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      I could no longer run from my past.

      It had caught up to me, and I was now faced with the reality that Pastor Malcolm may not be my biggest problem. There was something far more terrifying waiting in the shadows that threatened everything and everyone in my life.

      Something that was setting my world ablaze in a flame that I may not survive.

      

      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. Cliffhanger warning - Ruling in Flames, book 5 in the Reborn series, available for pre-order!
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      I was going to die.

      God, I hoped I was going to die, because this level of suffering seemed unfair, even considering my normal state of existence. I was in so much pain that it felt like every nerve ending in my body had been set on fire, the scent of blood surrounding me as I laid on broken glass.

      What had I done to deserve this? Was there really a demon inside of me? Was that why I was unable to see the lesson that Pastor Malcolm continuously tried to impart?

      That had to be it.

      I had to do better if I wanted to keep this from happening again. I had to do better so I wouldn’t ever feel this type of pain again. Feel as if every element of my body was giving out, one by one, until my breathing was uneven and rough. I was in a state of perpetual torture under his and my mother’s hands, and I would do anything, give anything, to avoid it happening again.

      Yet it seemed no matter what I did, it was wrong.

      There were children who didn’t live this way. I had seen them through the basement window. Children who got to feel the rain on their skin instead of sitting in the cold puddles that accumulated on the floor. Children who played games with one another instead of spending days talking to themselves. Children who were well fed and seemed happy.

      I’d thought for so long I’d been happy, that this was happiness. But recently something had changed. A darkness that I hadn’t recognized before made itself known in my interactions with my mother and Pastor Malcolm, and it opened my eyes to the fact that this wasn’t normal. I knew that sounded ridiculous considering how they treated me, but for so long I’d assumed that was how parents treated children. I didn’t think it was anymore. In fact, the more I read those books he’d brought down here, the more I realized that this wasn’t how anyone treated children. At least, they weren’t supposed to.

      Unfortunately, I made the mistake today of asking why they treated me differently…and here I was.

      My eyes grew heavy as the sky outside opened up in a storm that silenced my sobs. They would only earn me a far worse punishment. My body was broken, and I was starting to wonder if my mind was as well.

      No, I think I knew my mind was broken.
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      Fear.

      I’d experienced it so often in my life, I should have been numb to it, or at least used to it. There had been times where it had consumed everything, and sometimes I expected that way of life to crawl back out from where I’d boxed it away. That was a different Maya…a different woman who was far more scared and cautious than I was now. I used to be afraid of so much.

      I used to fear that my mother and Pastor Malcolm would just never show up again and I would be left to perish in that dark, horrible basement cellar.

      I used to fear that I wouldn’t ever be given food again, their starvation techniques pushing my body to the point that my stomach ached and my head pounded in protest.

      I feared knowing my mother would show up to punish me, and I feared even more not knowing when she would show up to punish me.

      But the main fear that always stood out to me, even in my memories? The pure dread I felt looking into Pastor Malcolm’s gaze, knowing instinctively that he wanted to harm me.

      Except this time, meeting his gaze from feet away, I realized I didn’t feel fear. Not fear for myself, at least. Maybe for those around me, knowing this needed to be handled with the utmost care… But more than anything, more than any level of terror, I felt anger. So much anger that it was nearly overwhelming.

      Every single time that I began to find a small sliver of peace, this man ripped it away and shattered my small hope that my life could be normal. When I had first found my mates, he had shown up demanding that I go home with him after my own mother and Jed had killed me.

      Then, after finally edging into some sense of normality, he had lured me to the edge of a cliff and all but forced me to jump, probably so I’d shift.

      Now, after so many revelations and the freeing realization that my only family didn’t consist of a mother who had all but tortured me my entire childhood and a man that was trying to use me for his coven…Pastor Malcolm was back again. Back to take it all away from me.

      I was done. I was absolutely done.

      “I told you I was coming to take you home.”

      The words still rang in my ears seconds later, but the panic that had been threatening to emerge was superseded by the animal inside of me who demanded that I be brave. Who demanded that I remember I was surrounded by not only my mates, but a group of young dragon shifters that would be in a dangerous position if we didn’t handle this correctly.

      I couldn’t let them down. I wouldn’t let any of them down.

      Pastor Malcolm was my problem, and I wanted him solved.

      I’d known something was wrong before we’d even stepped out of the portal and were assaulted by sights and sounds that didn’t match the dragon council building we should’ve arrived in. Instead, cold, icy water from the ocean sprayed on our backs, making me know we were feet from a cliff’s edge. Ahead of us was a thick line of pine trees that served as a natural barrier out of here, lined with what I now knew to be Pastor Malcolm’s coven. The same group of magic users that had encircled us in a spelled circle of flames that I had to assume was dangerous to the touch.

      The fire didn’t scare me, though. Instead, I immediately focused on just how many precautions he was taking to ensure we were trapped…because he was scared. The realization that the man who haunted my nightmares was scared of my mates and me caused me to feel a surge of confidence in myself and our ability to get out of this situation.

      I narrowed my eyes at the tall, skinny, pale man that had caused me so much pain. So much suffering…and realized I didn’t feel bad for him, or his level of fear. So, for the first time ever, I allowed myself to revel in his discomfort, every second of it, for all of the pain he’d caused me. I felt a calm come over me as my phoenix let out a small sound from my throat that had all my mates tensing. I knew it was her way of communicating with their dragons, but it still surprised me.

      “Baby girl,” Marco warned as I stepped through and past Henry and him, their fingers grazing my skin as if they didn’t want to let go. I honestly didn’t want them to, but I also enjoyed the way Pastor Malcolm practically jolted back at my sudden move forward. Above, the sky cracked with lightning and then rumbled with thunder, a storm rolling in from over the ocean as the flames from the witches’ circle grew higher. I could see the uneasy looks they were exchanging, and it made me curious what they hoped to accomplish.

      I had many reasons to be scared of Pastor Malcolm, but my mates? I knew they were stronger than him. The man was conniving and cruel, able to trick and trap people easily, but to take such a blunt stand? It didn’t seem in his nature, and it had me knowing that he felt uncertain about how to handle this. He wasn’t the only one, though, and I continued to take a moment to assess the situation, wanting to make sure there was a way to keep my mates safe.

      One of the most prominent things that stood out to me, still, was that Larry, one of the dragon council members, was tied to a tree near the forest line and surrounded by witches. He was completely unconscious, and unlike Anna, clearly an unwilling captive. She must have used his powers to aid in opening and changing the direction of the portal… but why?

      “Anna?” I looked at her instead of Pastor Malcolm. “Why?”

      “None of your fucking business,” she growled, her tone tight and tense.

      I tilted my head in confusion. “Is this how you knew so much about my past? How long have you been working with him? I promise you, Anna, no matter what he has promised, he’s not a good man—” My words caught in my throat, unable to contain the slight tremble in my voice.

      I couldn’t deny that her actions hurt. I knew she had never liked me, but this seemed like a betrayal on a far deeper level. And for what? What stake did she have in this game that I had no interest in playing?

      Anna didn’t answer at all this time, her eyes darkening on me as she turned her gaze back to Pastor Malcolm. The man was staring at me with a malicious smile as he seemed to be waiting for me to make some type of move, like a cat toying with a mouse.

      What he didn’t realize? I was well aware that we had the upper hand when it came to actual power.

      I would have loved to say I could face Malcolm alone and be able to beat him, and maybe I did physically have that ability, but emotionally this man had been one of the single reasons I had been traumatized for years on end. Sure, my so-called mother had administered a lot of the beatings, but he had ordered her to. I didn’t trust myself to not give in to the panic that I naturally felt while he was around.

      But with my mates here? Right by my side? I wasn’t afraid. I trusted them completely. Trusted them to take care of this situation, the younger dragons, Bella, and myself.

      Plus, while surprising, I hadn’t missed my dads’ comments on how dangerous Marco and his flight were. It was a suspicion I’d already had, but instead of being afraid of that, I found it comforting.

      “Why are you doing this?” I questioned, my voice echoing through the space.

      Marco’s dragon produced a rumble from his chest, and I had a feeling it was because of all the attention placed on my words. I could feel my mates spreading out behind us, moving to the perimeter of the circle of fire, while keeping the younger dragons safely in the center. I knew they could shift in this amount of space, but it would be tight… Although, as I looked up, I realized that with the exception of Bella, all of us could fly. Fly right out of here into safety.

      As if knowing my thoughts, Pastor Malcolm sneered. “Those flames are part of a warding spell that is a dome around you. There is no getting out.”

      “You intend to just keep us here?” Marco suddenly sounded amused. I looked at my mate, who despite being tense, didn’t look nearly as worried as before. “How do you plan on transferring us without putting yourself in danger? Surely you don’t think this can hold us for long? Witch magic isn’t exactly made for battle.”

      “I’m starting to think Malcolm didn’t think this through,” Henry mused.

      I was glad they seemed so secure in what was going on, but I could sense the fear coming off the younger shifters, and it made me feel extremely uncomfortable and guilty. We were supposed to be helping them, and instead we had portalled them right into this absolute disaster.

      “Shut up!” Malcolm hissed. I noticed that he had the same look on his face that Becky’s face had back in school, nearly frenzied. Maybe he really did think this was a good idea, but Marco wasn’t wrong. Where did we go from here? What exactly did he have planned for us? Maybe I could make him see enough reason to let down these walls so we could get the heck out of here.

      “You didn’t answer my question.” I focused on Pastor Malcolm, trying to keep his attention.

      “You know why!” His eyes flashed with anger as he pointed a finger towards me, the slight tremble visibly obvious to me, even from here. “You have a purpose, Maya. You have always had a fucking purpose. My coven needs you, and if you won’t come willingly, I will take you by force, even if it means hurting your mates in the process. Especially if it means that.”

      His words caused Atlas to chuckle, but not with the happy laughter I loved, the one that made my toes curl. No, this one had all the hairs on my arm standing straight up. I noticed Anna staring at him with abject fear, causing Sai to let out a frustrated sound, shaking his head.

      I looked around at my mates, noticing how calm they were, including the twins, only to realize…they’d clearly done this before. Not this exact situation, but it was all too clear to me that this wasn’t the first bad situation they’d been placed in. I wasn’t positive how I felt about them having been in that much danger.

      “Is that what this is really about, Anna?” Henry’s voice was cruel, sharp, and amused. It was such an odd mix, almost patronizing, and it had Anna stepping back and letting out a growl. I was confused only for a moment before realizing Henry had read her mind.

      “Screw you,” Anna bit out. I felt Marco’s hand run up my back in a gentle, comforting action that had me taking a deep, even breath.

      “Yes, I am gathering that is exactly what you think this will bring you,” Henry growled, his face one of disgust. “Even if we’d never met Maya, you still would not be an option or a blip on our goddamn radar.”

      Anna’s eyes filled with fury as I connected the dots, and my mouth popped open in realization. Wait, was he serious? Was that what this was really about?

      “You’re doing this because you like them?!” I demanded.

      “It was my right to mate with them!” she bit out, her breathing harsh and uneven. “I am a council member. I am one of the most powerful women in the realm, and then you came along and took all of that. Took everything we could have been.”

      “You were never supposed to be our mate,” Anani said incredulously. “You made one pass at Marco two years ago, and he rejected you so completely that you didn’t show your face at another event for a year.”

      Good. Oops, that was mean.

      I crossed my arms, feeling an uncomfortable sensation in my stomach at the idea of her attention being on my mates. “First of all, it isn’t your right to mate with them. Even if they didn’t have a mate, you don’t get to decide that, Anna.”

      Her face darkened. “Do not start acting like you’re better than me. You are a fucking phoenix. You only serve one purpose as it is, the only reason those men even want you.”

      I refuted her insinuation immediately. “That’s a lie.”

      Pastor Malcolm’s voice boomed. “Enough—”

      “Shut the fuck up!” Sai snapped, his dragon pacing under his skin. I noticed briefly that he was the closest to the edge of the flames, his hand moving over them briefly, a slight twitch of pain crossing his expression before pulling his hand away. I don’t think anyone else noticed it, but it let me know that the barrier was all too real and seemingly painful to interact with. That wasn’t good.

      “Why would you go to this extent?” I asked Anna, knowing that there was something more to this.

      Anna’s cheeks turned almost purple. “You have no idea. You’re a little girl, so you don’t understand what being with them means. You have no idea the power—”

      “Actually, she does.” Ledger sounded way too amused.

      Croy’s voice was bold as it came up behind me. “Maya isn’t a normal ph—”

      “I get it, she’s fucking special!” Anna hissed.

      “Not just special, but not a normal phoenix.” Atlas chuckled. “She’s a Blue Phoenix.”

      Anna went silent, staring at him before looking at me, realization dawning in her gaze. “That’s impossible… She would have to be…”

      “The long-lost daughter of Queen Cyra?” I asked.

      “Liar.” Anna’s face turned ashen as she stumbled back.

      “Nope.” Henry offered her a smile, looking joyful. “You are taking a stand against the crown itself.”

      The woman began to look around for an escape, her breathing panicked. “I need to go—”

      Her words were cut off by Pastor Malcolm’s “No!”

