unzipped his pants. My entire body broke into shivers, my nipples hardening to the point of pain as his hard, bare cock came out of his pants looking impossibly hard and large. I licked my lips, wanting to know what the precum on the tip tasted like.

      So I leaned forward and ran my tongue across the tip, my hand wrapping around him as much as I could. It still wasn’t all the way and that should have been intimidating, but instead I found myself wanting to feel his length inside of me. Stretching me.

      “Holy fuck,” Croy groaned, a crack sounding as his hand came down on the mirror behind us. I looked up at him, his eyes burning with heat.

      Taking control, Croy pressed the tip of his cock against my lips, and I opened my mouth looking up at him. He grabbed my jaw and his words rolled against my skin, causing me to nearly come.

      “Open your mouth all the way, sugar. Stick out your tongue.”

      I whimpered and followed his direction, his cock leaving a trail of precum on my tongue as my body trembled, wanting to close my mouth around him. Wanting to taste him further. When he slid his cock into my mouth fully, I tried to take him completely in my throat, a feral noise escaping his chest making me feel that much more bold.

      “God, you are so fucking hot,” he growled. “I could watch you suck my cock for hours.”

      And I was starting to think that would be something I would very much love. I gagged on his size as he hit the back of my throat, his curse and pained groan making me feel sexier than I ever had. When he pulled back and pushed past my lips again, I tried to take him as deep as possible, a moan leaving my mouth at how hard his grip was in my hair. His cock was so hard and rigid, his breathing rough and violent, causing me to wonder how much more it would take to push him all the way.

      “Maya,” he roughly got out, “I’m going to come in that perfect little mouth if you don’t stop.”

      Looking up at him, I slid him deeper. I saw something shatter in his gaze and I felt exhilaration fill me, his wolf rolling over his skin as our magic truly began to play. I was distracted enough that when he pulled me up from my knees and pinned me against the mirror with my legs wrapped around him, I let out a small squeak of surprise. My eyes widened as he snapped my panties, leaving everything else on as he rocked his cock against my wet heat between my thighs. His forehead pressed against mine as I gripped his face and kissed him roughly, heat rolling over my skin in a hot wave.

      “Tell me you know what you’re asking for,” he demanded, his eyes flashing with a mixture of emotions that ranged from desperate need to hope.

      “I want you, Croy. In me,” I breathed out. “I know what that means for us.”

      “Fuck,” he snarled. “Sugar, I’m sorry if this is rough, baby.”

      A moan mixed with a scream caught in my throat as his hard length slid right into my pussy, my entire center clenching as my eyes fluttered shut in relief. Pain flashed through me at how large he was, my body struggling to adjust but loving the sensation anyway. I cried out his name as he pinned my hips to the mirror and seared his lips against mine, hard. Unforgiving.

      “I am never going to fucking leave your cunt,” Croy admitted, his voice rough. “Goddamn it Maya, you feel so unbelievable.” His movements were sharp and punctuated as my back arched into him, my arms wrapping around his neck as the mirror behind us turned slippery with the fine sweat that dotted my body. I could feel heat filling the space like a sauna, and I rolled my hips as his controlled, deep, demanding pace had me whimpering into his mouth.

      “This feels so amazing,” I admitted breathlessly. “Croy, I need it faster. I need you to let go.” I hadn’t even realized that was what I needed until the words came out of my mouth, but I one hundred percent got what I asked for.

      I was spun around and pressed against the mirror so fast it made me dizzy. I arched my ass against him and he slid back inside of me, my head falling back as I watched him, staring at where we were connected. I cried out, my hands gripping the mirror as I slid my legs apart, needing him as deep as possible. I couldn’t help but find myself absolutely mesmerized by the sight we made in the mirror, his massive, imposing frame pinning me to the glass and taking exactly what he wanted from me.

      “You have no idea how hard it’s been to stay out of you,” he growled against the back of my neck. “Now that you let me inside of this tight little pussy, I’m going to be riding you all the goddamn time, sugar. You are going to wake up with me inside of you and go to bed only after I’ve felt you come on my cock.”

      I think I had always known this side of Croy existed underneath his cool, calm, relaxed nature, and I found myself craving it with a passion that was almost uncontrollable.

      “Please,” I whimpered, my head falling back as his hands gripped my hair and moved it out of the way. My back tingled as I found myself desperately wanting him to sink his teeth into the back of my neck.

      I got my wish as he suddenly did, my entire body jolting as mind-numbing pleasure blasted through me, breaking my knees as I felt a connection, different than the one with my dragons, wreck through me. I screamed his name as his hand came across my mouth. Except all that did was give me the perfect place to bite down on his wrist, hard enough that he groaned, and my magic looped around us, a gold spark filling the space as I watched a dark gold tattoo form on his wrist where I had bitten him.

      “Holy fuck,” he growled as I cried out his name again, my center tightening to the point of a fiery explosion that I could feel building up.

      “I’m going to come,” I admitted breathlessly.

      “I want to feel it, Maya. Milk my fucking cock. I want to feel you come before I fill you completely up,” he growled, making everything inside of me shoot off.

      I screamed, my voice breaking as pure pleasure blasted through me. He roared out my name, his fist cracking the mirror as my eyes met his through the glass. I felt pleasure completely surrounding me as everything turned hazy. I closed my eyes, savoring the moment that I knew was completely and absolutely unique to the two of us.
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      I hadn’t planned on being late to the event my mom was holding, but the longer that I stood under the hot shower water with Croy, the more I considered that being late really wasn’t the worst thing in the world. I let out a soft hum as he kissed my neck, running his lips against my mating mark, making everything heat up once again. His wolf and magic were far more relaxed now, a low, humming vibration against my skin as it surrounded me possessively. It was almost like he was a different person. The Croy pinning me to the mirror and the one here were vastly different, though I loved both of them.

      I let out a happy hum as he shut off the water and wrapped me in a towel before he slipped on a robe. Pressing against him, I rested my head against his pectoral as he unpinned my dry hair and ran his fingers through it, his wolf releasing a low rumble from his chest.

      “We are probably going to be late,” Croy mused as if reading my mind.

      Tilting my head back, I offered a small smile. “At least it’s for a good reason.”

      “A damn good one,” he agreed before burying his nose against my hair. I shivered, loving the way I could feel his magic marking me, brushing against my skin and covering me in his scent. Honestly, I hadn’t even wanted to take a shower afterwards because I loved smelling like Croy, but when he noticed that a few glass shards had pricked my skin from the cracked mirror, he’d panicked.

      Not only had he made sure every single little speck was removed from my shoulder, but he had then wanted to shower to make sure to get the blood off me. Apparently the blood from that was upsetting his wolf, but the blood from the rather savage mark he left on me did not. My eyes darted to my mark on him as my phoenix preened happily. It felt good—really good—to mark him, and I could feel my magic growing stronger each and every time I marked one of them. What that would bring… well, now we knew in part, and it was both exhilarating and nerve-wracking.

      “Oh! I never looked at the dress she sent.” I turned from his arms and went towards the closet. He followed, leaning in the doorway again, while watching me unzip the garment bag, my eyes going wide.

      “Holy crap,” I muttered, the vibrant explosion of purple, blue, and gold making my heart warm as my chest got that fluttering sensation once more.

      “That seems a bit more right,” Croy confirmed, suddenly tilting his ear and looking towards the door. “Why don’t you get ready, sugar. It sounds like the escorts arrived to take us downstairs.”

      “Kiss?” I tilted my head back, offering him a smile as he let out a soft rumble, gripping my jaw and slanting a kiss over my lips. As he left, I bit my lip, feeling a smile creep on my face at how satisfied yet sore I felt. My toes curled as I went towards the undergarment drawer where I had found my gold ensemble from before, this time selecting a vibrant blue. Pulling it on, I made sure to check the straps on the dress, happy to actually be able to wear a bra that had straps rather than strapless. I was finding the latter was always falling slightly, which was very annoying to constantly have to adjust. I took out the dress from the garment bag and examined it.

      Honestly, this was a dress I would have never chosen to wear either.

      Not because it wasn’t something I liked. In fact, it was probably my favorite dress to date. It was beautiful, but I would have never chosen it for myself. It looked like something fit for Queen Cyra, and you had to have a level of confidence that I wasn’t positive I had to pull it off. I wanted to believe I did since it appeared the woman who was actually my mother was so vastly different than the one who raised me.

      My eyes closed as a shudder rolled through me, tightening my arms around myself as my breathing went rough. There were times that I could forget that I had been through all of that. Times were it was so far in the back of my mind that I forgot it even happened. But then sometimes it hit me hard.

      Sometimes I felt like an imposter living a life that I didn’t deserve.

      Wasn’t that the largest issue? I couldn’t find a way to connect the Maya who had been starving in a basement, cold and alone, with this version of myself. The disconnect had me feeling off and caused me to spiral to a place that I didn’t know how to fully deal with.

      I knew this was my chance to be happy. I knew this was a second chance to escape the shitty cards I’d been dealt. But the ghosts from my past? They had taken permanent residence, and I wasn’t positive how to get rid of them.

      Sometimes all I could see, all I could hear, was the woman that raised me. Her violent hands and words. My throat closed up, the taste of soap in my mouth as I remembered the way she beat me. Mercilessly. A gasp came from my throat as my head started to spin, my hands dropping the dress as I stumbled back to a velvet bench, not making it all the way there before sinking to the floor.

      The room began to feel smaller as I put my head to my knees. I was nearly positive that this was one of the panic attacks Jordan had been talking about. A rasping sound that I realized was my breath rapidly drawing in and out echoed through my ears. This was too much. All of it was, and the onslaught of emotion that came with all this realization was hitting me hard enough to make me feel dazed.

      I had an entire family I hadn’t known about.

      I had been taken and locked away, imprisoned by a witch coven.

      I was someone of note in a realm I didn’t even know existed until recently.

      My eyes fluttered shut as I pulled my knees up further, my head pulsating in pain. Not even my mating marks could calm me down, and I wasn’t focused on anything but the internal panic racing through me, so I had no idea if they could feel my panic.

      “Maya?” Henry’s voice was suddenly against my ear as I trembled, my toes and fingers going numb as I curled further against myself.

      “What the hell happened?” Croy’s voice was panicked. “I was just with her—”

      “Maya.” Henry’s voice rang more clear in my ear, making my eyes flutter open. It wasn’t just in my ear, though—his voice seemed to resonate through all of me, almost as if he was speaking in my head.

      The man in question was crouched before me where I had somehow sunk to the floor, his hands on either side of my face. I sucked in a breath as he said something, my eyes tracing his lips but not really understanding what was coming out. I felt the room spin as I tried to ground myself. That was when I felt a cool, soft energy fill my head and Henry’s magic truly took over, rolling my consciousness completely. Had he been able to do that this entire time?

      The relief was nearly instant. My body went limp as I leaned against him, all the anxiety draining from my body as I trembled, tears pricking my eyes.

      I wasn’t positive how long I stared at the floor of the closet, my heart slowing, but soon I realized the room was silent, and I could feel both Croy and Henry watching me intently. I lifted my chin and found myself looking into Croy’s eyes. He was crouched next to us, both of them dressed and me barely in clothes, curled up against Henry on the floor. I blinked away residual tears that I hadn’t even realized had fallen. I reached a hand up and smoothed it over his jaw as he let out a concerned sound, our bond filling with vibrant emotion that went from fear to worry.

      “Sorry,” I rasped out. “I just… I got really overwhelmed all at once.”

      “Nothing to apologize for,” Henry promised, his voice filled with a warmth I knew he reserved for me. “What triggered it?”

      Triggered it? I frowned and rubbed my head. “I honestly don’t know.”

      Suddenly, a cold chill rolled over me and I shivered, making Croy stand up as he quickly got a robe. I slipped it on my arms and tried to stand, Henry helping me up despite my shaky legs.

      “We should… I should get ready,” I murmured, walking over to the dress and picking it up before looking back at them. I frowned, feeling almost numb and realizing that it may have been the dress in part that triggered thoughts about my real mom and the woman that raised me. My heart jumped as I nodded.

      Yeah, that had been the reason for sure.