      Anna shook her head, looking horrified. “I can’t help you.”

      “You can’t escape what you’ve done,” Ledger added happily.

      Anna was gone in a flash, leaving Larry tied up and Pastor Malcolm looking furious. Almost immediately, with the absence of her magic, the flames completely died out. So it hadn’t been fueled by witch magic—that explained why it had been so powerful. I couldn’t help but smile a tiny bit at how Pastor Malcolm took a step back, the witches around him murmuring.

      “We should go,” I pointed out to my mates.

      “No can do.” Sai shook his head, his eyes on fire.

      I frowned and motioned to the flames. “But we can leave now.”

      “We can…” Marco hesitated before tilting my chin up, “but we don’t want to. I want this ended, but more than that, I want him to realize that he needs to stay the fuck away from our mate.”

      “Fucking cunt!” Malcolm roared at Anna’s absence. He snapped back, looking at us as I leaned into Marco. “No matter, I will handle this myself.”

      Even I knew that was a bad idea.

      His magic suddenly lashed out, the other witches adding to it, as it came towards us in a wave that I easily deflected. My phoenix surrounded us in a protective gold shimmering barrier that had the power bouncing off and turning the surface into a mixture of blue, purple, and orange sparkles that would have been beautiful if it wasn’t protecting us from them.

      “We should go,” I insisted again as I realized just how many witches were emerging from the pine-lined edge. I also briefly noticed that all of his coven members were male… Was that normal? It wouldn’t have surprised me, honestly—he had always talked poorly about women. Just one more reason to despise the man.

      “Do you trust us?” Croy asked, coming up behind me and kissing the top of my head.

      I smiled slightly. “That’s a ridiculous question. Of course I do.”

      “Then trust us to do this,” Anani said.

      “We can handle them,” Marco insisted quietly. “It wouldn’t be our first time dealing with witches.”

      “I don’t want them hurt.” I nodded towards the younger flight, standing behind Atlas.

      “So protective.” His smile was warm as Bella meowed softly from his shoulder, looking like a bold little warrior, still covered in black sparkles from his shadow magic. Honestly, the two of them were adorable together, and it had me feeling a rush of emotions that I didn’t have time to process fully.

      Mainly, the ones revolving around Atlas—actually, any of my mates—and how they would be when we had real babies. Not that Bella wasn’t our baby, but the concept of being pregnant and having their children made me feel flushed, a thrill of excitement going up my spine.

      “Ten minutes.”

      I snapped my head over to Henry, who looked so eager for this that I almost felt bad for disagreeing.

      “For?”

      “Finishing this.” He motioned to the massive amount of witches that continued to assault my barrier, draining my energy a bit.

      “Really?” I asked in surprise.

      “Pull your barrier back and keep it around the young ones,” Croy instructed. I nodded and took Bella from Atlas and stepped back, curious to see if they could truly handle these witches in ten minutes. If they did, I would be way more than impressed.

      As I turned to walk back towards the younger flight, Malcolm yelled my name, causing me to snap around right as I was blasted in the chest with a surge of power. The scent of earth invaded my lungs, and water seemed to rush over my ears as everything blacked out for a moment.

      I was falling, and hands caught me as Bella’s meow sounded distressed, causing my phoenix to release a sound at my panic. A massive roar broke out that sent warmth through every part of my body, and my magic, despite my eyes staying closed, blasted out to protect those around me.

      Malcolm may have hurt me, but he wasn’t going to hurt anyone else ever again.
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      I realized very quickly that my mates were on the exact same page.

      Moments later, or maybe it was longer than that, I managed to open my eyes. I was on the ground, surrounded by the younger flight and my bubble of magic. Bella was licking my face, and I could feel the furious energy of my mates. Something in them had been uncaged.

      Chaos had broken out, and I knew it was because Pastor Malcolm had hurt me. My mates were extremely protective, and I didn’t blame them. That same sense of protectiveness had me forcing myself to sit up, despite feeling absolutely drained. I had no idea what type of magic he’d used, but it had kicked my butt.

      I wasn’t positive how many minutes I laid there, but eventually, I worked myself into sitting and then standing. It was hard to focus on my pain as I watched the pandemonium around me, making me feel a range of emotions that confused me.

      I was impressed, for one. I think the younger flight I was with was impressed as well. The group of us all stood at the edge of the cliff, surrounded by my golden barrier of magic, stray hits of magic colliding with it. But most of the heat was off of us because of the absolute vengeance my mates were taking on the group of witches.

      I wouldn’t lie…it was sort of beautiful. I never thought I would find myself saying that about violence, but considering the situation and how fuzzy everything felt, I found myself appreciating it.

      I wanted to put it in a painting, that was how beautiful it was… But I knew there was no way to capture the savagery and the way they moved with lethal grace. I felt like I was looking everywhere at once. Bella was equally as interested, her head moving back and forth in my arms as we watched wave after wave of witches attacking my mates.

      And they were attacking, for the record.

      I saw my mates attempt to just stun or stop the witches, but when they started to turn lethal magic on them, I watched my mates decide to take a far more deadly path. I felt guilty for a moment because I didn’t feel bad at all. Instead, I felt like it was justified because they were hurting my mates, so watching each of them die only made me feel better. It was a side of me I wasn’t completely comfortable with, if we were being honest. Although, I had a feeling my mates would have tried harder to disengage if Pastor Malcolm hadn’t attacked first.

      “He’s a hellfire dragon?!” one of the small boys next to me asked, his eyes wide and looking nearly hyper at the concept. It took me a moment to remember he was talking about my Marco as I looked up to find the normally refined man looking completely undone in the best way possible.

      His white button-down was covered in ash as he met each witch that attacked him, his fingers lit up with black flames and incinerating anyone they came into contact with, adding to the ash on him. I swallowed, realizing how many bodies were on his neat shirt. His tan skin was covered in it as well, and his dark hair was messy against his forehead, a vibrant, vicious energy moving through his mint green eyes that had heat rolling over me.

      I tried to not examine why I liked that so much.

      “Yes,” I answered the boy.

      “They are the group that has all of them,” a second boy next to him said. “Look at Atlas!”

      Yes, I very much was looking at Atlas. I watched as he appeared right behind a witch trying to attack Ledger and snapped his neck, the man’s body almost instantly going limp. Ledger scowled at my massive mate, and I would have smiled at his reaction if I wasn’t so fascinated by what was going on right now.

      Atlas had always had a bit of a wild edge to him, and right now he looked completely lethal. His huge 6’5’’ frame was moving in and out of space with ease as his normally gold eyes turned completely black and this smoky power came off his tan skin, making him appear like some fierce warrior… Which was exactly what he was. His long hair was whipping around his face as the ocean wind turned even harsher, something I knew was due to magic.

      Specifically, Anani’s magic.

      The twin in question was standing towards the left, near an outer edge of the cliff. He seemed to control the air itself, using it to push the witches together to easily be taken care of. A few were thrown off the cliff in the process, and the man’s smirk told me that it didn’t bother him in the least—rather the opposite. It was hard to look away from the dark-haired man, his tattoos moving as his muscles flexed while using his magic, and when those arctic blue eyes focused on me, my breath nearly caught seeing the darkness there.

      I knew my mates had darkness, but I’d never experienced it like this.

      “Oh shit,” the oldest kid, the leader, mumbled as I followed his gaze to where Ledger moved through each witch his brother herded together. Oh…oh wow.

      I knew he had said he was a blood dragon, but there was no denying it now. His t-shirt was soaked in blood, and his arms were as well, the starkness of his skin making it seem that much more vibrant. The tips of his dark curly hair were normally orange but today were soaked in blood as he went witch to witch… I swallowed, trying to not feel a bit queasy at how easily he ripped their throats out, the tips of his fingers seemingly as sharp as knives. There were scales running down his forearm as I realized those were claws…

      And why was I thinking about them against my skin? How would that feel? The light sensation was almost like a whisper… Nope. I couldn’t do this right now, especially not in the middle of a battle. Plus I was still watching Ledger, his dark indigo eyes filled with a predatory light that served as a reminder of just how dangerous my mates truly were, especially when their dragons took over.

      I could feel their dragons and how worked up they were, how angry they were. They were out for blood because someone had hurt their mate, and my phoenix was nearly preening at their protective nature.

      Suddenly, I could feel my nerves kicking in, because despite how well my men were doing, I could see that Pastor Malcolm had positioned himself in the back, looking pleased with what was occurring.

      I didn’t like that at all. By all accounts, he should be more worried because he was losing.

      “Don’t worry.” The kid next to me, who could only have been nine, squeezed my hand. “We will keep you safe.”

      I swallowed at the sweet sentiment, realizing he had picked up on my fear, as I crouched down next to him. Someone this young shouldn’t feel the responsibility of keeping others safe, they should be kept safe, and it led me to believe it was possible that no one had ever been in charge of his safety. After all, that was how I’d felt about the cats that used to come down into the basement. How I’d felt about Bella. My fingers came up to her and rubbed her gently as she licked my face.

      “How about we keep each other safe?” I added as he nodded bravely, focused forward.

      When a cry sounded, my head snapped forward to find a witch that had been running towards us now stuck in the stone. The earth had opened up in quicksand before sealing once again. Sai stood next to him, offering me a smile that had my heart warming.

      Then again, Sai always had that effect. The man was nearly a living flame with his dark eyes that always seemed on fire, amber skin, and rich onyx hair that hung to his shoulders. He seemed to almost be glowing, and when a fire lit upon his fingers, it quickly enveloped the man. I kept his gaze instead of looking down, knowing this was necessary despite it being so violent.

      Why wouldn’t the witches stop? It was clear they were losing. It was almost as if they were being commanded by a different source, their eyes devoid of anything besides the malicious intent they had towards my mates.

      A sense of helplessness invaded me as the witches continued to throw themselves at my men, making me wish that there was an easier way to handle this. One that didn’t make me feel like we were doing something so wrong. They just kept running towards us, trying to hit us with magic, trying to hurt even the young boys with me. This was such a messed-up situation.

      I watched as Croy stepped back from a man that put his hands out in a clear sign for mercy. The guy sprinted away, making Croy shake his head before refocusing. My wolf-mate looked completely spotless, his massive frame dressed in a comfortable dress shirt and tailored pants. His honey-blonde hair was perfectly in place, and his green eyes kept meeting Henry’s as they worked together to fight the witches back towards the tree line, gaining traction and space.

      “Give it up, Malcolm!” Henry called as he forced a group of witches to kneel on the ground, unable to move. How did he do that? My breath caught, realizing how powerful he was, as some of his residual magic slammed into my barrier.

      Not that it surprised me, but Henry, with his blonde waves and freckles, sometimes gave the impression he wasn’t a vicious predator. I say sometimes, because once you got to know him, that went away. I mean, the man was sweet to me, but between the dark tattoos on his skin and the way I could often feel his soft gray eyes on me, I knew he had a far darker side to him, and I would be the first to admit I loved it.

      “Never!” the man growled.

      The attacks continued, but I could see their numbers dwindling as my mates worked flawlessly together, making it very clear how well trained they were. But more than anything, I couldn’t ignore the revelation that they…liked violence. They were enjoying fighting. I honestly didn’t know how to feel about that.

      My chest began to squeeze as the violence suddenly became overwhelming, and the part of my brain that dealt with moments like this began to process everything. It should have scared me—all of this should have—but instead, the part of me that wasn’t human as much as animal found it attractive.

      No. Now was not the time for me to have this sudden epiphany about my feelings towards this concept. Rationally, I knew that.

      It was only moments later when the only ones left were Pastor Malcolm, pinned to the ground by Marco’s hand, and a few witches, forced to their knees. I blinked, trying to ignore all the bodies, as I pulled back my power. I edged forward, waiting for something else to attack us, but when I was met with nothing, I moved to Marco’s side. When the man looked up at me, I saw affection break up the darkness in his gaze, and I knew that despite tonight being a new experience, I couldn’t be upset about it. Wouldn’t I do anything to keep my mates safe? They were doing the same. The idea of someone hurting my mates made me feel violent as well.

      I looked back towards Malcolm, his face red and sweaty as he gave me a manic smile. Something was very wrong with this man.

      “Baby girl, don’t get too close,” Marco instructed softly.

      “Are there others?” I demanded as Malcolm’s smile grew. “Are there others like me?”

      “Why the fuck would I tell you that, girl?”

      “Because they don’t deserve this fate any more than I did,” I immediately retorted, feeling anger run through me at how much pleasure he was taking in this. “What’s the point in not telling me, you’re caught—”

      Suddenly, the cliff began to shake, and Croy had me in his arms almost instantly, holding me close. Marco easily moved back as Malcolm’s skin began to glow and the man cried out, looking both shocked and thrilled before an expression of pain crossed his face…and then he was gone.

      I stared at the spot in horror, then looked at the others, absolutely confused. What the heck had just happened? Had he portalled? How could he do that? I clearly didn’t have enough knowledge of witches.

      “That wasn’t normal witch magic,” Croy hissed. “I have no idea what the hell that was.”

      “Not dragon shit either,” Henry murmured.