      “Let me help,” Croy offered as he unzipped the dress, and Henry offered me a hand as I somewhat unsteadily stepped into it. I swallowed, feeling a bit off base as he helped zip up the back and I adjusted the waist and cleavage up front. I didn’t look in the mirror, searching the room for heels that I would need to wear. I didn’t realize both boys had gone quiet until I looked up and found both of them staring at me with wide eyes.

      Suddenly, I felt self-conscious. “Do I look bad?”

      “No.” Henry’s voice was rough. “Fuck no.”

      “Maya, you look pale. Are you sure you want to go through with this? We don’t have to go,” Croy insisted, seeming to shake himself.

      Finally, I found gold heels and slipped them on, running my fingers through my hair. I shook my head, knowing that not going wasn’t really an option, especially because I wanted to know more about my mother, and the way to do that wasn’t from afar. Plus, having extra help dealing with the coven sounded extremely appealing. As in my mates wouldn’t be in nearly as much danger if we had more help.

      Stepping out from the closet, I froze as I caught my reflection in the mirror, realizing possibly why the boys had been staring.

      I didn’t look like myself.

      I mean, I did, literally, but the woman looking back at me looked like a princess, something that I apparently very much was despite that seeming impossible. There were a lot of factors that played into it, but the dress was… spectacular. That was the only word for it. It had to have some magical element to it that made you look more beautiful than you were. More confident. More self-composed.

      Everything that I wasn’t feeling right now.

      The actual structure of the dress was far more simple than the other. The bodice was two panels of thick material that were bound in the center with laces. They went over my shoulders and wrapped around the back as well, leaving the sides bare, dipping down to the waist. The thick material appeared to be a satin, but the shoulders were decorated in feathers that started in a deep blue over the gold material and transitioned into shades of purple and then gold where the dress cinched at my waist. From there, the gorgeous tulle skirt went out in a ombre effect in the opposite order down to where it brushed the floor. All of it was dusted with sparkles of pink and gold that seemed to highlight my skin tone. It was a gorgeous garment… and where I should have felt lacking, I instead felt empowered and beautiful.

      Brushing my hair back, I considered putting on makeup besides the pink lipstick that I had planned to apply. It was times like this that I wish I’d had someone to help me out like with the dragon council event. I blinked back anxiety as both men offered me concerned looks in the mirror. I didn’t like these looks as much as the ones they’d been giving me before when they’d been staring at me in the dress. I didn’t want to worry them.

      “Sugar?” Croy’s voice was warm and soft, making me melt. My skin flushed as I realized I was finally feeling a bit better and in less of an anxiety-induced haze. I breathed in and then out, trying to settle myself. The technique seemed to work to an extent, and I felt a surge of pride for being able to soothe myself, even if it was to a small extent.

      “You both look really good,” I pointed out finally, noticing Henry was wearing an almost all gold uniform, accented with the blue that I was starting to realize was common to this kingdom. He looked absolutely gorgeous—both of them did—and it made me a bit worried about the other women that would see them.

      “Thanks.” Croy flashed a smile, an authentic one that had the skin around his eyes crinkling, while approaching me. His wolf rubbed against me as I let my head fall back, Henry’s gaze still on my face as I nearly asked him what he saw. I was worried that he read me too well, though. Then again, the man had pretty much direct access to my innermost thoughts, so that wasn’t all that surprising.

      “Maya, we need to talk about what happened.” Henry’s voice was soft as my fingers traced over the wolf on Croy’s uniform. The crest brought to mind Jordan and her father’s pack, making my brow dip. There was that persistent, overwhelming urge to go back. I think it was rooted in the realization that there were others like me.

      Now that I knew my reality had been unusual, I wanted to save the others. I had to save the others. I couldn’t live with the knowledge that I let them suffer another day.

      “I can’t stop thinking about the possibility of there being others.”

      Croy stilled in understanding as Henry let out a low rumble, coming up to Croy’s side and tilting my jaw up.

      “We have to save them. We have to make this right. They deserve freedom like I got,” I nearly choked out.

      Henry examined my expression. “Then we will. When we leave here, we will go and find them. I’m positive your parents are already gathering intel to attack the coven, we just have to make sure that we work into it checking for any other prisoners.”

      “Really?” I asked, feeling a surge of hope.

      “Yes, really,” he promised, cupping my jaw. “But we are doing it in a way that keeps you safe. I don’t want those fuckers getting their hands on you again.”

      Before either him or Croy could say anything else, there was a knock on the bathroom door, causing all three of us to turn to it in confusion. Who would be knocking? Henry strode forward and I tilted my head, surprise filtering through me because it was not one of my mates or anyone I had ever met before standing there. In fact, it was actually one of the first women I’d seen outside of the few in town. Had there been any in the throne room? I had to assume so, although there was for sure a lack of women overall. Was that because they weren’t dragons? Or pure dragons? Hadn’t Croy mentioned something about that?

      Taller than myself, probably somewhere around 5’9” or 5’10”, she was wearing a uniform that I’d yet to see before but found somewhat intimidating. It was a dark maroon leather with black and gold across the bodice, highlighting a large dragon that seemed to almost shift under my gaze. I didn’t bother hiding the fact that I was looking over her, curious about why she seemed so different, wondering if it was the uniform. Outside of the color difference between her and my mates, she had a pair of over-the-knee boots, leather with laces, and a dark set of rings that covered her long fingers. Across her chest was a long leather band that attached to a carrying case behind her. Was it for a sword? I couldn’t tell fully.

      None of that was what made her unique though. Nor was it the dark tattoo that ran along the right side of her neck or the gold hair that she had pulled back to reveal a stunning but extremely serious face. No. I realized very quickly it was her magic. I didn’t think she was a shifter, but she had a lot of magic, and it seemed to be vibrating through the air and around her in an aura of black energy. Honestly, if I wasn’t so fascinated by the woman, I would have been terrified.

      The only soft part of her face was a pair of brown eyes that were so dark they almost appeared black, surrounded by thick lashes. I saw her look over me as well before she offered me a small nod in greeting, looking at Henry with indifference as he let out a defensive rumble. Except instead of being scared, she just looked back at Croy and I, my wolf wrapping an arm around my waist.

      “Who are you?” Henry demanded, his voice laced with suspicion.

      “Senior Group Leader for Squadron Eight from Eldur Academy.” She paused and then seemed to realize something. “My name is Eleven.”

      “Like the number?” I questioned softly.

      Her eyes flashed with something that looked a lot like pain wrapped in slight embarrassment, but it was gone a moment later. “Yes. I’ve been sent here by Queen Cyra to be Princess Sol’s personal security detail tonight.”

      “You can call me Maya,” I insisted softly.

      “Alright.” Eleven nodded, keeping her face void of expression.

      “She doesn’t need a security detail,” Croy insisted quietly.

      “I’m just following orders.” Eleven offered him an indifferent look that was absolutely mastered. I was a bit jealous, because I could never do that. Then again, usually if someone was good at hiding their emotions, it was for a reason. Just another reason I was glad I was so open with my mates.

      She continued, “I’m going to be following her either way, so I figured I would at least introduce myself.”

      “Nice to meet you.” I stepped forward and offered her my hand. Normally I would have done a hug, but she didn’t strike me as the type to like that. Surprise covered her face before she masked it and stepped forward, meeting my hand and offering a nod. I wasn’t scared of the woman, per se, but my phoenix was warning me that she was a dangerous predator that we needed to be cautious of. That she wasn’t something we recognized for a reason. It probably didn’t help that there was a slightly numb, almost cold and clinical look to her eyes that had me knowing without a doubt that the woman was a killer. She would probably kill anything or anyone without blinking.

      “My group is ready to head out if all of you are ready,” she stated as Croy pulled me back against him. Henry seemed to evaluate something before striding from the room, Eleven stepping back before following as the two of us walked through. I had to fight the urge to try to make conversation or ask her about herself. I was positive the woman wouldn’t be interested in being friends with someone she considered a job, and I didn’t want her to feel obligated to respond. My lip dipped slightly as Croy’s arm tightened around my shoulder, his lips pressing against my temple, making me wonder how much he was able to read through our bond.

      As we made our way through the bedroom suite, I wondered how she had ended up all the way at the door of the bathroom en suite without anyone noticing. It didn’t seem like my mates to let someone into the room like that. Everyone looked up at us as we entered the room, but immediately Atlas was there, in front of us, pulling me from Croy.

      “How the hell did you get in there?” Atlas ground out as Eleven let out an amused sound that she cut short.

      I frowned, looking at Atlas, who looked annoyed and more confused than anything. Eleven met my gaze before letting out a small sigh. “It was an illusion. I walked past you minutes ago.”

      My brows went up. “You can do that?”

      “I can do a lot of shit,” she offered. Marco made a disapproving noise but approached, and immediately he cupped my jaw.

      “You look gorgeous.”

      “Marco.” I blushed as he leaned forward and nipped my bottom lip.

      I looked over his shoulder to where Sai and the twins were staring at three men who were at the door. Well, staring wouldn’t be accurate—they were actually blocking their entrance. The men were dressed similar to Eleven but seemed far less serious than her and almost looked relaxed about all of this.

      “We need to go,” Eleven reminded us. I could feel my boys tense, and I had a feeling that they were really uncomfortable with the orders she seemed to be throwing around… or maybe it was more the lethal energy coming off her. I could feel them almost subtly blocking me. It wasn’t something I would have noticed before, but it was amped up majorly being here in the Dreki realm. Or maybe it was just the more connected I became with my magic, the more I noticed it.

      “Okay,” I whispered.

      I kept hold of Marco’s hand as we left the room, the two of us walking at the front of the group as my other six mates lined up in two rows behind us. It confused me at first until Eleven and her three men lined up on either side of them. I swallowed, feeling as though this was a far bigger deal than I realized. I liked when my mates and I could relax, and this felt anything but.

      It wasn’t long before I realized how correct I’d been.

      As we left the part of the castle where our room was, we were led through a series of main hallways that we hadn’t explored before. My eyes traced the luxurious furnishings and decor as large flags, displaying the gold and blue crest, created a stunning contrast. Banners and flags decorated every surface, along with gold and brown decor that seemed to celebrate harvest-like food, from wheat to corn. It was beautiful, and so were the people flooding through the main hallways from outside. I frowned, realizing that it was truly more men than women. Although, both were beautiful, and everyone seemed larger and more impressive than myself, dressed in expensive tailored clothes and seemingly in a celebratory mood.

      Well, until people began seeing us.

      That was when the stares and whispers started, the sound anything but quiet considering the large number of people present. I didn’t think it was just me, either. I saw how people were looking at my mates. I didn’t understand it fully, but I saw the caution. It made me wonder who they thought my men were. I was sure they had some type of reputation here, but that didn’t matter to me. I knew who they really were.

      When eyes began to stray to me, I was tempted to put my head down, a blush blasting my cheeks, but I was able to keep it together. Marco’s hand in mine gave me strength. Did they know who I was? Had my parents announced it? I wasn’t positive I wanted to know their reaction either way. At least on Earth the human media could be ignored to some extent, but in this crowded hallway with whispers surrounding me? Not as easy. A shiver ran over my skin as my phoenix tried to push through, wanting to show off despite me knowing it was not the time.

      We neared a large set of gold doors, and I assumed we were back at the throne room until the guards opened them for us, revealing a ballroom completely decorated for celebration. From floor to ceiling, everything sparkled, and my eyes widened as I looked around, unable to process just how they were even able to decorate the four-story ceiling. Gold feathers and decor seemed to spiral down from chandeliers and dusted the marble flooring with gold dust that was cleared off to give way to a dance floor. On all sides were long tables and a table up front that looked set to fit over twenty people, including a throne at the very center. It was clear Cyra wasn’t here yet, but that didn’t stop anyone from beginning their celebration. Music danced through the space and I looked to Marco, feeling both excited and overwhelmed.

      That was when I noticed how tense he was. His jaw clenched as he looked around the space, all of my mates seeming a bit on edge. I moved closer to him, wanting to lend him the same type of comfort that he usually gave me.

      “Are you okay?” I drew his attention down as he examined my expression and let out a low rumble, not fully answering but making me know I wasn’t far off base about him being tense and not his normal relaxed self. Well, relaxed wasn’t really the right word for Marco… just more controlled than he was right now.

      In fact, the only one that seemed even relatively calm was Croy, and I had a feeling that was because his wolf was feeling a bit more settled now that we had marked one another. His possessive feelings rang clear and vibrant through our bond, making me blush as his green gaze met mine, practically on fire.

      “This way,” Eleven instructed, leading us forward. I briefly noticed that there were several tables that seemed to showcase school banners, and I had to wonder if those were the military academies that the boys had mentioned. There were students sitting at them already, large mugs in their hands and the scent of alcohol surrounding most of the room, letting me know that this was truly a celebration in their eyes.

      We sat down at the large table, choosing seats on the right side of the throne, leaving the middle open. Commotion almost immediately started up once again as I looked around for the reasoning behind it.

      If I had been further away, I wouldn’t have heard Eleven curse under her breath at the explosion of cheers and chanting of names. My eyes flashed up to find a group of men walking into the hall that… well, that sort of looked like me. Okay. ‘Sort of’ was an understatement. Obviously there were differences, but not only did they look like me, but they were wearing uniforms similar to my mates’ and had gold crown-like bands on their heads. I may have been figuring all of this out, but I was putting it together as I remembered Croy’s information regarding the Queen’s situation.

      Not only was I their lost daughter… but this would be their six sons. My brothers. Wow. How was I going to explain myself to them? Maybe I was wrong, but I felt like it was a bit jarring to just look at someone and announce that you’re their long-lost sister.

      They seemed in rather good spirits, loud music announcing their entrance, and the response from the crowd made me realize how popular they were. Everyone was clapping them on the back and greeting them, the six of them making their way to the front where Eleven was still muttering what sounded like curses under her breath.

      I turned to look up at her and she offered me a tight smile, legitimate discomfort in her gaze. Did she not want to be around them?

      “You can watch me from back there, if it’s easier?” I offered softly, not wanting her to be uneasy, especially if she had an issue with them that I was unaware of.

      Softness invaded her gaze before she shook her head. “I’ll be damned if they get me kicked out of this position. They have been trying to do that for years now.”

      Oh.

      My surprise must have shown as she winced. “Sorry, I realize they’re your brothers.”

      “They could be jerks, I wouldn’t know,” I pointed out.

      “‘Jerks’ isn’t the word I would use,” Eleven managed through a tight jaw, her eyes flashing up. My own eyes widened because suddenly a man stood behind her, a pair of gold eyes briefly meeting mine before looking back down at a stone-still version of my guard. I felt a defensive flare in my chest, but Atlas had wrapped his arm around me and settled me on his knee, so I watched with curiosity, wondering if I needed to step in. I figured my mates would at least give warning if we needed to… not that Eleven would need it. It was very clear she was capable.

      “And what word would you use, Eleven?” the man asked, amused, his smile anything but nice. It wasn’t mean either… there was just a lot there between them. I saw Eleven clear the expression from her face before she turned and looked up at the man.

      “Overbearing asshole.”

      My eyes widened as Atlas put his head down on my shoulder, amusement radiating through our bond.

      “Now come on, we aren’t that bad,” another voice chimed, my gaze moving to a man that looked identical to the first. Okay, so they were clearly twins. And younger, if I had to guess. Out of all the men, I was pretty sure they looked the most like me, with their brown hair and gold eyes. It was a bit unsettling.

      “You’re the worst,” Eleven declared, her eyes darting over their shoulders to her three teammates, who were seemingly scared of the men talking to her. I mean, unless I was imagining the way they seemed to be making themselves as small as possible.

      “Why the hell did you come with them?” a third voice sounded. My brows raised, watching a dark, long-haired man stride over, his hair pulled back in a braid and a sword strapped to his back. “We invited you as a guest, not to work.”

      “And I rejected your invitation, several times,” she explained, her eyes narrowing. “Like I always do and always will. So stop acting surprised.”

      “Pretty sure it’s treason or something to talk to us like that.” The second twin chuckled making Eleven’s mouth twitch up just slightly.

      “Leave her alone, it’s not worth it,” a fourth voice, darker than the others, had Eleven straightening slightly, her jaw clenching at the man rounding the table, who had my eyes widening. Not only was he huge—like Atlas huge—but he had a scar running down the length of his cheek to his jaw and neck. It was extremely intimidating.

      “That’s not true,” the first twin voiced.

      “He’s not wrong. It’s not worth it.” Eleven’s gaze was set on a place over one of the twins’ shoulders as the fourth man examined her expression before shaking his head and stalking off towards the other side of the table. Without comment, the third man with the long hair followed, leaving only the twins.

      “Come on, Ven,” the first encouraged her. “You know he’s always a grumpy bastard. It’s not you.”

      “Oh, it’s me,” Eleven assured and then looked back over at her team. “I need you guys to go sit down. I’m working right now.”

      “My parents are having you working today?” a fifth voice asked, smooth and rather polished, almost professionally so. I watched with interest as a man with lighter, almost gold hair reached them, examining her with interest. Also a bit of affection, but I was almost positive that she didn’t notice that.

      “I requested a shift,” she leveled.

      “Of course you did.” I reared back as the sixth man finally made an appearance, sitting on the edge of a chair and not even making her flinch. I felt shock radiate through me at how he just appeared, though, as he reached out and tugged on a piece of her hair while watching her with intense, almost unnerving focus. Honestly, he seemed a bit odd.

      “I don’t know what you mean by that.” She narrowed her eyes.

      “I mean that you would do anything you could to actively distance yourself from us, and you think an assignment, working for our parents, proves something when it only gives us more access to you.” His dark eyes narrowed on her expression, which turned slightly pink.

      I was so fascinated with everything that when cheers exploded again, I was authentically confused until Eleven straightened up and distanced herself, all of them seemingly upset with that as well, although I couldn’t understand why. My eyes moved to where my fathers came from the back of the room, eventually revealing my mother, her eyes locking with mine as she flashed a bright smile. I stood up, unable to help but return it. When Eleven bowed and my men offered the same courtesy, I nearly did myself.

      Henry shook his head, and I looked over to find that my brothers hadn’t, my action causing them to notice me with confusion. I almost laughed because seeing my similar confused expression on the twins’ faces was a bit freaky. Music started up once again as my mother reached me and pulled me into a tight hug.

      “I’m so glad you decided to wear it. You look gorgeous.” She flashed a smile, her royal blue gown made of the same material and making her look almost glowing.

      “I love it,” I admitted.

      “I can’t wait to reintroduce you to everyone.” She squeezed my hands and offered me a small, almost mischievous smile. “Now, are you interested in freaking your brothers out?”

      “Yeah?” I asked, wondering what she had in mind. Wrapping an arm around my waist, she led me over. I could feel my mates stand, and I knew they weren’t far behind. I watched as Nuriel spoke to the man with the angry scar on his face.

      “We were worried you wouldn’t make it,” Nuriel admitted. “I was surprised you guys made such good time coming back.”

      The man’s eyes darted to Eleven. “We couldn’t miss the festival.”

      “Well that and to welcome your baby sister back home,” my mom said  nonchalantly, causing half my dads to shake their heads as if they had known she would do this. All of my brothers looked at me as confusion and then realization followed by shock dawned on their faces.

      “Did you say baby sister?” the angry one with long hair demanded.

      “Yep.” My mom flashed a smile. “She’s come back to us.”

      All of them stared at me as I turned red in the face, making me look up at my mom, who was staring at me with pride and affection.

      “Holy fuck.”

      Honestly, I didn’t disagree with his statement.
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      Well, this was a bit of a cluster fuck.

      Honestly, our flight hadn’t had a lot of experience dealing with the crown directly, so sitting up here was odd as hell, but add on the fact that now we were dealing with the crown princes of the Dreki realm, and I had a feeling this evening was going to be anything but relaxing. Not that I’d assumed it would be that way in the first place, especially with how gorgeous Maya looked. Something that every male in this room outside of her fathers and brothers no doubt noticed. My fingers tightened into a fist as I stood close to her, ready to tug her against me, not knowing how the princes would react to the news.

      I didn’t think they would hurt her, but they also didn’t have a very pristine reputation for being sane or normal in their reactions to shit. Sorry if I was cautious. I wasn’t the only one, either. Everyone was cautious around them, and with good reason.

      Group Leader Eleven wasn’t someone I knew personally, but Henry had explained that she was one of the women that was at the Eldur Academy that wasn’t a dragon. Which meant she had to be extremely powerful, and unfortunately for her, she seemed to attract the attention of their flight. Yet even she seemed to be cautious. I didn’t blame her in the least for avoiding everything that came with associating herself with them. Not even the crown, just the other psychotic shit they did.

      “Don’t swear around your mother.” King Pele frowned at his son, who offered him an incredulous look. I mean, I had to admit, if there was a time to swear, this was probably it. Then again, I had a feeling these guys tempered their shit down a lot around their parents.

      My eyes darted over to Gavriel, who was watching the interaction with Maya with interest. As if he wasn’t a legitimate serial killer. Then again, what did you expect with the type of fathers they had? We may have an edge, but it was because of training, not just pure, unadulterated bloodlust. The princes actively enjoyed killing and took extremely dangerous missions to do just that. I looked over at Marco, who seemed to be gauging the situation and whether it was worth trying to stop all of this. Like I said, they didn’t have any reason to hurt her… but it still put me on edge.

      “This is Sol?” Rhysand asked, his voice filled with surprise and a bit of pain. Considering he was the oldest, that didn’t surprise me because I was positive he and his three other brothers remembered her well since they had been born two years before her in the same fledgling flight. The twins had been born the year before Maya, putting them all around the same age range.

      “I actually go by Maya,” Maya voiced, looking extremely relaxed. I had to wonder what the difference was between her reaction to them in comparison to her fathers. Maybe she had instinctively realized they didn’t pose a threat? I mean, that wasn’t accurate at all, except to maybe her. I was still waiting for them to put together that their little sister had mates. Somehow I didn’t see this going over well.

      I mean, if it hadn’t been for Maya handling her fathers the way she did, the group of us would have probably been locked up by now. My eyes narrowed on Sai, already blaming him for something that had never happened. Fucker knew exactly what he was doing. My eyes darted to her neck, littered with bites, as I inhaled sharply.

      I wish I could tell you I wasn’t jealous.

      I wasn’t concerned that Maya hadn’t marked me. I mean, I wanted it badly, but more than anything I wanted her to feel comfortable doing it. I was still overwhelmed that she even cared about me enough to get mad at shit that had happened to me in my past, so if she decided to mark me, whenever that was, I would be grateful as fuck. Did that take away the incessant need I had for her, even now as she was surrounded by family? No, that didn’t really fucking matter to me, frankly. An image of Maya bent over the banquet table, her dress pushed over her hips as I slid into her, played through my thoughts as I tried to not reach forward and grab her.

      Henry offered me a narrow-eyed glare as I flashed a smile. Motherfucker shouldn’t have been listening to me if he didn’t want to know.

      “Where the hell has she been?” Fintan asked, looking sincerely confused and a bit panicked, which was amusing in its own right. The man was a complete asshole, so if this was freaking him out, I couldn’t imagine what it was doing to the others. Although it was pretty obvious from the looks on their faces.

      “Long story,” Nuriel smoothed over. “We will talk about it later.”

      “Maya, these are your brothers. We have Rhysand and Dusan, they are the two oldest—” Queen Cyra began pointing out both princes. The image they painted was night and day, the first scarred and looking pissed while the second looked like a golden boy, except for the fact that I was pretty positive I had heard a rumor he had a bit of a fixation with dead bodies.

      “By seconds,” Fintan muttered as King Fuji offered his interruption a disapproving look. The queen continued, “Then you have Fintan and Gavriel.”

      “This is an interesting turn of events,” Gavriel muttered, looking at Maya once more before meeting my gaze. Realization flashed in his eyes as his gaze narrowed on the mating marks on her neck. Fucking wonderful. None of those were mine either, so fuck my life.

      “Finally, you have the twins, Faolan and Alois,” Cyra finished as Maya swallowed nervously, offering a nod.