      “Who the hell would want to save that piece of shit?” Sai demanded.

      My words were a soft murmur of realization. “Someone who doesn’t want us to know where the other phoenixes are.”
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      “Firefly, you don’t have to look,” I insisted quietly.

      Maya’s large golden eyes were darker than normal, shaded with something that made me know that she wasn’t feeling herself, and her lips were pressed together in frustration. Something was wrong with my firefly. Something was very wrong, and I had a feeling it had to do with the number of bodies we were having to dispose of. I don’t think it had escaped any of our minds that the last time we’d killed someone was the night her ‘mother’ and Jed killed her. This was the first time Maya had ever seen us actively be this violent and work as a team, and I could absolutely tell it had affected her.

      What I didn’t know? How it was affecting her.

      “I do,” she murmured, her brow dipping as she intertwined her fingers with mine, Bella sitting on her shoulder and licking her cheek in a sweet gesture. I kissed the top of my mate’s head and she melted against me, somehow not minding the blood on me.

      Or maybe she did mind it but wanted the comfort more.

      I should have been ashamed of my actions, but when Maya had gotten hurt…I just snapped. Completely snapped. And now I was soaked in blood, and I could only be thankful that Maya wasn’t looking at me like I was a monster. Or maybe she was distracted by Marco, who was incinerating body after body before dumping the ashes off the cliff. I would have expected my mate to be horrified, but instead she had an odd look on her face. It almost looked like guilt.

      “It’s my fault they are dead,” she murmured. “Malcolm would have never brought them if it wasn’t for me.”

      My sweet firefly. It was very much not her fault, but I had a feeling that she wouldn’t believe my words.

      “Maya, these are some of the men who knew of your imprisonment and were not only okay with it, but crossed the country to do it again,” I said, trying to not let my temper take over.

      “My phoenix is glad you hurt them,” she admitted, frowning. “She is furious that they not only tried to hurt you guys, but us as well.”

      “And how do you feel?”

      She suddenly turned into me, grasping my shirt as she looked up at me with panic. “I shouldn’t like it. After everything I’ve been through…” She hesitated, her voice catching as I saw the demons of Malcolm and her mother’s treatment flash through her gaze. “I really shouldn’t be okay with this…shouldn’t like it.”

      There was a dark part of me that was thrilled with her admitting that she was okay with it. More than that, that she liked it. I tried to ignore that part of me, my cock hardening as I tilted her head back with my hand on her jaw to look over her gorgeous, tormented face.

      It wasn’t like I didn’t understand where her distress came from. After all, Maya and I weren’t very different, both coming from a heavy amount of abuse. I had always hated that, unlike my twin’s, my dragon was so eager for violence and bloodlust. It was why I had contradicted that part of myself by putting on a veneer of relaxed calm, but that part of me was always present and right underneath the surface, waiting to strike. Waiting to rip out someone’s throat. After a time, I’d accepted it, because the truth was…we weren’t human.

      We were something so much more, and I think that was going to be the most difficult part of what Maya had to accept about herself.

      “Firefly,” I whispered softly, “you aren’t the same Maya that was held prisoner in Pastor Malcolm’s basement. You are the Maya that is heir to the entire Dreki realm. The Maya that has a fierce, dangerous creature inside of her that knows instinctively to defend itself when in danger. To seek retribution when you’ve been wronged or when others that you love have been. You have to accept that part of yourself, because it’s only going to grow. It’s not a bad or an evil thing—it’s one of the most natural things about being a shifter.”

      “But they had lives,” she choked out. “They had family members, loved ones, maybe even children—”

      I seared my lips to hers, and she let out a soft sound and melted into me, a small whine breaking from her throat as her desire wrapped around me and had my cock pressing against her soft stomach. Fucking hell. I really had no idea how long I was going to be able to go without fully claiming Maya with my dragon so close to the surface like this. I knew I needed space from her, to control myself, but with how distressed she was, everything told me that was exactly what I should not do.

      “They hurt you. We would have killed them no matter what,” I admitted honestly as her eyes widened. “You can blame it on us, firefly. I know this is a lot to process, but even if we had tried to walk away before the violence started, the minute you were hurt by them, it was game over. They were going to burn, one way or another.”

      I saw a flame light in Maya’s gaze as she nodded, her cheek resting against my bloodied chest as she relaxed completely against me. My brave little mate. I could feel her relief through our connection after talking about what was bothering her, but I noticed that my twin was looking at us with concern. I offered a small nod so he understood that the problem was fixed. I had no doubt it wasn’t forever, but for now she seemed better.

      “Marco!” I called out, and he snapped his head over. “Any idea where they pulled us out of the portal at?” I seriously had no idea where we were right now, but unlike him, my sense of direction wasn’t the best unless I was flying. Our alpha’s gaze ran over Maya as he seemed to shield his emotions, probably worried about her reaction as well, and preparing for the worst.

      He pointed down the coastline. “We are about thirty miles north of home.”

      I saw Maya’s eyes run all the way over the ash covering him before she let out a slow exhale and offered him a hesitant smile, which he returned. I could practically feel the relief.

      “Why all the way up here?” I asked, clarifying.

      “Isolated. Easy to get rid of you guys and probably have a place nearby to contain me,” Maya answered immediately, frowning as if she wasn’t positive how she knew that.

      I knew how, and it was fascinating to see Maya’s phoenix and heritage come out to play. Her true mother’s mates may have been terrifying, but in order to be a good leader and respected in the Dreki realm, you had to be able to stand on your own, and I had heard the rumor that Queen Cyra was a force to be reckoned with on the battlefield. There were moments when Maya’s thinking became extremely tactically focused, similar to a military leader, or when her phoenix took over and decided to engage in violence to defend those around her. I honestly couldn’t wait to see the leader she would become.

      But for now, I found myself still wanting to shield her from all of it. Despite that not being realistic. I mean, clearly not, considering she was soaked in blood from my shirt. There was no hiding my actions.

      “We should fly home,” I suggested. Maya nodded, looking exhausted.

      “I think we should take the younger flight back,” Atlas suddenly said, but I knew he wasn’t worried about the boys, who looked unfazed by this and had been through worse. No, he was looking at Maya.

      Marco seemed to consider the situation, then nodded. “Croy, Henry, and I will finish here and follow up after. Do not break out of formation while flying, and keep out of view. Ledger, you have Maya. Baby girl, make sure to keep Bella tucked against you once you’re up in the air so she doesn’t get cold.”

      No one argued with him as I let go of my gorgeous mate and turned towards the cliff’s edge. Normally I loved shifting, but right now it just meant that I couldn’t hold my mate. Running off the ledge, I almost immediately shifted mid-air, and my dragon soared up, only to turn around, noticing my other flight members were shifting nearby. My dragon didn’t care about that though. His eyes were on our mate, who looked temporarily far happier, her eyes filled with wonder as I pulled up to the edge of the cliff. With Bella tucked into her shirt, she climbed on and easily positioned herself as if it was second nature to ride a dragon. Which wasn’t far from the truth, honestly.

      I slowly pulled away from the cliff’s edge to warn of our departure, and then we were off.

      Now that we were shifted, my dragon easily tracked how close we were to home. I soared up into the air, out of human sight and into the clouds, as we got into formation with Atlas leading us, my brother and I to either side of the smaller flight between us, and Sai following up behind. I could feel the hum of content and excitement through my bond with Maya, and it made me realize how much more often the two of us needed to fly.

      It was obviously a luxury to be able to escape reality in the clouds, and not one we had right now, but once this was over…once Malcolm was taken, I would make sure we flew everywhere. It was a privilege that had often been taken away from me as a kid, so I planned to now enjoy it fully with my mate.

      

      “Ledger?” Anani’s whisper in our darkroom had the emotions from that day beginning to boil up. I had done such a good job at keeping them locked down, but not anymore. The concern in my brother’s voice had me knowing that he was well aware of what had happened today…on our tenth birthday, nonetheless.

      “I’m fine,” I insisted quietly, the bruising on my ribs and all along my shattered right arm making me know that I wasn’t going to be flying any time soon.

      He wanted it that way. He wanted me trapped but also unhappy, my dragon roaring underneath the surface for retribution but not forcing a shift because of how much it would hurt both of us.

      “What did he do?” Anani asked. “We were at our party all day, how did I miss him—”

      “It was when he pulled me off to the side,” I whispered, not wanting to get into the details.

      “How long did they say you wouldn’t be able to fly for?”

      “About a month for there to be no pain, but I should heal sooner than that.” Tears were welling in my eyes, knowing that it meant a month of being home and not going to the nearby flight school. A month of dealing with my father and not having any escape.

      So many kids I knew complained about school. I relished it. Relished the chance to escape my home.

      “Once we are at the Academy, we won’t have to deal with this anymore,” my twin promised.

      I just hoped he was right. I had a feeling my father wouldn’t give up his games that easily.

      

      Of course, he hadn’t, but I was happy to say that period of my life was long over. We may have been in a difficult situation now, but it was nothing compared to the fear of a child being hurt by the person that was supposed to care for them. That was a true betrayal.

      As we neared our Washington home, I realized that quite a bit of time had passed here on Earth. I knew we had told Maya there would be a difference in time between the realms, nearly thirty times as fast as on Earth, but already Washington looked different. The trees around our house were a gorgeous mix of brown, orange, and red, with the exception of the pines and the mist that surrounded the estate, leaving it with an almost eerie feel.

      Or maybe that was just me imagining shit because last time we’d been here, Maya had been nearly taken by her father. Which reminded me, it was going to be essential to contact Alpha Creed and figure out just how Pastor Malcolm had escaped from his pack. A rumble left my throat as I landed in the back yard, wondering if Lorn had escaped as well. Fuck. He better fucking hope that he didn’t, because if I found him…

      No, I couldn’t go there right now. I needed to chill out. I didn’t want to freak Maya out.

      At least, not any more than I probably already had.

      Maya slid off me as I quickly shifted, her eyes running over me before a scowl slipped onto her face, clearly disappointed that we were still in Dreki realm clothing that allowed for us to shift back without being naked. Something my gorgeous mate seemed constantly frustrated with. Honestly, she had no idea how fucking thrilled I was that she wanted to see me without clothes, especially since I would be more than happy any time to strip her and I both down.

      Her frustration only lasted a minute, though, before she was looking around our back yard, her mouth opening in shock.

      “What?” I asked, my voice coming out rougher than normal. Anani was walking over as Atlas and Sai showed the boys into the house, all of them looking exhausted. I had no idea where they were going to stay, but we would figure it out. I didn’t want them at the mercy of the fucking Dreki realm’s justice system. It was the same one that became aware of my father’s treatment when Marco got a restraining order against him, but continued to do nothing to enforce it.

      “The trees!” she exclaimed, her eyes flashing with fire. “They are so pretty! When did they change?”

      “We’ve been gone for about a month.” Anani smiled at her excitement as she blinked and looked around, a smile breaking onto her face.

      “It’s gorgeous. They never looked like this in Louisiana! I have to paint it,” she insisted as Bella meowed in agreement.

      “Let’s get you inside first and get you some food,” my brother suggested.

      “What day is it even?” Maya asked curiously, practically bouncing on her toes as we walked towards the house.

      “I don’t know, actually.” I ran a hand through my hair as I motioned for her to go through the door before me, my eyes on her ass before they flicked back up to take in our familiar home. Everything was as comfortable and cozy as we’d left it, and Maya seemed in a far better mood as she headed upstairs. I went to the kitchen to start some dinner, although I honestly had no idea what to make.

      “I’m worried about her,” Anani admitted. “She hasn’t seen us like that, ever.”

      “I think she will be fine,” I said quietly, trying to not consider the idea of our mate rejecting us because of our dragons’ protective natures.

      No. It would be fine. She would be fine. I had to believe that.

      “I hope so, because I have a feeling that we are going to have visitors once people receive word we are back in town. I don’t trust my dragon to keep his control.”

      Anani grunted, nodding towards the television he’d just turned on, the channel turned to the news station. My eyes widened, realizing that it was a story about a missing woman… Maya. They thought she’d been kidnapped. Goddamnit.

      I swore as I called for Atlas, my voice echoing through the house, knowing this was going to cause a ton of fucking problems.

      “They camped out here for about fifteen days.” Atlas jogged down the steps, looking frustrated and already aware of our concern. “Fucking pests. I swear, the human media has always been insane, but this is something else. No doubt those fuckers from the FBI are going to be sniffing around again.”

      “It does look bad,” Anani admitted begrudgingly. “What the hell are we going to tell them?”

      “To fuck off,” Atlas bit out as I began boiling water, trying to consider how to handle this. A thought occurred to me, but it felt dangerous to give that much exposure to the bastard in question. Still, I put it out there.

      “What if we told them she’d been kidnapped by Malcolm, who is now on the run, and that we managed to save her?” I asked quietly, causing both of them to look at me in surprise. “We may get a lead on where the hell the bastard is.”

      My twin nodded, seeming to agree completely, and went back to watching the news.

      “Let’s talk to Marco about that,” Atlas said. “It could work.”