      “It’s wonderful to meet all of you.” Her voice had all of them looking at her with a softer affection than I realized was possible from them, but then again, this was Maya. The woman pulled things out of people you could never expect.

      That was right when Rhysand clocked the fact that she had mating marks and who else was standing at the table with them. His gaze met Marco’s as I went tense, honestly not knowing how it would play out. I mean, Rhysand probably had some size on Marco—he was close to Atlas’s height—but Marco was also extremely protective over Maya… so I really didn’t think it would be a fair fight. Plus, that wasn’t even including if his dragon got out.

      “Commander Moretti, you’re back,” he mused. He and his brothers were younger than Marco, the twins being Sai’s age and the oldest being only twenty, so there had always been a begrudging respect there. But this was different, and I think Marco knew that.

      “We had some business to handle.” Marco looked relaxed and confident, and if it wasn’t for our flight bond, I wouldn’t even know how tense he was. I had a feeling that all of these men being around Maya, family or not, were really fucking with his dragon. I didn’t blame him. I felt like there were a lot of people wanting Maya’s attention, and I wasn’t fucking okay with that.

      “With our little sister who has been missing for nearly two decades,” Gavriel tilted his head, watching our reaction.

      “Gavriel, now is not the time.” Con offered him a look as he put his hands up and shook his head, his eyes darting past all of us to where Eleven was talking to her team. I almost smiled at that, but I figured that was an easy way to get fucking killed, so I decided against it. I was strong, but I wasn’t an alpha, and all of them had the capacity to be exactly that, no matter the position they served within their flight.

      Mind you, I would fucking risk it if it meant keeping Maya safe, but I would probably just end up fucking slaughtered. Worth it, but a rather tragic end overall, especially since it appeared I had eternity with Maya coming my way.

      Before anything else could be said, a bell rang overhead, signaling the start of dinner as I gently led Maya back to her seat, positioning her in the middle of all of us. Henry, Atlas, and Marco sat to one side, the rest of us on the other. I sat next to her and intertwined our fingers together, examining her expression, which appeared a bit excited and very thoughtful.

      “What are you thinking about?” I asked quietly.

      “None of this seems real,” she admitted hesitantly. “I just don’t understand how all of this existed, this entire section of my life… and I just wasn’t aware of it.”

      “It was stolen from you, peanut,” I clarified quietly.

      Her gaze met mine as she rested her head against my shoulder. “I don’t know how to handle any of this. I don’t know if I should just welcome them back into my life. I mean, I have no reason not to… this is just far more complicated than I could have ever guessed.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you to do,” I admitted softly, wishing I was better at this. Honestly though, I was the last person anyone should ask about family shit. Even now I felt hesitant about looking around the room. I didn’t want to meet the gaze of the people who had made my life hell growing up, and I had absolutely no doubt they were here. I also had no doubt they would see Maya as an opportunity to get close to the crown through us. Fucking assholes.

      Maya offered me a small smile, squeezing my hand as food was placed down in front of us. I could hear a slight commotion behind us, and when I turned, I found one of the twins attempting to convince Eleven to sit by them.

      “Am I imagining it or is there—”

      “There is very much something going on,” I agreed and flashed her a smile. “What do you think it is?”

      “Well, I thought she hated them at first,” Maya mused, tilting her head. “Now I think it’s more complicated than that. I still don’t know why though.”

      “Maya, you should eat,” Atlas reminded her from her other side. “I don’t think you’ve eaten anything today besides brunch.”

      “We ate there,” Henry offered, his smile he flashed at Maya making her turn bright red. I shook my head and slung an arm around the back of her chair, playing lightly with her hair as she leaned into me.

      “I’ll eat,” she offered to Atlas.

      My dragon relaxed, making me realize he was concerned as well. That was unsurprising, though. I had always felt a strong sense of protectiveness over Maya. I also have been in constant awe that a woman like her would pay any attention to me at all. I swallowed, tucking a piece of hair behind her ear as she offered me a soft smile.

      Suddenly, a loud laugh that sent chills up my spine had my gaze darting down to the rest of the room before I could stop myself. Clearly, my father and his wife weren’t traveling, because I met the man’s gaze across the room. My stepmother sat next to him, engaging with others and acting as if she hadn’t married a monster. A rage began searing inside of me, furious that he was here. That he was looking at me and noticing Maya.

      I felt my entire body go tense as he offered me a look that I had seen far too many times as a kid. The smile was fake, and the look in his eyes was threatening. My body pulsed momentarily in pain, reminding me just how bad it had gotten by the time that Marco pulled us away from all of it.

      

      “Ledger?” I called out, walking into our Eldur Academy dorm, dropping my bag and looking around for my brother. Despite being part of the younger grouping of students at the academy at only fourteen, we were allowed to roam throughout the area on our own. I suppose they assumed if we were training to defend the realm, we could explore it. But usually he didn’t go places without me.

      Looking around, confused, I jumped slightly, dread filling me as I instantly recognized the magic signature that filled the room. I turned immediately to face my father, his face filled with an anger I didn’t understand. How had he gotten here?

      “Where is your brother?” he demanded.

      “I don’t know,” I answered honestly, flinching back as he approached. His smile was deceptively nice as he grabbed my hair and spoke in a low, threatening tone.

      “Maybe you can tell me why I have had an investigation opened up on me,” he hissed. “Why is anyone under the impression of what I fucking do to my children?”

      “I don’t know.” I grunted in pain as he yanked my hair again and my hands came up to push him away from me. I should have expected the solid punch to my ribs, making me let out a small whimper as I heard something crack. His other hand wrapped around my throat as he slammed me against the bedroom wall, my vision going spotty. He was yelling something at me, but I couldn’t tell you what. All I could focus on was the spot over his shoulder where the sun was shining off a set of bottles I’d collected recently. They were shattered, of course, because he knew.

      He knew I liked collecting things, and in true fashion, I wasn’t allowed to have anything. Not anything important or meaningful to me. I let out a raspy breath as he finally let go of me, my knees giving out as I curled in on myself and he slammed his foot into my side. The power of it had everything going dark as I promised I would finally ask for help from Marco. I couldn’t keep living like this. Living in fear.

      

      I hadn’t needed to ask for help, though. Marco had been coming by our room to check on us after such a long day of training, to make sure we were adjusting, and had caught my father leaving after I’d passed out. I wasn’t positive what he’d done to my father, but we had quickly left for Earth following the incident, and my father had yet to reach out to us formally. In fact, this was my first time seeing him… and it was causing me to feel a range of emotions that were extremely overwhelming. I was actually damn near positive I was on the verge of a panic attack, but all I could do was stare back.

      I wasn’t that little kid anymore, I knew that. I wasn’t the boy that got beat by his father regularly. Yet I felt that scared for just a moment, and despite the rage surging through me, I felt everything turn black on the edges for a moment. Inhaling sharply, oxygen flooded my system as I looked away, unable to admit to myself that he was really there. That he was sitting at a table mere feet away.

      Sadness. Fear. Anger. All of them pulled from my subconscious. The memory of all the times he broke any of my collections of things I liked, just because he knew it hurt my dragon and I. Running my fingers along Maya’s hand, I began to play with her rings, staring down at them as I tried to compartmentalize my emotions. They were shiny enough to keep my attention, but I found more than anything I just enjoyed taking stuff of hers that she used often.

      Something that was not considerate at all, but I couldn’t stop myself.

      I just wanted to collect everything Maya touched because I truly felt like there was no way this was real. That she would want me. So if I had things that reminded me of our time together, then I would always at least have that.

      I didn’t realize I was tense until I flinched when Maya’s hand brushed over my shoulder gently, jolting me from my thoughts. I looked down at her, realizing most of the meal had passed and my food was untouched, the feel of my father’s eyes still on me. Ledger was probably handling this far better than myself. He had always been stronger. Better at dealing with the trauma from our past.

      “Anani, what’s going on?” Maya asked, her voice filled with concern.

      I tried to answer honestly. “My father is here.”

      What I saw flash through Maya’s eyes both made me realize how much I loved her and shocked me a bit. Actual anger—not frustration, but true, unfiltered fury—filled her gaze as she let out a sound that reminded me of a hiss through clenched teeth. I could feel her magic wrapping around me as she whipped her head to the side, looking over the crowd. I pulled her close to me, her hand resting on my chest as her heated skin turned hotter, her breathing faster than normal.

      “It’s fine,” I promised her. “Really, peanut.”

      “It’s not fine,” she argued, looking back at me, her eyes prickling with tears. “No one should have ever been allowed to hurt you.”

      The conviction in her voice had me searing my lips with hers as thankfulness and adoration for this woman shocked my system. I cupped her jaw as she sighed into it, deepening it as I let out a low rumble. I didn’t realize someone was trying to reach us until I heard Marco’s voice.

      “Don’t.” Marco’s tone was calm. Way too calm, which told me all I needed to know. I ended the kiss and pulled back, looking up to find Gavriel standing there looking pissed. My own temper spiked, annoyed that he would try to interrupt our moment together.

      I knew it was ridiculous since they were her fathers and brothers, but I hated the idea of any man outside of our flight having a claim over Maya. It made me angry that they felt like they had any say in what she could and couldn’t do when she was not only capable of making her own decisions but had chosen us. She wanted us, so they could fuck off.

      “I don’t like this shit,” he said in a voice filled with more emotion than I thought possible. “How the hell do we even know you’re her actual mates? It sounds like you just happened to be the first people she came across—”

      “They are my mates.” Maya’s voice was harder than I thought possible as she stood up next to Marco, her hand running through my hair as I grabbed it gently and pressed kisses to her long fingers.

      Gavriel frowned, looking at Marco. “You understand how goddamn odd that is, right? That she escapes after being imprisoned for years, and then all the sudden she happens to run into your goddamn flight. She shouldn’t be with you guys and you fucking know it, Marco.”

      Marco’s eyes went cold. “I’m not doing this here, Gavriel. Maya is our mate. Whether you like it or not isn’t something that matters.”

      “It's not like you have much room to talk,” Henry added, his eyes narrowing.

      Gavriel let out a growl. “I’m not taking advantage of a fucking mate who has no idea what I’m capable of.”

      “You don’t have a mate,” I added as I watched Eleven go completely still, making me wonder if my prediction was correct.

      Gavriel’s gaze was cold and a bit terrifying as he seemed to consider something while looking at me before shaking his head. Eleven stepped in and spoke. “Just give them some space, Gav. You don’t have a right—”

      He turned towards her and spoke softly. “Seems I don’t have the right to do or fucking say anything, Eleven.”

      Maya made a concerned noise as the Group Leader offered him a look that told me everything. Her words were careful. “Some situations are out of your control.”

      I honestly had no idea what the man would do, but after a long stare off, he broke and looked back at Marco. He was gone then, leaving all of us in a moment of silence. I ran a hand along the back of my neck, glad to have the distraction from my father being here, but also annoyed with his words.

      I let out a chuckle as Marco was suddenly striding away with Maya, her eyes wide in surprise. Yep, I had guessed that was coming.

      Turning back towards the room, I shared a look with my brother, his eyes filled with a stark sadness that I no doubt reflected. I hadn’t planned on ever confronting my father again, but Maya’s strength was inspiring something inside of me. I just wasn’t positive if it was a good thing or not.

      More so, I wasn’t positive if he would survive that confrontation.
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      “Marco?” I asked, confused as I tried to keep up with him, my face flushed by the energy soaring through our bond. It was a heat that was whipping away anything else as I shivered from the raw power of it. I had felt his energy amping up consistently since we had arrived here, but I honestly hadn’t known what it would result in. This was something else entirely. I let out a relieved sigh as we left the ballroom and began down a hall, the pressure of eyes from my parents and apparent brothers on us suddenly gone as I felt like I could be myself far more.

      Marco’s fingers were intertwined with mine, my left hand quite warm as he rubbed his thumb over the skin in a soothing pattern. Specifically the finger next to my pinky. It confused me because I almost felt like he was hiding my hand, encompassing it completely with his own as people watched us in passing.