      I hoped it would, because we needed something to get the attention off Maya. Either way, I had a feeling our peaceful property wouldn’t remain that way for long. No doubt Atlas was going to want to increase security. I felt anger surge through me at people bothering—

      “Ledger.” Atlas had a hand on my shoulder, snapping me out of my haze. The kitchen counter under my grasp had a hairline crack in it. I retracted my hand, trying to shake myself and the clear lack of self-control I was exhibiting.

      “Go shower,” Atlas demanded.

      Shit. I was still covered in blood.

      I traveled upstairs, running a hand down my bloodied face, feeling both exhausted and exhilarated. We needed a private island to move to. It was the only possible solution.

      Outside of killing everyone that bothered us, of course.
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      October 29th.

      I frowned, tilting my head to the side, feeling a bit odd about seeing that date when it had only been a day or so that had passed for me. Then again, I had never had an extremely good grasp on time, because the only thing I had to base time off of as a kid was how light and dark the ground was outside of my window.

      I ran a hand through my hair as Bella offered a cute meow, curling up on my bed while licking her fur, which was slowly turning back to black and white. I smiled at her pure sweetness, but after a minute, moved into my stunning en suite bathroom, turning on the shower and stripping out of my clothes. The room began to steam up, and when I got under the water, I immediately let out a soft sigh, closing my eyes.

      I think hot showers were one of my favorite things outside of my mates, glitter, and kittens.

      I honestly couldn’t tell you how long I stayed under the water, but after scrubbing my hair and body, eager to get any blood or ashes off me, I began to push thoughts of earlier from my head. I couldn’t fully, because despite all those that had died, Pastor Malcolm was still alive, and even worse, my gut told me that there were more phoenixes trapped as I’d been. I wasn’t going to let that go.

      When I was done with my shower, I stepped out and brushed through my hair at the vanity, looking over how tired I appeared. I examined my pink nails and toenails, wondering if I could get them redone soon in a more autumnal color like the leaves outside. Maybe Jordan would want to go with me…

      Crap. I needed to talk to her, especially following Pastor Malcolm’s escape and possibly Lorn’s, although I truly hoped that he hadn’t escaped as well. There was something very wrong with him.

      Looking over my room, I realized I had no idea where my phone was to begin with. When was the last time I’d had it? I would need to ask one of the boys.

      After getting comfortable and cozy in a fresh pair of lacey pink underwear, I put on a fluffy white sparkly robe and slippers, padding back into my bedroom. I froze, finding a freshly showered Atlas sitting on the bed with Bella, who was pouncing on a stuffed pink mouse. I pretended to scowl as she bit the mouse’s head, like a vicious little predator, and as if knowing, she looked up at me with an innocent expression…mouse still in her mouth.

      “Oh no.” I waggled my finger. “You can’t act all innocent. You just bit that mouse’s head off. That really isn’t nice, Bella.”

      Atlas chuckled, his gold eyes lighting up with amusement as I made my way towards him. A low rumble escaped his throat as he noticed what I was wearing.

      “You are so beautiful, angel,” he murmured, motioning me forward. I easily walked into his arms, his head resting against my chest as my fingers ran through his damp hair.

      “Today has been…something,” I murmured.

      He nodded and looked up at me. “Marco and the rest of them are nearly home. I suggested we take the night off to relax as a family. Anani and Ledger are making some dinner, and I think the boys need to settle in. We put them in the apartment above the garage, and when I went to go check on them, most of them were already asleep.”

      “Oh good.” I nodded, knowing I needed to officially meet them but hoping it could wait until tomorrow.

      Also, I hadn’t realized there was anything above the garage in the first place. I clearly needed to spend more time exploring our home. Although, after everything we’d been through, I was starting to wonder if we needed to find somewhere new. Somewhere that was fresh for all of us.

      Did I have a right to ask that of them though?

      “How do you feel about a movie night?”

      “I love that idea,” I agreed happily before turning serious. “Can you promise me that we will try to figure out this thing with other phoenixes? I have a feeling it’s really bad, Atlas.”

      “We already have probes out about it. Trust me, Maya, we will get to the bottom of it,” he promised, picking up my hand and pressing a kiss to the pink ring there, making my toes curl. The massive pink diamond ring on my finger made me feel exhilarated every time I looked at it. I had never given much thought to getting married or any future past the basement before meeting my mates, but now all of it sounded extremely appealing.

      “Okay,” I whispered, leaning into him as I offered him a soft smile. “I love you.”

      “I love you more, angel.” His face was so serious as he grasped my jaw. “I need you to be honest with me. Are you okay after today? I know seeing that bastard can’t have been easy.”

      “He scares me,” I admitted before adding, “but I feel safe with you guys. I know you would never let him get away with what he wants. I just want him out of our life completely…no matter the cost.” I whispered that last part because I should have been ashamed for what I was insinuating.

      Instead of being surprised, Atlas’s eyes lit up as he kissed me softly, causing my body to go completely pliant and sending heat waves through every nerve ending. When I finally pulled away, I couldn’t help but offer him a goofy smile.

      “I want you to only relax tonight, nothing else,” he demanded with a tone that had my toes curling. I nodded, and Bella meowed as if he was asking her as well. He stood in my space and easily lifted me against him, his lips pressing against mine, and I let out a happy sigh as he set me down a moment later.

      “Get dressed.” He nipped my nose and disappeared through the door.

      Atlas was right—I needed to relax with my mates tonight. Tomorrow I would focus on the bigger questions.

      Picking out a pair of pink silk shorts and a matching tank top, I pulled the soft material over my skin. I thought about putting on a bra, but considering it was just my mates, I told myself to not worry about that and instead pulled on a matching robe that had fluffy white fur on the edge of it that matched my slippers. I clipped my hair up so the damp strands didn’t get on my clothes and grabbed Bella, her collar glinting in the relaxed bedroom lighting nearly as much as my ring.

      My ring. My engagement ring. What did that mean going forward? I always felt like I was in a whirlwind with these men, and I never had any idea what to expect next. I loved it though. I also found myself staring at the ring more often than I assumed… I mean, it was pink and sparkled. I really had a feeling that these men had figured me out, because I couldn’t help myself from constantly appreciating it.

      I also could never say no with a ring like this…not that I would ever want to, of course. Although if I tried, I had a feeling they would get all growly, and that had the potential to be very fun.

      “Kitten?” Sai’s voice had me snapping my head to where he walked over from his bedroom, my mouth instantly going dry at how amazing he looked. I swallowed, my eyes wide as I looked over his amber skin and the way his tattoos almost seemed to conform to his muscles. As he appeared in front of me, I ran my fingers over his chest, a hiss coming out of his clenched teeth as he pulled me fully against him.

      “Damnit,” he muttered a small curse. “You should not be able to wear silk.”

      “Why not?” I walked my fingers up his chest as Bella hopped down and proceeded to ignore us, making her way towards the smell of food. It distracted me enough that I didn’t notice Sai was backing me up until I was leaning against the wall with him caging me.

      “Because you look edible,” he admitted, brushing his nose against my neck. My skin broke out into shivers, the reaction to him being like this almost primal.

      “Didn’t Marco say dragons ate princesses?” I whispered. “I’m not opposed to that type of eating.”

      Sai chuckled softly. “Yeah? Did you like my mouth between your thighs, kitten?”

      “Yes,” I whimpered as his fingers moved from my waist until they were running against the silk of my shorts, causing everything to tighten as I squirmed against him.

      “Fuck. I can smell your little pussy getting all wet for me,” he groaned, his lips tracing my jaw as my nipples hardened against the silk top, my breath catching when his thumb brushed over the sensitive peak.

      I wanted Sai so bad. I could feel it in every element of my being that called out to him, wanting him to slide inside of me…

      “No.” Marco came up the stairs, sounding pretty darn grumpy and causing Sai to groan.

      “You are such a fucking cockblock,” Sai complained against my neck. Marco rolled his eyes, his body covered in ash and his eyes filled with exhaustion he was trying to hide.

      “Yes, that is why I am saying no,” Marco drew out. “Makes complete sense since I didn’t kick your dumb ass for making her come with her parents right outside—”

      “Ah!” I blushed, covering my ears and narrowing my eyes at the man, his smile growing.

      “So why then?” Sai argued.

      “She’s exhausted, for one,” Marco pointed out as Sai kissed my forehead with a sound of agreement. “But more than that, everyone is on edge, and I don’t trust that Maya won’t attract everyone to join in with how fucking sweet she smells right now. Baby girl, feel free to correct me if I’m wrong, but I have a feeling that you aren’t ready for that yet.”

      All of them? At once? Oh my.

      I opened my mouth to answer before sucking on my bottom lip, my mind greatly disagreeing with my body.

      Sai broke out into laughter before shaking his head and kissing me again. “Fine, Marco. Fine.” He sounded more amused than anything as he walked down the steps, leaving me with Marco.

      “Is it true?” I asked with a small smile. “Are you being a cockblock?”

      Marco walked up to me, caging me against the wall but not touching me. “Is that what I did to you, Maya? Am I wrong about you being ready for more than just one or two of us at a time? I feel like you might not be positive about what exactly you want, because you didn’t disagree or agree with the notion of being with multiple of us.”

      “I don’t mind the idea,” I whispered, my breath catching.

      “Fuck,” Marco muttered and then stepped back. “Alright baby girl, you gotta go downstairs, because if you keep talking like that, I won’t be responsible for my actions.”

      “Responsibility sucks,” I murmured. His lips kicked up, genuine amusement pulsing through our bond.

      “We can be irresponsible later. I need to take care of you, which means you need to eat, okay? Plus, I would rather not fuck you while covered in the ashes of dead witches.”

      My eyes widened. “Marco!”

      “What?” he asked seriously, looking confused.

      “They’re dead,” I whispered. “Don’t talk about them like that. It’s mean.”

      “They hurt you,” he leveled. “They didn’t see ‘mean,’ even when I killed them.”

      “But they are dead now.” I motioned to his disheveled state. “We probably shouldn’t even be talking about them.”

      “Yet you are.” He smirked before tilting his head. “And taking it extremely well.”

      I nibbled my lip again. “My phoenix and I are a bit at odds with what occurred today.”

      “And what does your phoenix say?”

      “That I should be okay with it completely. That they deserved more than that,” I whispered.

      Marco’s eyes flashed with his dragon. “Well, most shifters like us have to balance out our other side. There are a lot of things that my dragon wants—that I want as well, for the record—but I know it’s not the right timing for some of it.”

      “Like what?” I asked curiously as a low rumble escaped his lips.

      “Nope.” He shook his head. “We aren’t going there. You need food.”

      “Marco,” I complained. “Please?”

      “No.” He chuckled and nodded towards the stairs. “Go eat before I make you.”

      I sort of liked that idea…

      “Fine.” I pouted as I went up on my toes, offering my lips. He dipped his mouth down and pressed them hard before stepping away.

      “Oh. Where is my phone?” I asked.

      “Should be in the office. Atlas just updated a bunch of them, yours is still pink though.” He nodded towards the office.

      I made my way past him, letting out a squeak as he slapped my butt hard in passing, offering me an amused look as if I was going to do anything but blush. I muttered under my breath about hitting his butt the next time he walked past me.

      For some reason, he found that super funny.

      Marco’s home office was gorgeous and overlooked the front of the house, the lights blinking on to a relaxed dim as I stepped into the space. I immediately spotted the phones on the desk. I walked over to them and looked over each, easily able to tell you who each belonged to.

      The silver one belonged to Henry, the green to Croy, the navy to Marco, the gold to Atlas, the black to Anani, the orange to Ledger, and the red to Sai. My pink one sat at the end, but this time was covered in a clear silicone case that when flipped over had glitter that moved around in it. Now that was a phone case.

      As I went to leave, I heard one of the phones ding and looked towards the silver one that belonged to Henry. I should bring that down to him; I didn’t want him to miss anything important. When I went to grab it, the screen automatically opened to the message, making me jolt slightly in surprise when it ‘dinged’ once again. I dropped it, wincing at the sound of the impact. Man, I was so clumsy right now…which led me to believe I was still a bit physically worked up from earlier. It would explain my jumpiness.

      Also, didn’t our phones have the fingerprint thing we had to do? Maybe he hadn’t gotten to do his own yet. Not thinking anything of it, I picked up the phone and flipped it back over…to find it open to a message. Specifically, a message with several numbers, none of the contacts saved, but featuring three pictures from a woman. I felt everything freeze as several emotions hit me at once, none that I had expected.

      First, annoyance, because how the heck had this woman gotten my mate’s number? It was clear they didn’t know each other because it was an unsaved number like the rest of them. That made me feel moderately better…but still annoyed. Although I was glad to see that they didn’t talk or anything.

      Secondly, confusion, because why was she wearing glittery wings? I found myself envious—and again, annoyed—about that.

      Thirdly, anger, because who did she think she was to invite my mate to a Halloween party? It wasn’t just him, either. It was a bunch of people in this message, and with the little emojis they seemed to be responding back with, they seemed to all like her picture. A lot. Although I had to question what appeared to be a picture of an eggplant…it didn’t seem to really fit with the winky faces and other assortment of reactions.

      A Halloween party? Henry wouldn’t want to go to her Halloween party. I knew that.

      Of course I had heard of it, though I’d obviously never taken part. My understanding was that it was a celebration to eat candy and dress up as different creatures or characters… But this woman was wearing essentially just a swimsuit—or a bra and panties, depending on how you looked at it. I didn’t like that at all. Closing the phone, I made my way downstairs, deciding to tell him about this woman’s rude behavior.

      I briefly noticed that Atlas and Sai were outside talking to a few men in dark uniforms, and the twins were in the kitchen, working on something. I ignored all of that to go to Henry and Croy in the living room, both showered and looking really handsome, which did not help my current temperament. I wasn’t exactly mad at Henry, but I was annoyed that she had somehow gotten his number.

      “Henry.” I could hear the frustration in my voice.

      “Yes, sweetheart?” He looked up from his drink before frowning at the phone in my hand. I put my hands on my hips as Croy chuckled, his eyes heating on my frame and distracting me for a moment before I looked back at Henry.

      “I’m upset,” I pointed out.

      “At me?” He leaned forward, putting his elbows on his knees and offering me his full attention. Except Henry’s full attention had my skin breaking out into chills as I tried to not focus on the effect he seemed to always have on my body.

      “Yes.” I nodded earnestly and then held up his phone. “I know it’s not your fault, and I have no idea how she got your number, but there is a woman sending you pictures of herself in a swimsuit and wings for some type of Halloween party—”

      “What the fuck?” Croy demanded. Henry’s face turned shocked as he grabbed the phone from my hand. I wouldn’t lie, his immediate grimace and expression of annoyance had me feeling far better than before. I hadn’t doubted him or anything, but I still was getting used to this mate thing, and the sting of jealousy and vulnerability was one I was still getting used to.

      “It’s just not polite,” I pointed out quietly. “I get if she wants to show you her costume, but she is almost naked, and she isn’t your mate. That is super rude.”

      “I would agree with that.” Croy sounded amused now.

      Henry pressed ‘block’ to the number before deleting the message, running a hand down his face. “So fucking random. I tutored that girl three years ago, she went to our high school—”

      “Were you guys friends?” I asked, suddenly feeling insecure.

      “Maker, no.” Henry shook his head as Croy kissed the top of my head, leaving me alone with Henry. The man sat down, looking miserable, and I suddenly felt horrible for making him sad.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. He looked up at me, looking more surprised than before, so I explained, “I didn’t mean to upset you, I just didn’t like that she had messaged you that.”

      “Sweetheart.” He motioned me forward and I slid onto his lap, his fingers running over my hips to my butt. “If a man ever sent you a photo like that, I would lose my goddamn mind. You have every right to be upset. I am sorry you had to see that. I don’t talk to her at all. I didn’t realize she even had my number, and I have no idea who else was in that group, but I have to assume people from school. She was friends with Becky and that entire crowd, so not anyone I associated with willingly—”

      “Maybe they did it knowing I would see it,” I interrupted.

      “That’s possible,” he sighed, the frustration clear on his face before transforming into concern. “I could feel you getting upset upstairs, but because you were frustrated, your thoughts weren’t open to me at all. I’m so sorry, sweetheart.”

      “It’s really fine.” I gave him a small smile. “I know you love me. She just wishes you loved her.”

      “Damn right, I love you,” he growled softly.

      I let out a squeak as he suddenly tugged me down into a heated kiss. I surrendered to it completely, my center clenching as I felt how hard he was getting underneath me. I felt like I kept getting so close to connecting to Henry that way, and I wanted more. I didn’t want to stop like before. I wanted all of him. Completely. I just didn’t know how to ask for what I wanted. I always felt a bit nervous dealing with Henry.

      “I said ‘no.’ That applies to you too, Henry,” Marco called as he trotted down the steps. Henry let out a low rumble, his lips just lightly pressed against my throat, before pulling back and offering me a look that had me knowing he was going to tell him what happened.

      “I don’t know, Marco.” He sighed as my mate came into the room. “I am pretty sure I have to make it up to Maya because some random girl messaged me a picture of her Halloween costume. Maya was pretty upset with me. May still be.”

      Marco froze. “Some girl did what?”

      “Messaged him a Halloween picture, but she was essentially naked, Marco.” I shook my head and sighed. “I swear, I don’t know a lot, but mate etiquette is pretty clear. I mean, that would be like if I sent Jordan’s mates—”

      “Please do not finish that statement,” Henry hissed.

      “Just saying.” I shrugged.

      Marco inhaled sharply. “Come on, dinner time. Henry, you may want to change your number, especially if anyone has it from tutoring at school.”

      Henry nodded, and I let Marco help me up. I gave Henry a small smile as he squeezed my hand in passing. I wasn’t mad at him, not really, but I did think that woman needed a lesson on manners when it came to mates. Maybe if I ever ran into her I would tell her exactly how I felt.

      Or just take her sparkly wings.
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      “We should do something for Halloween,” I announced randomly, my legs tucked under me on the massive sofa in the darkened living room, a pink glass of wine in hand. “I have never celebrated before, and everything I see makes it seem super fun. So we should do something.”

      “What do you want to do?” Ledger asked curiously.

      “Dress up,” I said before looking at Henry. “But not as an angel with sparkly wings.”

      He muttered a curse and snagged me around the hips, pulling me against his hard length, the dark lighting hiding my blush. Luckily, the movie was still playing, so they probably couldn’t hear the way my heart jumped at my immediate reaction to the man.

      This was the second film of this ‘series,’ and I honestly couldn’t tell you what it was, just that everyone in it seemed very worked up about these cars that transformed into big robots. It was sort of cool, but I was starting to think that, unlike the boys, I wasn’t that into action movies.

      I wasn’t positive about what types of movies I liked, but I did know that I liked this glass of wine I was having. Although, I had a feeling it was going to be the only one I would have, because even the half glass had me feeling a bit warm and snuggly.

      I would have to remember what this was again, my eyes moving to the bottle across the room… A sparkling rose? That was what it was called, and it was pink. Freakin’ pink! Plus, Marco had purchased this cool powder that went in drinks and made my entire glass turn into an explosion of silver sparkles.

      Very, very cool. Honestly, this was exactly what I had needed.

      “Can we go shopping tomorrow?” I voiced, wiggling on Henry’s lap. “Isn’t Halloween on Saturday?”

      “Yes,” Croy stated before smirking. “We could go to a party, sugar—”

      “No,” Marco growled, making my body light up.

      I think that was becoming his new favorite word.

      Croy chuckled, offering me a massive smile like I’d said something hilarious. Oh crap, had I said that out loud? Oops. I had to admit, I loved how relaxed Croy seemed right now in comparison to before. I knew he wouldn’t admit it, but I think in large part it was because he was no longer in the Dreki realm. Earth realm was far more normal for him. Heck, even I felt better being here instead of there.

      “Marco,” I whispered and leaned across Henry’s lap, the man taking my glass of wine from me so I could stretch further. I let out a small giggle as I landed on my stomach and Henry held me captive, his large hand smoothing over my silk-covered butt. He didn’t bother hiding how hard he was, but he did manage to keep his attention on the screen as I looked back at Marco, who was watching me with undisguised amusement. I had no idea what he found so funny, but I liked his smile.

      “Yes, baby girl?” he asked, reaching to grab a piece of my hair and tuck it behind my ear. It was such a sweet move, I couldn’t help but smile.

      “Halloween? Let’s do something, please?”

      “We can do whatever you want,” Marco promised, his eyes darkening with concern at my request.

      “Maybe I want to go to the party,” I pointed out, half teasing him.

      “Party here with just us, coming right up,” Sai agreed.

      “I mean, I love that idea,” I voiced. “What about if I had a sleepover with Jordan? But then that doesn’t feel very Halloween-ish. Plus, I like being able to be in bed with you guys, so that doesn’t work.”

      “We could go to the one downtown at Essence,” Anani said to Marco.

      “Are you joking?” Marco deadpanned.

      “We own an entire private suite. It would be completely safe,” Atlas added. “In fact, it would be safer than having anyone here in some ways.”

      “Yes!” I tried to sit up, but Henry just kept his hand on me, making me scowl as he continued to ignore me. I could see that he was smiling though. I would have called him on it if I wasn’t so focused on this Halloween situation.

      “That could be fun,” Anani agreed, yawning. “We would have to up security though. Do we know who is playing that night?”

      “I think I saw it was Fall of Influence,” Ledger called out from where he was grabbing a beer in the kitchen. Now that was a cool band name.

      “We are going!” I announced, my eyes closing as the exhaustion from the day convinced me that it was time for bed. The last thing I remembered was being carried upstairs and placed between two muscular bodies.
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      Humans. Shitty humans.

      I swear, they were the bane of my goddamn existence on a normal day, but now they were hurting my mate, and I was absolutely not okay with that. I shook my head as I completely changed my phone number, reading briefly through the email I received, confirming that our intel and security company would be looking into whether or not the woman who messaged me was still in contact with Becky. It was possible that this was just a stupid move that some high school girls thought would be funny, but on the off chance it wasn’t and Becky was once again going to be a threat, I wanted eyes on all participants.

      Didn’t we already have enough to worry about?

      Honestly, I was just glad Maya hadn’t thought the worst. I never wanted her to doubt my commitment to her, and that Halloween ‘costume’ picture had been far from innocent. The woman had been nearly naked, and I felt sick over the idea of Maya seeing that message and where her head must have gone. I wasn’t positive what I had to do to ensure she never felt an ounce of those emotions again, but I would make it fucking happen.

      The idea of being attracted to anyone but Maya was inconceivable.

      After another few minutes of work, I left the office and walked down the hall towards her bedroom door, finding it still cracked open from when I’d laid her down between the twins. She looked exhausted, but also very comfortable between the two of them. My eyes strayed to where she had kicked off the covers, and a groan caught in my throat.

      Maya was partly rolled on her stomach, and her ass was no longer covered by a blanket. The pink silk of her shorts pulled tight against her ass and pressed up against her pussy, hiding absolutely nothing. I could imagine just how easy it would be to slide them to the side and devour her little cunt before filling her up in one hard thrust. I closed my eyes, checking my lust so I didn’t get into the bed, and instead turned towards my bedroom.

      I almost considered not taking a shower, but after seeing her tight, pert ass in silk again, I knew I needed to cool down a bit. Except even the cold water couldn’t shake the idea of stripping the material off of her until she was completely naked and spread out in my bed. I had no fucking idea what it was about pink silk on Maya, but it was the perfect goddamn combination of sexy and still completely her, that made me so damn hard it hurt. Each day I wanted her more and more, and it felt like each and every day, we came so close to losing her forever. So close to someone taking her from us forever.

      I closed my eyes, resting an arm up against the shower wall, as I tried to push away the possessive urge running through me that said I needed to claim her. Now. Before anything else happened. The urge that had my hand wrapping around my cock as I jerked myself off to the idea of her on her knees in front of me, those massive doe-eyes wide and practically begging me for my cum. The idea of her trapped underneath me so that no one else could touch her, ever, so that no one else could take her, ever. I groaned as I tried to shake that thought process and slammed the water off on the shower, not bothering to try to bring myself to come. It wouldn’t be the same unless I was inside of her. I knew that.

      Getting out of the shower, I managed to calm myself down enough that I could wear a towel around my hips as I left the bathroom and walked into my dark bedroom. I didn’t look towards the hall, not trusting myself not to walk over there and pull her from bed, or join her, whether the twins were in there or not. Instead, I closed my door but left it unlocked, never wanting to be inaccessible to Maya.

      Pulling on a pair of boxers, I laid down on my bed, sinking into the surface as a bone-tiredness invaded every element of my being. I groaned and threw an arm across my face as I closed my eyes only for a second before I was pulled into a dream, making me realize how stuck on the idea of Maya my subconscious still was.

      

      “Henry.” Maya’s whispered voice against my ear pulled me from sleep. My eyes blinked open to find her straddling me, a rumble escaping my throat as her lips brushed over mine and caused a hot, electric surge to go through our bond.

      “Sweetheart.” My voice was rough as my fingers smoothed over her ass, the silk so delicate under my grip I considered ripping it. “You shouldn’t be in here.”

      I wanted her here, despite my words, but I think we both recognized that it was dangerous. Dangerous to my control and to her hot body that I wanted to dominate the fuck out of.

      “I need you, Henry.” Her whimper was soft and authentic, the words music to my ears.

      “How much?” I asked, my voice raspy as I tangled my hand in her hair and rolled us so she was pinned underneath me.

      “So much,” she admitted, her cheeks flushing. “I need you to fix how frustrated I am again. You promised me… You promised that next time we were alone, you would.”

      Fuck, she was right.

      “Take out my cock,” I demanded, my voice edged in danger. Her hands immediately pushed down my boxers, my hard cock nearly slapping against her stomach. I managed to kick off my boxers as I slid my fingers under her top and tossed it to the side, her perfect breasts practically making my mouth water.

      “Henry.” Her voice was breathy. “Henry—”

      

      My eyes snapped open, my name echoing around me as I found Maya looking down at me. My breathing was ragged, sweat was on the back of my neck, and I was so damn hard that I knew she could tell, her flushed face and dilated pupils calling to me in a primal way.