      “This is going to drive me up the fucking wall,” Marco mumbled under his breath. Before I could ask what he meant, I was quickly pulled down an empty side corridor, his massive body crowding mine up against the smooth, hard surface. His tense demeanor softened slightly as he ran his nose down my neck, seeming to consider something.

      “Marco? Are you okay?” I asked softly. I tried to angle my face to see him but he kept me locked there, his entire body tense and his dragon shifting under his skin, causing his pulse to hitch.

      “Can you do something for me, baby girl? Wear something for me?”

      “Yes?” I tried to pull back again to see his expression, but it was almost impossible with how he was holding me. I could feel his dragon right under his skin, trying to escape, so the rumble that came from his throat at my movement wasn’t very surprising.

      What was surprising? The cold, delicate band I felt slip onto my finger, a flash of something shiny bouncing off the walls in reflection.

      Had he just put a ring on me?

      Marco slowly pulled back as I immediately brought my hand up, my eyes widening in first confusion and then awe at what was on my finger. Because there was absolutely no way to not see what was on my finger. I mean, it was huge!

      “What is this?” I asked softly, emotion catching in my throat at the vulnerability on Marco’s face when I looked back, his eyes trained on my expression.

      “Something that I have been wanting you to wear for a bit now,” he confessed roughly, looking down at my left ring finger. “It looks beautiful on you.”

      I nodded, unable to focus on the shiny piece of jewelry because I needed him to help me understand what was going on here. I opened my mouth but he kissed me, deeply, as I let out a happy hum, trying to decide how to shape my question.

      “This is my ring finger,” I pointed out breathlessly as he pulled away. “A ring is on my ring finger. Like, the finger that you are supposed to wear a ring on while married.” Okay, this wasn’t ending up a question.

      Marco’s eyes flashed with amusement. “Yes, that is the finger, and it does have a ring on it.”

      “So what does this mean to you?” I asked softly, my voice thick with emotion, wanting him to say what I hoped he meant, even if it was only an eventually. Even if it meant feeling awkward on how to handle this. I didn’t want this just to be about him being protective because I had noticed my mates were very much so.

      Marco’s voice turned soft and velvety. “It means the same thing as the brand on your arm and the bites on your body. It means you’re ours. Forever.”

      Oh. My heart began to inflate.

      “And you’re mine?” I clarified before smiling. “You know… you may end up having no places left to mark me between all of this.”

      “Always yours,” Marco answered sincerely, his eyes burning with truth before he admitted, “You know how much I love you.”

      “I love you too.” I blushed.

      “Plus, there are always other ways to make it very obvious who you belong to.” He leaned down and nipped my lip, making me sigh into him as his fingers ran up my waist and his thumb drew lazy circles on my stomach. “I want all these fuckers to stop trying to steal you away from us. I’m selfish with your attention. I didn’t realize how much I would hate having to share you with the rest of the world. I want to mark you in every single way possible, Maya. It’s like a damn compulsion.”

      “You have all of my attention,” I promised, running my tongue against the seam of his lips as he let out a throaty groan.

      “So you will wear it?” His voice was absolutely intoxicating, and I was pretty sure the man could convince me to do absolutely anything.

      “I didn’t realize it was a question,” I pointed out shyly.

      Marco’s eyes darkened as he kissed me again. “Good girl.”

      My hand slid up his chest as I smiled further, looking at the ring. I couldn’t help but look up at him, my face flushed at his words of approval. “It’s really sparkly.”

      “And pink,” he mused.

      It was pink, and it was so impossibly gorgeous. The gold band itself was simple, with small diamonds that wrapped around my entire finger, and the main stone was a massive pink oval diamond. It wasn’t surrounded by anything, it was just stunning in its simplicity. And sparkly. So, ridiculously sparkly. I couldn’t help but let out a small pleased sound from my throat, my phoenix absolutely loving it. I wanted to always have this on, and I was really hoping that was an option.

      “You like it?” Marco asked, his voice sounding nearly concerned.

      “I can’t stop staring at it,” I admitted and then looked up at him. “I don’t know what to say, Marco. It’s beautiful.” When had he even gotten this? Did the others know? I mean… Did this mean I was engaged? I had a ton of questions, but somehow I knew that this was past being engaged or anything like that. It was another symbol of our bond, just like the brand and mate marks. It made me love it all that much more.

      “Say that you will wear it,” he insisted.

      I flashed a smile and reminded him, “You didn’t really ask.”

      “Nope,” he rumbled softly, cupping my jaw. Something serious crossed his face again as I frowned, feeling worried about where his thoughts were.

      “Of course I’ll wear it,” I murmured. “What’s bothering you, Marco?”

      “Your brothers aren’t wrong, Maya. We don’t have a good reputation here for a reason—”

      “I don’t care about your reputation,” I admitted softly. “You didn’t ever question my worth when you found out the family I came from. Your past doesn’t scare me, Marco. I know you.”

      His eyes shone with a warmth and relief that I hadn’t expected, mostly because I wasn’t positive how he could ever doubt how I felt about him. About any of them. Hadn’t they made a point about looking past everything I’d been through? I mean, my mother had said enough mean crap about me to scare away anyone from my life, not to mention the effect it had on my confidence.

      My lips parted in realization that my doubt about being a burden in their life was similar to the insecurity they felt about being in mine… unneeded. I moved closer into Marco, wrapping my arms around him and letting my head fall back as I bathed in his warmth.

      “I don’t want to go back in there,” Marco admitted after a moment.

      “Honestly, it’s a bit overwhelming between the parent and brother thing. Although, I do sort of want to be friends with Eleven, but I have a feeling she doesn’t want to be friends with me.”

      Marco chuckled. “I’m not sure that’s the case, baby girl. I don’t know the Group Leader personally, but if she’s at Eldur Academy without being a dragon or any connections, it’s for a reason. She probably isn’t the safest to be around, so friendship isn’t something that she probably is actively considering with the Dreki realm’s lost princess.”

      Frowning, I tilted my head. “I think my brothers disagree. About the safe thing.”

      Marco’s face turned slightly more serious. “Your brothers don’t have room to talk. They don’t have to adhere to normal military conduct, so they can do whatever they want.”

      My lips opened in surprise because that sounded dangerous, and I didn’t even know what normal military conduct was. Before I could comment on anything, the energy shifted in the hallway and Marco sighed, stepping away just slightly as Queen Cyra peeked around the corner.

      “Sorry, I didn’t want to interrupt—”

      “Commander Moretti.” Nuriel appeared next to her, offering him a dry look. “Walk with me.” My mate’s annoyance filtered through our bond, but he kissed my temple and led me forward until I was standing near my mom, her arm hooking with mine as she led me the opposite way of the ballroom, the men following. I watched her curiously, feeling as though she had something to say. When we finally made it out to an open air balcony, the two men stayed behind as my mom patted the bench next to her to sit down.

      “You’re going to leave,” my mom stated softly, not asking. It didn’t take away from the sadness in her voice and I felt a surge of guilt at that. I had no intention of causing her pain, and that was exactly what I felt like I was doing.

      “Yes,” I confirmed, worried she would be mad at me. I decided to explain myself a bit more fully, not wanting her to think it was because of her. “I have to know if there are more like me… What I went through, I’m realizing now, was not okay. I can’t live with the knowledge that there are more girls just like me.”

      Cyra examined my face and squeezed my hand. “You have always been so sweet. Even when you were little you would go out of your way to help others. I want you to know, though, that we can handle this from here. We can send teams in. This is an act of war against the Dreki realm. One where we have been slighted for nearly two decades. I wanted to talk to you about it before we decided anything, but I can’t let this stand—”

      “And I would love that,” I admitted. “Any help would mean keeping my mates more safe when we go. But I still need to be there. If what they are going through is anything like what I have gone through, they are going to want to be around someone that understands that. Probably.”

      “And what about after?” she asked, her eyes flashing with a deep sadness.

      I considered what she was saying and tried to be as honest as possible. “I don’t know yet. I have only been free for two weeks. I want… I need more time to figure everything out. I will come back, but I also view the Earth realm as my home. Specifically with my mates.”

      Her eyes warmed as they flashed down to the mark on my arm, making me realize that she had a very similar one on hers. “I understand. I know your fathers are being difficult, but I also know you’re safe with their flight. As long as that’s what you want. I know you don’t know a lot about mating bonds, but I want you to feel as comfortable as possible.”

      I blushed at the concept of talking about mates with her and nodded. “I am. They pulled me from a really bad situation.” The last part came out hesitant because I could tell she didn’t enjoy hearing that.

      My mom’s jaw clenched as anger flashed through our bond. “The woman who said she was your mom—is she still alive?”

      “No.” Marco’s voice rang out clear as Nuriel shook his head at his eavesdropping. Queen Cyra nodded resolutely and squeezed my hand as we stood.

      “Good.”

      My brows rose as I realized that my mom had a side to her a bit like my mates. A bit darker. I didn’t mind the shade of darkness at all though. I was starting to learn that to protect those you love, to keep them in the warmth of the light, you sometimes had to delve into the dark.
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      I was starting to realize that large-scale formal events may not be for me.

      It was beautiful, all of it, and I enjoyed spending time with my family, but several hours in I was starting to feel tired, and I had an overwhelming urge to just curl up with my mates and watch a movie. Despite only having been away from home for a short amount of time, a sense of homesickness worked its way through me, convincing me that we needed to leave sooner rather than later. I didn’t share any of that, though, because everyone seemed in good spirits, including my mom and dads. Even my brothers seemed in a better mood, and I wasn’t positive about what had changed except that maybe the alcohol was flowing a bit more freely.

      Then again, people believed they had a reason to celebrate. I couldn’t help but smile at that. When my mom had announced who I was, I wasn’t positive what reaction I had expected, but surprise and cheers were a welcome alternative to the others I had considered.

      Though there were a few looks from some of the flights that I didn’t fully understand. They weren’t hostile, but they weren’t friendly either, and in a sea of celebration they were very noticeable. If anything, it just made me a bit cautious when it came to who I found myself alone with during this party. I would admit to staying attached to my mates’ sides, not that they would want anything else. It was hard to remember because of the warm reception and my parents’ importance in the realm that not only was this a foreign land, but filled with a culture I’d never been exposed to.

      I knew people assumed that I was staying, and my mother’s phrasing didn’t really put that into question, but I was glad we would be leaving soon. The idea of being a princess seemed far more appealing than the actual reality of it.

      Or maybe I had just gone through so much in a short amount of time that I was growing tired. Even now, on the dance floor, I had my head against Croy’s chest. My feet were bare against the cool marble, and as we turned around the dance floor, he made sure to move slow enough that my feet never showed. I knew I could probably get away with not wearing shoes, but I had a feeling it may be looked down upon in such a formal setting. I also wasn’t going to wear heels when my feet felt like they were on fire.

      I was finding heels were amazing in short bursts of time.

      My mates were currently sitting and talking to my fathers and brothers about the plan for dealing with Pastor Malcolm’s coven, from the little I had gathered while briefly listening to them. I could feel a lessening of tension between the two groups, and my mates and I were thankful for it. I would have even claimed it was because of my mom, but she was dancing with Pele nearby, seemingly happy and relaxed. I didn’t think my mates and my family were that different, but I believed Marco’s words that they were dangerous. I just didn’t think they posed a threat to my mates, and I had no doubt that all of them could handle themselves. After all, I had seen their dragons, and while I didn’t know a lot about dragons, they seemed particularly vicious.

      I could feel eyes on us as Croy pressed a kiss to the top of my head and I let out a soft hum, his wolf rumbling right under his chest. I let my head fall back as I offered him a sleepy smile, wishing he could pick me up and whisk me off to bed. It was all I wanted right now. I mean, I was also completely okay with the concept of repeating what happened earlier in the closet… but more than anything, I wanted to feel his arms around me. How was it possible that in such a short amount of time my life had changed so much? How would it feel going back, knowing that all of this was here waiting for me? There were so many questions plaguing my internal thoughts and leaving me with a sense of exhaustion. A bone-deep tiredness.

      “Sugar, you look like you’re thinking yourself to death,” Croy observed, his thumb running over my bottom lip. I didn’t bother hiding the heat in my gaze as I pressed into him and offered him a small smile.

      “Not death,” I teased. “Although, I am thinking. A lot has happened in the past day. Honestly, I could use a nap… or several.”

      “I think that’s just sleeping,” he said, flashing a sexy, amused smile.

      “Are you interested in sleeping together? I mean, only if you are tired.” I smiled back, not realizing how it would come out of my mouth but loving his reaction and in turn not regretting it.

      Croy let out a low rumble. “Oh, I don’t think that’s in question, Maya.”

      Sliding my hand up his chest, his eyes flashed down to the ring on my finger, his gaze filling with heat and contemplation. His voice was softer as he spoke. “I was wondering when Marco was going to give that to you.”

      My brows went up. “You knew about the ring?” Well, that answered that question in part, because if Croy knew then the rest of them probably knew as well. It also explained the knowing look Henry had offered Marco when we had first gotten back. My eyes darted over to the table, finding Sai watching me with Atlas, both of them seeming engaged in a private conversation. Was that why they were in such a better mood? Did me wearing the ring make them happy like it had with Marco?

      “I did.” He smiled. “Considering we only picked it up in Los Angeles before coming here, I’m not very impressed with Marco’s patience level. Not that I could blame him, but that was barely a day.”

      My smile grew. “I absolutely love it… I just am a tiny bit confused still.”

      His brow arched. “About what?”

      I leaned in closer to him, knowing that he would answer me honestly. “I mean, I know it’s a sign of our bond… but is it an engagement ring?”

      There. That was easy.

      Croy’s eyes warmed. “Is that what you want it to be? I know that the concept of being engaged is popular on Earth. I’m not sure how it is for the Dreki realm, but I view it that way. Then again, marrying my mate has always been my plan.”

      “You want to marry me?” I squeaked as his eyes filled with amusement.

      “I may have been alive for over two centuries, sugar, but I still consider traditions like that important,” he admitted softly, his voice filled with a slight vulnerability. “If that is something that you would want one day.”

      I blushed. “Is it even possible to marry all of you?”

      He chuckled. “I think we can make that happen, Maya.”

      “I would like that.” I pressed my cheek against his chest. I wasn’t positive why I felt so shy over the concept of marriage. We were mates. We had talked about the mating heat and having children, yet the way he talked about marriage was different. I could hear how important it was to him, and the ring, because of that, felt that much more significant. I nibbled my lip, staring at it happily as I let out a small, sleepy sigh.

      “Are we almost ready to head out? I’m exhausted, and so is she.” I must have closed my eyes, because when I opened them, I was in Croy’s arms. My arms were wrapped around his neck and he had me in a princess hold. I blinked, looking around and realizing that we were off to the side of the ballroom. The party was in full swing, but I let out a yawn that had all of it disappearing for a second.

      “I am,” Atlas agreed. I wiggled, Croy putting me down as I looked around, realizing my mom and dads were gone.

      “They left a few minutes ago. We are meeting them tomorrow,” Henry explained softly as I flexed my wrists and rolled my shoulders, feeling sleepy as I nodded. My brothers seemed deep in conversation, and as I continued to look around the room, I realized there was one person missing who I planned on saying goodbye to.

      “I’m saying goodnight,” I told my mates as I walked over towards my brothers, all of them looking up in surprise.

      “Sol—” one of the twins, Alois, I believe, started as the other knocked him in the ribs. I was smiling already as he corrected himself. “Maya.”

      “I just wanted to say goodnight,” I offered. “I know this is probably a bit odd—”

      “We are glad you’re back,” Dusan offered, his tone warmer than before.

      “Even if it’s with them.” Gavriel’s eyes narrowed behind me before flashing a smile. I nearly shook my head at that.

      “I am leaving tomorrow,” I admitted. “I told Mom I would be back, but I’m not sure when.”

      “We are helping with the coven,” Fintan explained and then offered a small smile. “So you won’t be able to ditch us as easily.”

      “Really? Maybe afterwards you guys can come visit our house.” I liked that idea. Maybe I could convince my mom and dads of the same.

      “I’m down.” Faolan nodded.

      “Maya,” Ledger called, appearing behind me. “You ready to go, firefly?”

      “Yep, I just wanted to find Eleven and say goodbye.”

      I could feel my brothers tense, and I offered them a curious look. “I don’t mean to be blunt, but you guys know that it’s super obvious that there is something going on between all of you, right?”

      Ledger beamed as Dusan legitimately chuckled, the others offering various looks of frustration and agreement.

      “Good,” Dusan replied. “She’s the only one who hasn’t accepted that, so maybe being obvious will work in our favor.”

      “Do you guys know where she is?” I asked softly.

      Fintan narrowed his eyes over my shoulder before smiling. “Other side of the room.” I turned and immediately saw her talking to Rhysand. Before Ledger could stop me, I was flitting across the dance floor, avoiding other couples and finding myself nearing Eleven and my brother. Their words became clear to me the closer I got.

      “I’m not doing this,” Eleven hissed out. “You’re being an ass, Rhy. I’m over it. It’s like this every single time. You know it’s not possible. None of this is possible—”

      “Goddamn it, Eleven,” he growled, running a hand over his face. “You have to be the most stubborn woman on the planet. We can help you.”

      Her face flashed dark. “One, I don’t need help. I have been dealing with this my entire life and a hell of a lot more. Two, even if I did, I wouldn’t ask some stuck up princes. I get it. Really, you aren’t entertained enough with the stupid fucking suicide missions you send yourselves on, so you think this is the solution. There is no goddamn fix.”

      My brows rose at their back and forth as Rhysand threw up his hands and seemed to mutter something under his breath. I stepped closer and cleared my voice. “Eleven?”

      Her head snapped towards me, her rich, dark hair having come out of her ponytail, now hanging around her shoulders. “Princess Maya.”

      “I just wanted to say goodnight, and thank you for everything. Also, goodnight to you, Rhysand, as well.”

      “Night, Maya,” he offered with an awkward smile that didn’t seem natural to him at all. I offered a friendly one in return as Eleven stepped away from him and looked directly at me.

      “If you ever need anything, let me know.” Her words seemed filled with significance, and she reached forward and grabbed my hand, emotion seeming to fill her gaze. “I mean it, Maya. Just let me know.”

      I offered a smile and nodded before she let go of my hand and offered Rhysand one more look before darting away. I looked at my rather terrifying brother and spoke honestly. “What exactly is going on between all of you?”

      What? I was curious!

      His eyes filled with pain as he attempted to explain, but he somehow confused me more. “Eleven is punishing herself for a lifestyle that she was forced into, something that was never and will never be her fault. So instead of moving past it, she has mentally forbidden herself from any form of happiness. Ever. That, and she is bound to the God realm through a pledge that she made under duress, in my opinion.”

      I blinked at his bluntness. “Wow.”

      “Yeah,” he grunted. “We will figure it out. Hopefully.”

      “Can I make a tiny observation?” I went up on my toes and rocked back, hoping I wasn’t overstepping my bounds.

      “Sure.” He offered me a speculative glance.

      “I don’t think she liked being called stubborn,” I pointed out softly.

      His laugh was authentic as he ran a hand over his face. “You’re not wrong.”

      “Wrong about what?” Marco’s voice ran across my ears as I looked up and found him behind me.

      “I’ll explain later,” I promised.

      Rhysand spoke quietly. “Marco, I don’t have to tell you to take care of our sister.”

      Marco let out a low growl. “No one needs to tell me to take care of my mate.”

      I offered him a small smile as my brother grunted. “Good. I’ll see both of you on Earth realm in a few short days.” I watched him walk away as I leaned back against Marco and offered him a cocked brow.

      “What?” His lips pressed up.

      “You’re so growly,” I teased.

      “I don’t like other men questioning if I can take care of you,” he mumbled before scoping me up. “Besides, it sounds like they have their own mate problems to handle.”

      “You think Eleven is their mate?” I blinked, feeling stupid for not thinking of that.

      “Oh, I don’t think that’s in question,” Marco confirmed and then sighed. “I almost feel bad for them. I have no idea how anyone fights a mating bond, but considering she’s not a shifter, it may be easier for her.”

      I nodded, not fully understanding it either, while leaning my head against his chest. I closed my eyes only momentarily, breathing in his scent, but before I knew it, the world around us faded and I found myself thankful that I had never bothered denying this bond between us. Finding my mates was one of the best things that had ever happened to me.
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      “I need to get the hell out of this realm,” I admitted to Henry, rubbing my temples. “It’s messing with my wolf so fucking bad.”

      “Yeah, I’m ready to go home. I hate this place,” he muttered. “Thank fuck mine and Marco’s families are out of the realm right now. I couldn’t stand running into them. It’s enough that the twins had to see their father from a distance as it is.”

      I offered a small nod of agreement, watching the way the Dreki sun was beginning to rise in the early dawn sky, painting the Fire Lands pink and orange. There were gold streaks throughout the landscape, brightening the morning and casting rays across the balcony. My eyes moved down to the gold mark Maya had left on me, a rope of flames that encircled my entire wrist and was streaked with hints of blue. It felt like a brand, because it was a brand, and I couldn’t begin to describe home much I fucking loved that.

      I was possessive over Maya—that wasn’t in question in the least—but I had never expected her to feel the same way over me. To mark me. To stand up for me to her parents or to anyone at all. I’d been around long enough to know most dragons didn’t like wolf shifters, so I had been unsurprised by any of their reactions. But to hear Maya stand up for me? It left me with a sensation I was still growing used to. One of affection mixed with devotion and possession that I felt over my little phoenix.

      My smile grew, thinking about the mark that was on the back of her neck. It was one that would fade into a silver scar but always be extremely visible to the wolf shifters around her, not even including the fact that she would always have my scent on her from now on. I was worried, though. Maya only had so much to her, and with the way we were marking up every inch of her perfect body, there was bound to be no space left soon. Although, at least then no one would really be able to miss it.

      Just like no one could miss that massive ring on her finger.

      I hadn’t been lying to her. I had always planned on marrying my mate, and while our situation was a bit more complicated, not having considered her having multiple mates, I planned on continuing forward with that plan. Call me old-fashioned or whatever the hell you wanted, but I needed to marry Maya. I needed to see a wedding band on her finger next to the massive flashy stone she was wearing. I needed to hear her promise to be mine forever as I returned the same sentiment. Just like a mating pledge, marriage was an ‘all in’ type of situation for me.

      I could have married before now. There had been plenty of times where I could have married into the human world. It would have provided the perfect cover, and in the long span of years when I was especially lonely without a mate, the concept had been appealing. But I knew nothing would ever compare to the bond between two people who were meant to be together. So I waited, and when I woke up about a week ago, a ringing in my head feeling as though something had shifted, I hadn’t considered what it meant. I hadn’t considered the fact that after all this time, there was a possibility that my mate was now out there.

      And I hadn’t been wrong, for the record. Having a mate and mating with Maya was like absolutely nothing I could have ever imagined. I let out a low rumble, glad that she hadn’t thought I was an absolute ass for taking her up against the mirror of the closet so hard and rough. I had wanted to take my time with her, devouring every inch of her, but I’d been waiting for Maya for far too long. I had been needing her this entire time, and now that she was mine, I could barely remember all the years that had passed.

      They seemed unimportant now. Simply a passage of time before she came into this plane of existence. In fact, everything seemed unimportant before her, and while I would gladly admit that if she asked, I did know it came across as a bit unhinged. I ran my fingers over my wrist as I took a moment to consider what was to come.

      I knew Maya was set on handling this Pastor Malcolm situation directly. I knew that she wanted to be there to see if there were others like her. I also knew that if his coven was as bad as I was imagining, they would take advantage of her presence and attempt to capture her once again. Something that I would never allow to happen. So how did we keep her safe without exposing her to the risk that she was set on surrounding herself with?

      “I have no idea how to convince her to do this from afar,” Henry stated quietly as if reading my mind. His thoughts were elsewhere though, overall, his gaze on the horizon. I could tell that being here was messing with his and Marco’s dragons far more than they would ever admit.

      “We can’t,” I admitted, hating that I knew this wasn’t something we could fully control. “You’ve seen how determined she is, Henry. We just have to do our damn best to protect her while we are there and fucking wait to go until we have backup.”