      Holy shit. Maya really was in bed with me. I had no idea why, but I had a perfect reason for her to stay.

      My gaze ran over every single inch of her skin, realizing that she’d clearly snuck in here on purpose, because she’d changed her outfit. A legitimate growl left my throat at what she was wearing, her golden skin practically bare except for a flimsy, sheer chemise. The straps were almost nonexistent, and the main part of it was completely transparent, showing off the small piece of silk covering her cunt. I swallowed, trying to not lunge for her, when I realized that her breasts were practically spilling out of the tiny cups of the lingerie, her hard nipples making my cock practically jump. Goddamnit, this woman needed to be fucking illegal or some shit. My fingers snuck out to grasp her hip as I tugged her forward, a moan escaping her lips as she rocked against my hard cock.

      “What are you doing here?” My voice was almost indistinguishable compared to normal, rough and uneven. Her face pinkened as her hands snuck out and ran over my chest, her nails digging in slightly as she considered her words.

      “I woke up and couldn’t fall back asleep.” Her voice was breathy. “I kept thinking about you and how you were touching me, running your hands over me during the movie, and I started feeling even more frustrated—”

      “So you came to my bed,” I growled softly, my hands tightening on her as she nodded.

      “Do you know why you came to my bed, Maya?” I lifted one hand to smooth over her throat as she arched further into me.

      “Because you will help me?” she whispered.

      “Oh, I will help you, sweetheart,” I promised, “But you’re going to help fix my problem too. Do you feel how fucking hard I am? That’s all because of you, so you need to fix it. That’s why you really came in here, because you knew how much I needed to be inside of your tight cunt—”

      “Henry.” Her whine of frustration and excitement was authentic as she rocked against me.

      “You want my cock, sweetheart?”

      She nodded, her eyes running down my bare torso as she inched back and ran her fingers along the waistband of my boxers. I cursed as her tongue darted out across her lips, making me almost instantly flip into the role that I seemed to find naturally with Maya. The one where I wanted to dominate every inch of her.

      “On your knees.”

      “What?” She snapped her head up, looking excited.

      “On your knees, Maya. You want me, then you are going to fucking get me,” I rumbled. “I am going to be so deep inside of your throat that you will probably pass out. Get on your knees, now.”

      “Okay.” Her throat worked nervously, her voice a bit unsteady but her eyes flaring with excitement, as she scrambled to get off the bed. I tossed down a pillow on the floor for her and followed after, nearly cursing the Maker for how fucking perfect she looked kneeling in front of me in such a submissive position. When Maya looked up at me with that sexy, innocent expression and leaned into my touch on her jaw, I knew I was going to absolutely destroy her tonight.

      My dragon was far too close to the surface, and the dark parts of me that I normally kept hidden were out to play. I just hoped she understood that. She hesitantly reached up to the edge of my boxers and tugged them down, my cock nearly hitting her in the goddamn face.

      “You’re so big,” she murmured almost to herself as my fingers slid into her hair. She ran her tongue along the tip of my cock, her hand barely wrapping partly around the base of it.

      “Think you can handle me in your throat again?” I asked roughly, tightening my grip as her eyes fluttered up and she began to slide my cock between her lips. The sound that came from my chest was base and filled with primal need. Maya gagged slightly as I hit the back of her throat and held myself there, her fingers gripping my forearms where I had control over her head. I saw her completely relax and stare up at me with enough trust that an overwhelming emotion almost toppled the lust I felt. Then she moaned around my cock, and I just gave into it all.

      “Fuck.” I let out a low groan as I began to stroke in and out, her warm mouth and tongue making me nearly come as she tried so hard to take all of me, even her gagging not stopping her. “God, you are such a good girl, sweetheart. Look at you, taking all of me like that.”

      I noticed that her hand was brushing against her thigh, and I could smell how fucking wet and needy she was. My voice was raspy as I pulled back, leaving my cock between her lips as I instructed, “I want you to touch yourself, sweetheart, while I fuck your face. Can you do that for me? I want to see your fingers on that wet little pussy.”

      She nodded and moaned around my cock as I slid back in. My gaze absorbed the image of her on her knees, playing with her tight cunt and deep-throating me. Her breathing was a bit rough, and the harder I moved in and out of her mouth, the faster her delicate hand worked. I groaned out her name as the straps on her lingerie fell, exposing her perfect tits and making me wish I could somehow have them in my mouth right now. The woman made me want to touch and taste her all over at the same time.

      “Fuck, you are perfect.” I tightened my grip on her hair, switching from appreciative to making her want to know how much control I wanted over her. “Keep touching yourself, but do not fucking come, Maya. I want that sweet cunt to cream all over me the minute I slide inside of you. I want it to milk the fucking cum out of me, understand?”

      Maya nodded, unable to speak because of how deep I was lodged in her throat, but it gave me all the permission I needed as I continued to use her tight mouth. Her golden gaze held mine and I cursed, unable to stop myself from the fast pace I began to set, moving in and out of her sexy mouth faster and fucking faster.

      Her mouth was a gift from the Maker, and I nearly came all over her tongue at least twice, but somehow managed to keep it together as my balls tightened and my vision blurred. This woman had absolutely no idea what the hell she did to me, the control she had over me. While hammering into her mouth, I kept eye contact with her as she gagged on my size. The sound was my fucking breaking point as I decided I needed to be inside of her.

      When I pulled out, she let out a sound of protest. I didn’t give her a minute to think about it before I grabbed her waist and tossed her onto the bed, her body spread out for me underneath the moonlight. Pushing her long legs apart, I kept her pinned between me and the bed as I moved her wet panties to the side and positioned myself at her entrance. My need for her was so damn extreme that I didn’t want to waste time taking them off. Instead, I grabbed her jaw and met her gaze, the moment turning more than just hot, filled with an intense level of emotion.

      “Tell me you know what this means, what it means for me to claim this little cunt. I’m not going to let you go, Maya. I’m going to spend the rest of our lives making sure you get everything your heart desires, but in return, you have to give me everything. Give me all of you.”

      “And I get all of you?” she questioned, her hands tightening on me.

      “Never a fucking question.” I punched my hips forward as she let out a soft whimper, her back arching up as her eyes closed, pure bliss invading her features as I sank balls deep inside of my mate. I had no goddamn idea how she was taking all of me, but my vision had black spots as I held myself inside of her tight heat, wondering if I was going to pass out from how fucking good she felt.

      “Henry…” Her begging nearly finished me. “Please move—”

      She didn’t finish her sentence before I was drawing back and hammering back into her, my pace almost frantic as I grabbed her hands and drew them above her, needing to absorb every part of her pleasure and wanting no distance between us. Just her body against mine.

      Maya’s eyes closed as I began to stroke myself off inside of her, the way her legs tightened around me, pulling me into her completely, making me know that she wanted every single inch of me. Wanted every part of me like I wanted every part of her.

      She knew exactly what this meant between us, and I couldn’t help but lean down and sear my lips against hers, her pussy contracting around me as she moaned out my name.

      Holy shit. This woman was going to completely ruin me.

      “Maya, sweetheart, you are so goddamn tight. If you keep doing that, I’m going to come,” I groaned.

      “Good.” Her voice was so damn sexy, and the way her features flashed with both pleasure and pain at how I took her had me knowing she was so close to coming.

      “I want to mark you,” I demanded, holding myself inside of her as she whimpered, before pumping in and out of her again. “I want to mark every inch of your skin with my cum, and you’re going to let me.”

      “I want you to come inside of me.” Maya’s voice was a soft plea. “Please Henry?”

      Well, fuck, when she asked like that…

      A not-so-small amount of dark satisfaction came from her wanting my cum inside of her that badly. I wanted to watch it leak out of her pussy after I absolutely wrecked her… I also wanted to see how much Maya wanted it.

      “No.” I offered a strained chuckle as I decided to press my dominance. “You are going to take my cum exactly how I want to give it to you—”

      I couldn’t contain the growl that ripped from my throat as Maya’s legs locked around me further and her pussy tightened, a small cry leaving her lips as a small climax blasted over her. I continued to ride her hard, wanting to break her in for every other fucking thing my brain had worked up that I wanted to do to her.

      A lick of heat traveled up my spine, and a dangerous noise came from my throat as one of my hands ran down her jaw to her throat, gently applying pressure. “Maya, I’m going to fucking come. Move your damn legs.”

      “No.” Maya let out a soft whine. “Please, Henry? Please don’t pull out of me, I want to feel you.”

      The way she rolled her hips and dug her nails into my chest had me seeing fucking stars as I felt her energy ramping up for a climax that was going to absolutely knock her out. I couldn’t wait to watch.

      “You want my cum inside of you that bad, sweetheart?” I hissed, pumping my hips in and out of her like a fucking wild animal as her teeth found my throat and her nails moved to claw at my back. “Fucking beg for it, Maya. Beg for my cum.”

      “Please, Henry!” Her begging did me in, and my body jerked as I slammed into her fully, her climax causing her to nearly shoot off the bed as she milked the cum from my cock, just like she wanted. I moaned out her name in a growl as I gave into it completely, sinking all the way into her as my head dropped against her chest, keeping her hot body caged underneath mine.

      Fuck. Fucking hell.

      After a moment, I pulled back and found her offering me a soft smile as a giggle left her lips at the look I was giving her. I narrowed my eyes. “You did that on fucking purpose. You knew I wouldn’t actually pull out once you said you wanted my cum inside of you.”

      “I like you inside of me, even when we are done,” she admitted softly.

      “Well, you’ve got a lot of me,” I groaned, pulling back and looking at the amount of cum between us. I looked up at her and offered her a light kiss. “I love you, Maya.”

      “I love you more,” she murmured happily as I easily picked her up and walked us towards the bath, wanting to take care of her before getting some goddamn sleep.

      I hoped Maya loved playing these games, because I would never get fucking tired of them.
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      “Coffee?” I mumbled, half asleep, as I reached out for the source of such an amazing smell. Someone chuckled, but I ignored it as I snuggled a cold pillow under my cheek and continued to reach out for the coffee cup that someone really needed to put in my hand. I inhaled again, noticing a small hint of something more sugary than normal inside of the concoction. Caramel? I was pretty sure that was caramel.

      “Damn, she has a good nose,” a voice said, sounding amused.

      “When it comes to anything sweet, for sure,” a secondary voice, the one who had chuckled, agreed.

      “Where is it?” I complained vocally.

      “If you want it, you’re going to need to open your eyes.” Anani’s voice became clear to me as my heavy lids opened to find the man lying next to me, causing a smile to form on my lips. He was so handsome. I looked at his empty hands, scowling as I turned to find Sai, on my other side, holding the coffee mug.

      “Please?” I put my hands out, almost as if begging, and he flashed a smile before handing it to me. I pulled the blankets up around me in a cocoon as I sipped on it, keeping my eyes half-closed, remembering why I was so tired. My body sure as heck remembered, and it was probably good that at some point Henry brought me back to my room because after the third time, I’d been bone tired.

      To be fair, I had been the one to start the second time when I had climbed on top of him… I hadn’t expected him to just flip me over and slide into me, though. I had just been trying to tease him… And that was a lie. I was thrilled with the results of my actions.

      I let out a happy sound as I finished my coffee and finally opened my eyes, finding both Sai and Anani staring at me with amusement.

      “What?” I asked curiously, realizing that the aroma of coffee filled the space to an extent that was far more than what my single mug should do. I looked around, turning my head towards the… What the heck was that?

      “That’s your new coffee bar,” Sai explained with a smile.

      “Oh my goodness!” I got out of bed, glad I had changed into an oversized shirt after our bath last night. I’d felt bold wearing what I had to Henry’s room, and while I absolutely loved it, I usually preferred my mates’ oversized clothing. Although, I wouldn’t mind owning more pieces like that, especially if that was the reaction I got… Maybe my mates would even come lingerie shopping with me.

      The coffee bar in front of me was like a small kitchen island, equipped with a coffee maker, a mug rack, and an entire collection of syrups and sugars. Underneath it was a mini-fridge of what appeared to be different flavored creamers and some breakfast snacks. I made a happy, humming sound in my throat as I examined each mug, every single one in shades of purple, pink, and glitter. One of them was shaped like a cat head, and I was almost positive that it was my favorite. I looked down at my current one and smiled, realizing it was a purple ‘Princess’ mug with a crown and outlines of dragons on it.

      I lied. This was my favorite.

      “Whose idea was this?” I asked softly, turning back to find both of them watching me with smiles. Sai had stood, but Anani was still laid out in my bed, Bella moving from her little cat bed at the end of the bed to go sit on his chest.

      “All of ours,” Sai offered casually as if it wasn’t a big deal.

      “It was Sai.” Anani chuckled. “Don’t let him tell you differently.”

      “I love it,” I told Sai as he walked up to me and pressed a hard kiss to my lips before disappearing. I walked over to Anani, who was examining my bed that was covered in some of my boy's shirts and a few other comfortable things I liked to sleep with.  The idea of being surrounded by my mates like that was extremely appealing.

      “What time is it?” I asked curiously.