      “I hate that we have to rely on them for anything,” Henry noted as I nodded, knowing he was referring not only to the crown princes but also the other teams they would be sending.

      “It will be easier to focus on keeping her safe if we have more people,” I conceded as he let out a tired sigh but nodded.

      Before we could continue our conversation, Atlas walked out onto the balcony, putting down two more cups of coffee as he drank his own. I don’t think he’d slept since we arrived here, and I honestly couldn’t blame him. We were all on edge as it was, and I was glad that Maya could at least get some sleep because it put all of us in a better mood to know that she was well rested.

      While this trip had been more complicated than fucking necessary in my opinion, I was at least thankful that we had some information regarding her health. A ton of other shit as well, but now we knew that her fevers and magic overload was part of the mating process. I smiled down at the mark on my wrist as I tried to not let my thoughts stray down the path of how it had gotten there. More specifically how fucking great Maya’s ass had looked pressed up against me as my cock slid in and out of her.

      Fuck. I had really lost it. I knew that bite mark on the back of her neck had to hurt, but she’d yet to complain. That wasn’t surprising, though. Maya rarely complained, but it did make me worry that I’d hurt her. Although, my wolf was also causing me to feel as though I had a split fucking personality, because he was goddamn thrilled we had marked her in such a savage way. Deep enough that she would always remember it. Always feel it. A low rumble nearly escaped my throat as I cleared my voice.

      “When is the younger flight arriving?” Henry asked suddenly, drawing my memory to the fact that we were traveling back with a much younger flight of dragons. Ones that were, for all intents and purposes, fleeing the Dreki realm.

      “That’s why I came out here,” Atlas admitted. “Marco said it should be any minute now. I didn’t want to wake up Maya, but we probably need to.”

      I stood, grabbing my cup of coffee, and walked towards the door. Atlas put a hand up and handed his to me as well. I offered him a questioning look, and he shrugged. “She’s going to steal it anyway. May as well just give it to her.”

      Chuckling, I walked back into the room and towards the large suite, Marco closing the door and offering me a head nod. Unlike the past twenty-four hours, all of us were dressed back in normal clothing, having no need to wear the ridiculously formal wear that everyone seemed to don here.

      Slipping into the bedroom, my chest squeezed as I found myself stopping in the door, taken away as usual by how goddamn beautiful my mate was. Even laying spread out in bed, her hair messy and half in her face, she had to be the most beautiful woman on this fucking plane of existence. I swallowed down the heavy emotion I felt as I approached the bed and sat on the edge, my eyes trailing down the way her body was twisted in the soft blankets, the light purple lace she was wearing clinging to her frame. I let out a deep groan from my throat, unable to stop the way my body instantly reacted to how sexy she was, my cock twitching at the idea of pulling the lace off with my teeth.

      Shifting slightly, Maya let out a small hum, stretching her body and rolling onto her stomach, causing me to nearly let out a growl. Her ass, a golden tan and covered partly by the lace teddy she was wearing, was extremely distracting, my fingers darting out to brush her skin, feeling like a creep but not able to help myself entirely. Her skin broke out into shivers at my touch and she let out a soft sigh of my name, unintentionally encouraging me more.

      Hadn’t I told her that I wouldn’t be able to leave her alone after she let me between her legs? I would really just be keeping my word. My fingers ran across the edge of the panties she was wearing underneath her lace teddy as she pressed against my fingers, the arch of her back and the way she moved her ass against me causing me to move onto the bed with her, not giving a fuck about our time constraints anymore.

      “Sugar.” I leaned down, caging her from above and nipping her ear. “If you keep moving like that, you’re going to get fucked.” I should have been surprised by the words out of my mouth, but I was finding that Maya pulled a side out of me that was more blunt and far darker than I could have expected. A small moan worked its way from her lips as she turned her head to the side, casting me a sleepy smile.

      That was enough for me.

      In a not so gentle tug, I pulled back her hips as she let out a surprised squeak, my fingers snapping the sides of her lace panties, sending them fluttering to the floor next to the bed. Instantly, the scent of her wet heat had my wolf working himself into a goddamn frenzy as I pressed her forward, my hand applying pressure to her back. I groaned, looking over her wet pussy as I drew my tongue over her lightly, from her clit to her tight little hole. She jumped, a strangled cry of my name leaving her lips as her taste exploded in my mouth. I fought the urge to bite her ass as she began wiggling around, instead opting for grabbing her hips in a firm hold and burying my mouth against her cunt.

      “Oh shit,” she whispered, her voice breathy and her tone almost hazy as if she wasn’t fully awake yet. I took full advantage of it, wanting to wake her up with an orgasm before pumping myself into her tight center. My mouth closed around the little bundle of nerves that had her entire body jolting and more of her sweet, wet heat dripping out. I worked her up enough that she was nearly coming before slowing back down, working her into enough of a frenzy that I wasn’t completely surprised when her hand shot back to grip my hair and keep me against her. I let out a low growl at the display of dominance as her legs shook, and I realized that if she didn’t come soon, I would probably finish before I could get inside of her.

      But fuck, I could spend all goddamn day devouring this woman.

      “Croy!” Her voice was choked as she shuddered and I felt her climax, her pussy growing only wetter as I finally pulled back and unzipped my dress pants. I didn’t have the patience to get undressed completely, needing to be inside of her again. When she pressed her head further down against the bed, ass up in such a submissive position, I surged forward almost automatically, my cock half inside of her before I had a chance to warn her. My size had her letting out a small cry, muffled by the bed, as I squeezed her ass more firmly, pushing her legs apart before burying myself all the way inside of her.

      Maya was shaking as she looked back at me with blatant need, her entire body flushed as I began to stroke in and out of her at a demanding pace. One that her body was instantly reacting to as I felt her tighten around me, her eyes fluttering shut in what appeared to be both pleasure and a tiny bit of pain. I should have felt guilty about that, but instead I found myself wanting her to be sore later today. Just a little bit. To remember who had been buried between her legs that morning.

      I began to pump faster as her moans and cries grew louder, making me know that the others would be well fucking aware of what was going on. It was why I wasn’t all that surprised when the door opened and Henry walked in, his eyes instantly on Maya as she cried out my name again in response to me sliding into her completely and holding myself there. My fingers circled her clit as I watched Henry approach the bed, crouching down to look at the way she was attempting to squirm against me, her frustration growing at my lack of movement.

      “Croy,” she moaned and opened her eyes only to realize Henry was there, her eyes going wide as I began to ram into her again, causing any chance of doubt or embarrassment to leave her mind. Her needy noises had Henry smiling, but far from in an amused way. Rather the opposite as he grabbed her hair gently and kissed her hard enough that I could feel her grow even wetter around me.

      Fuck, that was hot. It shouldn’t have been. Hell, my wolf should have probably been pissed, but seeing Maya in an almost frenzied state of overstimulation was just causing me to feel more turned on than anything.

      I hadn’t realized I’d slowed down until she broke the kiss and pushed back against me, making Henry chuckle. I slid my hand down to the back of her neck, and when I spoke, my voice was considerably more rough than normal. “What do you need, sugar?”

      “Faster.” Her voice was pitched high and filled with an unbearable amount of heat.

      My eyes flashed up to Henry, who was watching her with a predatory interest. “I’m not sure I can do that, Maya. We wouldn’t want Henry to feel left out.”

      Instantly, he was smiling as her gaze wandered up his frame, staring at him with pleading eyes as if he would help her. His voice was even and far more controlled than I could have ever mastered. “You wouldn’t want me to feel left out, Maya, would you?”

      “No,” she agreed, crying out as I suddenly slammed into her a few times, causing her to lurch forward before she let out a frustrated growl at how I slowed down again. Alright, it was possible that making Maya frustrated was far hotter than I could have imagined. Her skin was growing searing hot, and my cock felt like it was going to explode, but I was absolutely transfixed with watching her make the decision on how to handle this. I hoped she figured it out soon, because this slow shit wasn’t working for me.

      “Open your mouth,” Henry instructed and I leaned forward, rubbing her clit in a slow motion that had her spreading her legs as she went up on all fours, her mouth open and level with his dick. Her submissiveness was such a fucking turn-on when she was bent over and vulnerable like this, trusting us to take care of her.

      My eyes strayed down her back and curvy waist as I slid in and out of her again, loving the way she looked being split by my cock. I nearly slapped her ass but stopped myself when I heard her gag, my eyes flashing up to find Henry’s grip on her hair hard and his cock pressed into her mouth as she stared up at him with an affection I could feel through even our bond. God, I fucking loved this woman.

      “Good girl, sugar,” I growled.

      I kept my promise and fucking snapped, unable to hold back anymore with seeing her spread out like this, a cock down her throat and being railed by my own. She cried out around Henry as he let out a low growl, my pace hard and unforgiving. Every time I felt like I was being too rough, though, she pressed back further, and I stopped giving a fuck about controlling myself, lost in the sensation of her hot cunt wrapped around me. I snarled as I felt my balls tighten and my entire body go rigid. I needed to come inside of her so fucking bad, but more than anything, I need to feel her contract around me hard enough that it milked the cum out of me. My fingers sped up on her clit and she screamed before Henry slid back into her throat again, his own breathing rough and making me know he wasn’t going to be far behind me.

      “I need you to come,” I practically growled at her as her entire body jumped at my pace, and I found myself cursing as I felt her get tighter. Leaning forward, I gripped the back of her neck, wanting to feel my bite mark there.

      Instantly she was coming, and her cry had Henry cursing as I groaned out my release, my cock somehow filled with more cum than yesterday as I made sure to stuff her goddamn full of it. I wanted to see it dripping out of her, and I wanted to know that she was walking around full of me all goddamn day long. Her whimper was followed by Henry finding his release as she gagged slightly, swallowing him down before he pulled away, offering her a look that was filled with adoration. I couldn’t fucking blame him—my cock was still wedged inside of her and I was half bent over her, nearly out of goddamn breath. I almost collapsed onto my side but managed to keep it together as Maya let out a happy sigh, falling flat on her stomach, offering both of us a small, teasing smile. I offered Henry a look as he blinked, seeming to try to regain focus as I pulled out of her. My eyes trailed the cum coming out of her.

      “Well, that was a nice way to wake up,” she offered on a small stretch before hopping up from bed. I managed to put my dick away while watching her sway towards the bathroom, looking extremely energetic and awake. As if we hadn’t just railed into her. I looked back at Henry as he shook his head.

      “Maybe I’m getting old,” he muttered and then jumped up to follow her into the bathroom, the shower turning on. Chuckling, I sat on the edge of the bed and ran my hand over my face, wondering how the hell I had gotten so lucky to have a mate like Maya. The woman was spectacular.

      It was also completely possible that she was going to kill me. Although, if it was due to fucking her hard enough several times a day that it completely drained me, it would be worth it. Looking at the coffee I had put down, I drained mine and walked towards the bedroom door.

      It was time to get the hell out of the Dreki realm.
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      “Promise me you will come back after all this.” My mom’s voice was filled with heavy emotion as I nodded. I didn’t know when I would come back, but I would. I tried to ease her thoughts.

      “I promise.” I squeezed her hands. My eyes moved over to my fathers, who were standing behind Cyra, the grouping kept small and only accompanied by a small number of soldiers at the edge of the Fire Lands. I knew my brothers hadn’t shown up because we would be seeing them soon on Earth, but I still wished I had a chance to say goodbye to them. It felt like all of this was going to disappear the minute I left the Dreki realm, and I wasn’t positive how I felt about that.

      “I love you, baby,” she whispered, kissing my forehead. I softened. I knew she didn’t expect me to return the sentiment—I could feel it through her bond—and that lack of pressure made me feel better. I didn’t have a lot to base my emotions for my mom off of, but I knew that I cared about her and that we had a connection that very much proved our relationship.

      “I missed you,” I admitted as I melted into the hug she gave me.

      She sniffed and tightened her hold on me before pulling back, breathing in deeply. “Alright, now I’m being ridiculous. You’re going to be back. You even said it.”