      “Sometime in the afternoon.” Anani yawned. “We all woke up a bit late today.”

      Well, that wasn’t the worst thing. I didn’t have school or anything like that, but it was surprising we slept in so late. Then again, we had literally traveled across realms, so being exhausted, I suppose, was expected.

      “Is everyone else up?”

      “Yes,” Anani hedged, “but I would say get ready for the day before coming down. There are a lot of people outside of our house.”

      I walked towards the hallway and peeked out, making my way to the top of the stairs to look out the glass wall of the front of the house. My eyes widened at the news vans in the driveaway, all being herded by security and local police, but the effort didn’t seem to be making much of a difference. The reporters looked so worked up that I actually felt concerned about them. I also worried about the security and police officers, because there were fewer of them than the reporters.

      “They’ve got it handled.” Anani came up behind me and squeezed my waist. “Just get ready for the day and then come downstairs.”

      Nodding, I kissed his lips, letting out a soft sound at the small smile he gave me, his fingers tangling in my hair and tugging at the scrunchie I’d tied it back with. I watched with amusement as he tucked it into his pocket, shot me a wink, and walked downstairs. I loved that he felt comfortable doing that. I knew he liked stealing my stuff, and he never needed to hide it.

      Going back into my bedroom, I found Bella padding around the bed, instantly meowing upon seeing me. I gave her some pets and cute snuggles, appreciating the small peaceful moment, before slipping into the closet. I wasn’t positive what the weather was like, but I decided to go with a cute brown and cream plaid skirt that had a leather buckle at the waist that matched the loafers I slid on. I finished the outfit with a soft, oversized cashmere sweater that I tucked into my skirt at the front before assessing my appearance in the mirror. I couldn’t help but smile as I ran my fingers through my hair, loving the array of colors behind me in my closet, so vibrant compared to what I’d experienced before this. I didn’t think I would ever not be able to appreciate it.

      Sometimes it felt a bit odd seeing my reflection in the mirror, not fully recognizing the woman that looked back at me. Not only did I look healthier than ever before, but I was covered in markings that made me happy instead of the bruises that had once covered my skin. My mates’ bite marks were my favorite, but I also loved the flight mark on my forearm, the gorgeous imprint of the rose gold cuff, like a metallic tattoo on my skin, that I couldn’t help but run my fingers along. I would be thrilled if my mates kept marking me, including human stuff like the ring on my finger.

      Running some vanilla lip gloss over my lips and a brush through my hair, I walked back towards the bed, where Bella sat waiting patiently.

      “Ready?” I asked her as she climbed up my offered arm and positioned herself on my shoulder. I kissed her little head and left the room, my gaze going back towards the driveway as I walked down the steps, the chaos seeming to grow more consistent as time passed. I knew Anani said they had it under control, but I honestly wasn’t positive that was going to be true if any more reporters arrived.

      When one of them looked up and saw me through the glass panel, he shouted something, and all eyes focused on me as they began to try to take photos and get closer to the house. I slipped out of the main foyer and out of sight, hating that the only way downstairs was literally perfectly in their line of sight. I shook my head, wondering how the heck we were going to do anything with all this attention on us.

      Especially things like finding Malcolm and the other phoenixes.

      “Maya.” Marco’s tone was harsh and panicked when he saw me. He was standing at the island as I made my way towards the kitchen, his jaw clenched with tension. I had almost jolted at his tone, but I knew the harshness wasn’t directed towards me. No, he was upset at the idea of me being exposed to the people outside. He was just protective like that…but I still didn’t like how he said my name.

      I took the kiss Atlas offered me, making me blush before noticing that the others were spread through the house, some talking to security and some watching the group out front. I felt like we were on display for these reporters, and I had a feeling, if the helicopter sounds above were part of this, that there was no easy way to get rid of them.

      “Maya.” Marco’s voice was still pinched.

      “Don’t say my name like that.” I frowned at him as guilt flashed through his gaze. I walked around the kitchen and leaned into Marco, nuzzling against his chest as he wrapped me closer and buried his nose in my hair. When my eyes opened, I noticed the mug that Atlas was drinking out of and couldn’t help but smile. It was pretty adorable, the outside of it adorned with swirls of pink and purple, with a cursive font on the front that said my name. Now that was amazing.

      “That is so cool,” I pointed out as he winked at me, making Marco grumble under his breath.

      “Don’t pay any mind to Marco, angel,” Atlas goaded. “He’s grumpy because he didn’t sleep all night, and then these fuckers showed up early this morning.”

      “They are fuckers? Like, they’re fucking?” I frowned, looking out at the news trucks, figuring I would have seen that… I immediately shook my head, realizing in our current context that he was describing them in a negative fashion and not saying they were having sex. Atlas gave me a smile and kissed my forehead before he walked towards the front of the house, leaving me with Marco.

      Turning back into him, I reached up and cupped his jaw. His frown deepened.

      “How do you feel after yesterday? I was worried about you, baby girl.”

      My entire body softened at the honesty behind his words, and I couldn’t help but step closer into him and tilt my head back so he knew I wanted a kiss, which he gave me before I answered.

      “I’m okay…” I hesitated and tried to formulate my thoughts. “It was never about you guys, Marco… I am a bit more aware now of what you guys normally do as a team, but you guys didn’t do anything wrong. You protected me, just like I would have you. I mean, they had been attacking us, it was completely justified… It’s just more that I was okay with it, even liked it, and after everything I’ve been through, that felt wrong. So incredibly wrong. But Ledger is right—it does feel natural to my shifted side, so I have to believe that means something.”

      His eyes warmed as he nodded, grasping my hand and running his lips across my ring, seeming to relax completely. “Good. I have good news then, and some even better news.”

      “What’s the good news?”

      “I have someone in Louisiana looking into the compound, and they are going to report back by tomorrow morning, as well as someone looking into the local witch territory,” he explained as I offered him a smile. I knew what we would find could be bad, but it made me feel hopeful that we were a step closer to figuring out how deep this went.

      “And the better news?”

      “We are going Halloween costume shopping today and going to a party tomorrow downtown,” he muttered, looking grumpy but pretty cute. I immediately threw myself into him and kissed his face, unable to help the smile that broke onto my face.

      “I am so excited,” I admitted, unable to contain my elation.

      “The only thing I had to arrange was where the boys should spend the night, so I had to figure that out this morning,” he explained easily. “I called up Alpha Creed, and he said that the younger kids in the pack were having a bonfire and that they were more than welcome to come, as well as stay in the large guest house on property for the night. I figured it would give them a chance to meet some local shifters.”

      “That’s a great idea,” I agreed and then frowned. “Did you find out if Lorn…”

      Marco let out a hiss. “Yeah, he escaped when Malcolm did. I don’t think it was intentional—I think Anna was there to break out Malcolm and Lorn happened to just catch a damn break and made a run for it. I haven’t been able to get eyes on him yet, but I have people looking.”

      “Okay, good.” I nodded. “And what about Jordan?”

      “I talked to Marcellus and invited them to come with us. Apparently Jordan has something today, but they will be coming over tomorrow.”

      My smile only grew as he spoke. “Thank you so much, Marco, I really need this,” I whispered.

      “Anything for you, baby girl.” He kissed my forehead before pulling back. “But expect me to be a bit insane about your safety, especially with Malcolm at large. I am trying my best to keep relaxed, but the idea of you being in danger scares the hell out of me.”

      “I like that you care about my safety,” I admitted. “Always have.”

      His lips kicked up. “Good. Then hopefully you won’t be mad at me for telling you to not leave the house until we are ready to go. I don’t want those fuckers taking any more pictures of you. We have been trying to get them out of here, but because it’s national news, we can’t exactly manhandle them without creating a massive problem. Plus, that would be the exact type of thing the FBI would love, so they could get involved even further.”

      “That’s frustrating,” I murmured, slightly distracted while looking towards the living room where the younger boys were sitting, watching the television. “While you handle that, I am going to meet them officially.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll keep an eye on Bella.” He nodded towards our kitten, currently playing on the counter, as I offered her a small smile, unable to get over how adorable she could be.

      I walked towards the living room, wondering if this would be weird. I was bad with strangers, so I didn’t want them to feel uncomfortable. Immediately they were looking at me with interest as I took a seat on the couch.

      “There are a lot of humans around,” the littlest one stated.

      “There are.” I nodded and offered him a friendly smile, trying to distract from the chaos. “So, I never got your names. If you guys are going to be staying here for a bit, we should probably know one another. I’m Maya.”

      “We know,” a second one perked up. “Marco said you’re in charge.”

      Really? That was sweet of him.

      “Well, I don’t know about all that, but I do know that if you need anything, I’ll try to help.”

      “I’m Arthur,” the littlest one next to me said, his smile bright despite the shadows in his dark eyes.

      “Nathan,” the other said, the two of them clearly the youngest at nine or maybe ten.

      “What about you guys?” I asked the four older boys, all of them regarding me with more caution.

      “Oakland,” a kid with bright red hair introduced himself before nodding towards the others. “That’s Clive, he’s our Alpha, and then Bodhi is our Beta.”

      I smiled at the two oldest before looking at a large kid who was sitting against the couch, looking honestly a bit grumpy as everyone stared at him in expectation, before he let out a sigh.

      “Emeric,” he said, his words accented and his expression a bit vulnerable before closing off again, as if I was going to somehow make fun of his name.

      “Nice names,” I admitted. “It’s really nice to officially meet all of you. I know this past day has been a lot, but hopefully it will calm down. You guys let me know if you need anything, okay?”

      “We will be fine,” Arthur insisted. “We are used to being alone.”

      I hated hearing that, but I offered him a small smile of understanding. “I was alone for a long time too. Even if you are okay alone doesn’t mean you have to be. Sometimes it’s nice to have friends.”

      “You want to be friends with us?” Oakland’s eyes were wide. “But you’re a princess!”

      “Princesses can have friends,” I ensured. “Plus, can I tell you a secret?”

      They nodded, the oldest even looking curious at my words.

      “I’m honestly not sold on the princess thing yet,” I admitted easily, “Even if I am a princess, I don’t feel like one. I’m just Maya.”

      They seemed to like that, as they all nodded in understanding. Suddenly, Croy’s energy filled the space as he looked at the boys. “Atlas needs all of you really quick. It’s about tonight.”

      The group of them got up, all offering me small smiles before disappearing and leaving me with Croy, who motioned for me to come to where he now sat on the couch. I sat right on his knee and leaned into his large chest, his eyes running over me appreciatively.

      “What did you say to get them to relax?” he asked curiously.

      “Told them that if they needed anything to ask me and that even if they were used to being alone, it didn’t mean they couldn’t have friends.”

      Croy’s eyes warmed as he cupped my jaw. “You are so damn sweet, sugar.”

      “Yeah?” I teased. “Is that why you call me that?”

      “Well, that’s not the only part of you that is sweet,” he rumbled, making me blush.

      “Croy!” I slapped his chest lightly with my hand, unable to stop my smile.

      “It’s true.” He shrugged before pulling me closer. “Atlas wanted me to let you know that these assholes out front are probably going to be here for a bit. You are going to use the back access road to get off the property, but it is going to be a bit cold tonight, so you should change into something a bit warmer.”

      I looked down at my skirt and frowned. “But I like this skirt. Do I have to change it?”

      Croy looked over it, his wolf flashing in his gaze. “For more reasons than one, you look entirely too tempting in it. Knowing that I could just push that up—”

      I put a hand over his mouth and nodded towards Bella, who had somehow escaped Marco and was now in an armchair licking her paw and eyeing us with suspicion. “Not around Bella.”

      He barked out a laugh and squeezed my waist before urging me up. I grumbled under my breath but snuck back upstairs, trying to keep myself to the side as I went as quickly as possible. Once back inside of my room, I changed into a pair of jeans and boots with warm fuzzy socks. I pulled my hair back into a loose braid and grabbed a bright pink mini backpack that I stored my wallet and phone in. Unfortunately, Bella wouldn’t be able to come with us, so the only thing I was missing was a coat.

      “Ledger?” I called out as I neared his room. The man was pulling a shirt on, and I swallowed, absolutely loving seeing his tattoo-covered abs on display.

      “What’s up?” He smirked, his eyes heating on my outfit.

      “Can I borrow a coat?”

      He frowned. “Of course. We need to get you one for sure though. The idea of you being cold is not one I like at all.”

      I may have had a jacket already…it just wasn’t the same as wearing Ledger’s, but we could talk about that later…after I covered this one in my scent.

      I let him shimmy an oversized jacket onto my shoulders, and I kissed him before putting the backpack on. After another few kisses, he let me escape back down the steps, where I found Marco in the kitchen.

      “Why aren’t we flying?” I asked curiously.

      Marco flashed a smile. “Well, unless you want us to go into the store naked…”

      “No, there could be other women there.” I scowled as he offered me a knowing look.

      “We did consider something like that, but we have a path that leads off the property that is easier,” he explained as I kissed Bella goodbye. I couldn’t say goodbye to Sai and Atlas because they were out front with the younger flight, but I did manage to sneak in a kiss to Croy, Anani, and Henry, who were all watching the news.