      “Breathe,” Fuji reminded her, appearing behind her again. I didn’t have confirmation because I hadn’t been around them more than this past day, but I had a feeling that Fuji did this a lot. He seemed to ground my mom and I could relate to that, knowing how much better my mates made me feel when I was worked up about something. She nodded, and he stepped to the side and hesitantly opened his arms.

      I met his hug and immediately let out a happy sigh, the familiar scent of ocean water surrounding me and making me wonder if it was because of the coastal line in Washington or because of a previous memory. There was authentic happiness in his gaze as I pulled back and looked towards my other fathers, not knowing exactly how to handle this. I mean, did we hug…

      Pele stepped forward and motioned me toward him. I was instantly smiling as he wrapped me up in a hug as well. I let out a small laugh as he picked me up and spoke earnest words. “I know you don’t remember much, little bird, but I promise that when you come back, your mom and I will show you all the places we used to go. You always have a home here, no matter what happens out there. We want you here. Always.”

      Tears filled my eyes as I nodded, feeling rather emotional as Ignatius, standing next to him, cleared his throat. I looked over and found tears in his eyes as I offered him a hesitant smile and then surged forward, offering him a hug. He grunted and welcomed it back, his temperament seeming rather calm. When he placed a kiss on top of my head, I couldn’t help but smile.

      “When you get back, we are talking about your mates,” he grunted, his eyes narrowed over my shoulder. I couldn’t help but laugh. I had a feeling that he wasn’t going to get over the idea of me having mates anytime soon.

      “No you aren’t.” Haco shook his head and opened an arm for me as I hopped on over and gave him a quick hug, his warm scent causing me to have a flash of memories that didn’t make a lot of sense but were filled with love and warmth. Also the smell of flowers, but that seemed to permeate this realm in general.

      “Your brothers can help you with anything, remember that,” Haco explained, pulling back as he examined my face. “Do not be afraid to ask them. They’re assholes, but they won’t be towards you.”

      I believed that, actually.

      Nodding, I finally shyly looked over to Nuriel and Con. I stepped forward, and I felt nervous for about a second until Nuriel picked me up in a hug, making me squeak. Atlas growled behind me, making one of my fathers chuckle. I knew that fast movements upset my mates around me, but I couldn’t help but love the hug, squeezing the grumpy man back as he set me down, his eyes filled with emotion.

      “The other teams are going to be meeting you there,” he insisted, his eyes filled with worry. “You will stay safe, Maya. I’m serious, no unnecessary risks.”

      “I promise,” I nodded, feeling a bit bad because I wasn’t positive I could fully keep that promise. His eyes darted towards my mates, and he exhaled.

      “Commander Moretti, if anything happens to her—”

      I winced as Marco nearly let out a growl, his bond with me growing with frustration.

      “Nothing is going to happen,” I promised and then continued, “They would never let anything happen to me.”

      Nuriel examined my expression and offered a grunt before nodding and stepping back. Finally, I looked at Con, who was watching me with a sad expression. I approached him and offered a small smile.

      “Here.” He offered forward a cloth-covered object. “This will take you back here whenever you need without an official portal.”

      I took it and realized it was a delicate sapphire necklace, the chain gold and the bulb at the end a dark blue sphere. I pulled it over my head and tucked it into my oversized sweater that I was wearing with leggings. I hadn’t wanted to argue with the boys when they wanted to cover me in their scent, so I had taken Atlas’s sweater happily.

      “Thank you,” I offered softly.

      A meow had me looking back as Bella bound forward out of Atlas’s hands and towards me. I scooped her up as I looked back up at Con to find him staring at her in confusion. His head tilted to the side. “Is that a cat?”

      “Well, right now she’s a kitten.” I smiled and placed her in my hands, raising her up so he could look at her better. “My mates got her for me as a present.” Someone made a noise of approval nearby, but I was interested in Con’s reaction. He was studying the kitten with interest.

      “She’s adorable.” He blinked and then shook his head. “How did you even get her into the Dreki realm?”

      I pulled her back to my chest and looked at Atlas. “He protected her with shadow magic.” My bond with my mom hummed with approval, and I realized that I should start telling them all the amazing things my mates had done for me, because it seemed to make them feel better about all of this. Stepping back, my attention was pulled by an arriving carriage.

      “These should be them,” Marco announced as my mom nodded. The younger flight was supposed to have arrived at the castle earlier and traveled with us here, but my parents had suggested it wasn’t safe. Unfortunately, the command line was blaming them for a lot of what went wrong during their mission, and while my parents didn’t agree with it, the damage had been done. I was finding myself more and more glad that we had agreed to bring them with us.

      As the younger flight got out of the carriage, my heart clenched, realizing how young they truly were. And exhausted. All of their faces were drawn, cuts and bruises littering their faces as they tried to look attentive. They were dressed in dark uniforms, and their handler stepped to the side, allowing the oldest, who appeared to be only sixteen, to approach.

      “Your Majesties,” he offered as he and the others bowed towards my mom and fathers. He then turned to Marco and offered a tired expression. “Thanks for letting us come with you, Commander Moretti.”

      I could feel concern in my bond with Marco, but he nodded. “No problem. I think we are ready to head out, if you guys are.”

      All six of them nodded, and I watched as Marco stepped back towards the edge and fell, my heart racing as his dragon once again made an appearance. I smiled and immediately ran over towards him, promising myself that once we were back on Earth, I would meet the other boys, who were now shifting. I wanted to make sure they felt welcomed. I knew they weren’t technically running, but leaving your home couldn’t be easy. It was just another reason that I knew my mates would understand and take care of them.

      Offering a small wave to my parents, my mom flashed a smile and Marco took off. I let out a tired sigh and clasped my hand around the necklace that Con had given me, feeling as though it was a piece of proof that all of this existed. Resting my head on Marco, I let out a happy hum and closed my eyes, feeling as though I finally had some purpose. I had felt lost in this new world, and now I knew what I needed to do.

      I needed to know Pastor Malcolm wasn’t hurting anyone else any longer.

      I needed to know if there were others being kept like I’d been.

      I needed to know they were safe.

      This determination soared through me as we landed and made our way towards the portal, keeping myself comfortably between the twins, who both offered me looks that spoke to the amount of love that I felt for them. I closed my eyes as we submerged ourselves in the odd portal, everything around me going dark as I kept a hold on them, knowing it was locking me to reality. While I had only done this once before, I realized exactly when something was wrong.

      There was a coolness to the portal that hadn’t existed before. Almost as if it had been opened differently. I could smell the ocean air before the portal opening even appeared, and a sense of dread began to grow inside of me. Something was very wrong.

      My phoenix attempted to break out but I breathed through it, knowing I needed to keep calm until I saw what we were walking into. Well, falling into. When the portal opened up, the twins and I fell forward, and immediately all three of us stood as I ignored my busted knee from the hard rock we had landed on.

      A sharp growl left Marco’s throat from where he was in front of me, the wind picking up as I realized we were somewhere on the coast, not in the council building. The water was cold and hitting us from behind in small splashes, making me know we were steps from falling into the stormy ocean. I shivered as I looked around at the tree line of pines. But that wasn’t what had dread filling my heart.

      No.

      Instantly, I moved forward, gripping Marco and Henry’s arms as I locked eyes with Anna. That alone wouldn’t have been unusual if it wasn’t for Larry next to her, tied up to a tree and looking nearly unconscious. I blinked, trying to process what was going on before I traced the circle of fire surrounding all of us, including the new flight who looked absolutely confused and scared as they made it through the portal. I swallowed, noticing people stepping out from the tree line. More specifically, magic users.

      I wasn’t positive at first what type, but then it became far too clear.

      “Maya.” Pastor Malcolm’s voice rang out as my heart sank and my knees nearly broke, my gaze finding his as he walked towards Anna. The world grew dark as I tried to keep focused on what was going on instead of the panic threatening.

      “What the fuck?” Atlas sounded enraged as he followed up the group.

      Malcolm kept his gaze on me as he offered a horrifying smile.

      “I told you I was coming to take you home.”
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      Want more from Maya and her mates? The fourth book in the Reborn series is already available for pre-order purchase! Make sure to pick up Dying in Flames today.

      Reborn

      Book 1 -  Reborn in Flames

      Book 2 - Soaring in Flames

      Book 3 - Realm of Flames

      Book 4 - Dying in Flames

      

      Interested in exclusive access to teasers, cover reveals, and the most updated information on your favorite M. Sinclair series? Make sure to become a raven today by joining my reading group: Sinclair’s Ravens.  
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            M. Sinclair

          

        

      

    

    
      International Best Seller

      

      M. Sinclair is a Chicago native, parent to 3 cats, and can be found writing almost every moment of the day. Despite being new to publishing, M. Sinclair has been writing for nearly 10 years now. Currently in love with the Reverse Harem genre, she plans to publish an array of works that are considered romance, suspense, and horror within the year. M. Sinclair lives by the notion that there is enough room for all types of heroines in this world, and being saved is as important as saving others. If you love fantasy romance, obsessive possessive alpha males, and tough FMCs, then M. Sinclair is for you! 
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      M. Sinclair has crafted different universes with unique plotlines, character cameos, and shared universe events. As a reader, this means that you may see your favorite character or characters… appear in multiple books besides their own storyline. 
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Universe 1

      Established in 2019

      

      Vengeance

      Book 1 - Savages 

      Book 2 - Lunatics 

      Book 3 - Monsters

      Book 4 - Psychos

      Complete Series

      Vengeance : The Complete Series 

      

      The Red Masques

      Book 1 - Raven Blood 

      Book 2 - Ashes & Bones 

      Book 3 - Shadow Glass

      Book 4 - Fire & Smoke

      Book 5 - Dark King 

      Complete Series 

      A Raven Masques Novel - Birth of a Raven 

      

      Tears of the Siren

      Book 1 - Horror of Your Heart 

      Book 2 - Broken House

      Book 3 - Neon Drops 

      

      Descendant

      Book 1 - Descendant of Chaos 

      Book 2 - Descendant of Blood 

      Book 3 - Descendant of Sin 

      

      Reborn

      Book 1 - Reborn In Flames

      Book 2 - Soaring In Flames

      Book 3 - Realm Of Flames 

      Book 4 - Dying in Flames

      

      The Wronged

      Book 1 - Wicked Blaze Correctional

      Book 2 - Evading Wicked Blaze 

      Book 3 - Defeating Wicked Blaze 

      

      Lost in Fae

      Book 1 - Finding Fae

      Book 2 - Exploring Fae

      Book 3 - Freeing Fae
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Universe 2

      Established in 2020

      

      Court of Rella 

      Book 1 - Fae Fiefdom
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Paranormal & Fantasy Series

      These series are not currently affiliated with a specific M. Sinclair universe.

      

      The Dead and Not So Dead

      Book 1 - Queen of the Dead

      Book 2 - Team Time with the Dead

      Book 3 - Dying for the Dead

      Completed Series

      

      Silver Falls University

      Book 1 - Lost 

      Book 2 - Forgotten

      

      I.S.S.

      Book 1 - Soothing Nightmares 

      Book 2 - Defending Nightmares

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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Contemporary Universe

      Established in 2021 

      

      The Shadows of Wildberry Lane

      Book 1 - Perfection of Suffering 

      Book 2 - Execution of Anguish 
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Standalone Novels

      Peridot (Jewels Cafe Series)

      Time for Sensibility (Women of Time)

      

      Willowdale Village Collection

      A collection of standalone novels about the women of Willowdale Village. 

      Voiceless 

      Fearless
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Collaborations

      Rebel Hearts Heists Duet

      (M. Sinclair & Melissa Adams) 

      Book 1 - Steal Me 

      Book 2 - Keep Me

      Completed Duet

      

      Forbidden Fairytales

      (The Grim Sisters - M. Sinclair & CY Jones)

      Book 1 - Stolen Hood

      Book 2 - Knights of Sin

      Book 3 - Deadly Games
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            Stalk me… really, I’m into it.

          

        

      

    

    
      Instagram: msinclairwrites

      Facebook: Sinclair’s Ravens

      Twitter: @writes_sinclair 

      Newsletter: Link

      Amazon: M. Sinclair

      Goodreads: M. Sinclair

      Bookbub: M. Sinclair

      Website: Official M. Sinclair Website
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