      Eventually, after some teasing about not letting me leave, Marco, Ledger, and I made our way from the house and into the back yard. There was a cool edge to the air that made me wonder if it was going to storm… I had a feeling if it did, it would be snow instead of rain. I would love that.

      With the concept of Halloween shopping on my mind, it was easy to forget everything else going on.

      Well, almost forget. Almost.
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      “What should I be for Halloween?” I asked, watching a cold, almost sleet-like moisture hit the windshield as we drove down the highway at a fast speed. My gaze was moving all around, but Marco had both hands on the wheel, looking a bit tense at the sudden change of weather, and Ledger kept checking my seatbelt. It was really sweet, and I resisted telling them that I was far more worried about them than myself.

      Luckily, the large truck we were in seemed extremely safe and secure, so I felt like I was able to relax just a bit. I hoped my question would allow them to refocus a bit as well, but I had a feeling it would take more than that to get Marco’s mind off the road conditions.

      “Do you have any ideas so far?” Marco asked, seemingly distracted as he took an exit.

      “A kitten,” I immediately answered, causing Ledger to chuckle. “What?”

      “Sai would love that,” he pointed out, smirking. “I actually think you would be an adorable kitten.”

      Well, that just confirmed that was the direction I should take with the costume.

      We pulled up to a massive store labeled ‘Party City’ that was lit up with the word ‘Halloween’ in bright orange in the window, showing through the storm. Marco parked as close to the front as possible, the parking lot mostly empty. The storm felt so random and unnatural, it had me wondering if they thought it was odd as well.

      “Go check.” Marco looked at Ledger, who was already hopping out from the back. I watched him jog through the rain into the store, and when I went to look back at my mate, I found him already in my space, his hand wrapping around my waist as he nuzzled my neck.

      “Marco,” I said breathlessly as he nipped my neck.

      “I need more alone time with you,” he grumbled.

      “You can have alone time with me whenever you want,” I answered honestly, tilting my jaw up. “You know I always want to be with you.”

      “When this bullshit is all over, I am stealing you away for a few days and we can go wherever the hell you want. I just want you to myself so I can explore every inch of you and appreciate that you’re here with me and still mine. That no one can take you away from us.” His voice was warm and fierce, causing my body to light up as his thumb ran over the ring on my finger once again.

      Turning towards him, I leaned forward and nipped his bottom lip. He let out a growl and slid a hand to the back of my neck, meeting my lips, fully and demanding.

      Man, he was a good kisser.

      A knock on the window had me pulling away as Ledger stared at both of us with a freakin’ pout, absolutely soaked to the bone. I opened the door and he slid in easily, shaking off his wet hair. I giggled and climbed into Marco’s lap to avoid it, my blood dragon mate casting me a smirk.

      “Anything?” Marco asked.

      “Three groups, two families, and one that was further back in the store. Someone has magic for sure, but it didn’t seem threatening, just nature-based.” He shrugged.

      Marco exhaled. “That sounds like witch magic.”

      I looked up at the sky and let my own magic out. I did feel magic, but like Ledger said, it didn’t feel threatening. Nor did it feel like Pastor Malcolm’s type of witch magic. “Let’s just keep an eye out, but I really think we are good.”

      I could see the protest in Marco’s gaze, but something in my own expression had him nodding sharply and turning off the car.

      With that, we made our way across the parking lot, a smile on my face while running with my mates despite my hair getting soaked by the rain. I let out a giggle at the near pout on Marco’s face as he tried to pull me into a hug to get the water on me, making me squeak and throw myself against Ledger, who picked me up and carried me towards a row of costumes.

      Holy cow. There were so many, and I found myself a bit overwhelmed at first, until I looked across the store and saw an entire section of far better options. Not only were they prettier, but they were the exact type of thing that would make my mates get all growly.

      My lips tilted up, thinking about Croy’s words… Did I love teasing them? I think I did, and I really had a feeling that this would do it.

      “Oh, be right back!” I called and slipped down an aisle before they could respond, Marco calling after me. I had a feeling they weren’t too worried because they didn’t chase right after me, but I also knew they wouldn’t stay away for long, which meant I had a very short window of opportunity to do what I planned to.

      I looked back in their direction when turning a corner, and a squeak came from my throat as I slammed right into another body, a pair of hands shooting out to grab my biceps. My eyes widened, realizing I’d crashed into another woman.

      She let out a laugh, stepping back almost immediately. “I am so sorry.” She winced.

      Why was she apologizing? She really had no need to.

      “Oh, you’re fine.” I waved my hand, a bit taken aback by how gorgeous she was. I mean, she was objectively beautiful, but more than that, this woman was like the lightning bolts outside. Instead of being a part of her, her magic seemed to radiate all around her. She was fascinating to look at, and I didn’t really know what exactly to make of her at first.

      First of all, she was dressed in an oversized jacket like myself, but unlike me, her hair was so freakin’ cool. It was dark blue at the top and faded into a silver and then to bright blue on the ends. It was a bit wild-looking and laid around her shoulders, her dark brows only further showing off her intense eyes that were lighting-white in the center and navy on the edges, almost appearing reflective. They made me a bit uncomfortable, but she seemed so friendly that the feeling quickly faded.

      More than anything, though, there was an edge to the energy around her that had my phoenix greeting it in a friendly manner, seemingly happy to interact with her magic. In a quick second, I realized I wanted to be this girl’s friend, and even though we were exact opposites, like the sun and moon, I don’t think it mattered.

      “Maya!” Marco called out in the distance, making me suddenly laugh as I tugged her hand to follow me. We went down a few more aisles, and I found myself hoping she was like Jordan and didn’t mind me being so friendly out the gate.

      When we came to a stop, I explained my reason for running, because she appeared so confused. “Sorry, trying to give someone the slip so I could find something for them as a surprise.” Specifically, a sexy Halloween costume. My mission, though, was being sidetracked by my attempt at friendship.

      “A guy?” she asked.

      “My mate.” I sighed happily before asking, “Do you have a mate? I have quite a few.” Maybe it was more common than I assumed.

      “Sorta,” she admitted, her eyes jumping with amusement. “They are mages though.”

      “Mine are dragons.” I then added, “They get very worked up when they can’t see me.”

      And I loved it.

      “Wait, like dragon shifters?” Her brows rose in surprise.

      “Yep.” I nodded enthusiastically. “What are you? Also, did you dye your hair like that? I would love to color my hair like that. But I would probably do pink again. I don’t think blue would look as good on me.” I was very sad that my pink had faded; I needed to redo it. I had also seen purple, which I thought would look pretty. Once we stopped being so busy, I promised myself that was exactly what I would do.

      “I’m a demi-goddess,” she stated, causing my mouth to drop open.

      Was she for real? That was so freakin’ cool.

      Suddenly, a large figure turning the corner of the aisle up ahead had me smiling. “Oh! They found me. Well, it was wonderful to meet you. What’s your name?”

      “Nova.” Ooo, that was a pretty name.

      “Maya.” I put out my hand as she met it and thunder cracked outside. Now that was cool. I wasn’t positive, but I had a feeling that she was responsible for this weird storm outside. It was just a feeling, though—it was completely possible that I was incorrect.

      “Firefly.” Ledger sounded stressed as he approached me, followed by Marco.

      “Please don’t run off like that, Maya. That scares the shit out of me.” Marco rounded Nova as I smiled up at them to assure them that I was perfectly fine. I didn’t mind teasing them, but I also didn’t want them worrying too much.

      “I didn’t run off,” I pointed out, despite having done exactly that. “This is my friend Nova.”

      They glanced at Nova for only a moment before looking back at me. When someone else joined us, a sound came from Marco’s chest that was dangerous and caused my breath to hitch in excitement.

      Wait. What was going on with him? I didn’t like the idea of him upset at all.

      My gaze moved to a very large man behind Nova, his dark wavy hair and silver eyes complementing her own, the two of them appearing almost like a matching pair. I had to assume this man was one of her mates, because the way that he was staring at her with so much possessiveness was a bit jarring. Mostly because I don’t think she noticed it at all.

      Was now the time to bring up to her how cool I thought it was that we both had multiple mates? Probably not.

      The man met Marco’s gaze and held it for a minute, some weird moment passing between the two of them that I didn’t understand, before my mate relaxed slightly.

      “Maya,” Nova drew my attention back happily, “can I give you my number? I would love to hang out, but I have three more psychos roaming around this store, and well, you know…”

      “You mean because they get all growly? Do yours do that also, or is that a dragon thing?” I wasn’t exactly positive what ‘psycho’ meant to her, but I had a feeling it was along those lines.

      Handing her my cell phone, she typed in a number before giving it back while muttering, “I think that’s just a crazy dude thing.”

      “That means both of you are crazy,” I offered, amused, while looking down at my phone, Ledger’s dragon releasing a noise that had my toes curling. That was before another energy signature joined us.

      My head snapped up to focus on a rather intimidating man, his emerald green hair standing out against his completely black outfit and olive skin. His dark eyes barely focused on me before narrowing on Marco and then Ledger…who he smiled at? The tension almost immediately broke.

      “Ledger?” He broke into a big smile. “What’s up, man?”

      “Fox? Hey man,” Ledger replied with a grin, meeting his hand. “I would have come over and said hi if I’d known you guys were here. Is Cass around?”

      “Nah.” Fox shook his head. “He’s home. We were just taking Nova shopping for a Halloween party we are holding tomorrow.”

      “Oh?” My new friend arched her brow with a level of sassiness I wish I had naturally. “Are we holding the party now? If I remember correctly, you didn’t want to hold one.”

      “Can we hold a Halloween party?” I asked, looking at Marco and Ledger, smiling slightly.

      I knew that we were already going to one, but the idea of having a ton of people in our house had Marco offering me a heated look. He knew I was purposefully pushing his buttons, but I mentally promised to give him a kiss later to make up for it.

      I couldn’t let my friend think I wasn’t cool and didn’t have plans for our own party.

      “Sure.” Marco slowly smiled. “With our family.”

      “Marco…” I offered him a scowl. We clearly needed a code word so that he would play along next time.

      “Alright,” Ledger clearly tried to redirect. “Let’s head out, shall we?”

      I moved from Marco’s arms and hugged Nova, tightly, clearly surprising her, but she did hug me back. “It was so great to meet you. I will use my cell phone to call you. It does that, right Ledger?”

      I really needed to get a better hang of it. I seriously had only picked up calls, never called someone myself… That was a bit embarrassing to admit. She was going to think I was weird, probably.

      Ledger offered me a soft smile. “Sure does, firefly.”

      “I’ll do that then.” I nodded.

      I waved goodbye to Nova and the two intense men with her as I hummed happily between Marco and Ledger while walking towards the door. I could tell they were on edge, I just wasn’t exactly sure why.

      “Why are we leaving before costumes?” I asked quietly.

      “Some of the local witch coven were seen around here a few minutes ago.” Marco’s jaw clenched. “It is more than likely that they are working with Malcolm.”

      I frowned, shaking my head. “Well, that’s okay, we can figure something else—”

      “I called in a favor. We have a costume person coming to the house tomorrow morning,” Marco offered, smiling. Ledger intertwined our fingers, and I squeezed them back.

      Honestly, I didn’t mind their idea at all, because now it gave me all night to think about what to do.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            Maya

          

        

      

    

    
      When had I fallen asleep?

      That was the first question that popped into my head as I sat up slowly, the blankets falling around my waist as I looked around the room, rubbing the sleep from my eyes. And when the heck had I been put in my bedroom? I tried to recall what had happened after the Halloween store… We had come back home to the news crews still crowding the outside of the house, and all of my mates were fairly tense, so I had slipped into Croy’s bedroom to watch a documentary about sharks. I think I had been asking him about whether or not shark shifters existed when I’d fallen asleep.

      I couldn’t blame myself completely since I’d essentially devoured an entire tray of cupcakes on my own, finding an assortment in a neat little package tied with a pink bow in the kitchen. They’d been from Jordan as a ‘miss you’ present, and I had immediately figured out how to call her, thanking her while stuffing my mouth full of a pink frosted, sugar-filled, vanilla treat. I had been a bit bummed that she hadn’t come over last night, but considering the security issue, I completely understood, and I could only hope that we had it solved by tonight so it wouldn’t affect our Halloween plans.

      But none of this answered my main question… Where was Croy? A pout slipped onto my lips, wondering why he hadn’t decided to come to bed with me. In fact, why weren’t any of my mates with me? That wasn’t just unusual, but honestly fairly upsetting.

      Slipping from bed, I grabbed a robe and wrapped it around me before walking out of the bedroom, immediately seeing that Marco’s office light was on. That wasn’t good. The man worked far too much and didn’t get nearly enough sleep. It was good that he had me, or else he would probably forget altogether.

      Coming to the door, I was completely surprised to find Atlas at his desk instead, bent over a group of papers as he ran a hand over his face, looking exhausted. I frowned, briefly noting that he was still dressed in his shirt and jeans from the previous day, making me know that he’d yet to sleep.

      “Atlas?” I called out softly, his head snapping up as he graced me with a gorgeous smile.

      “Angel, it’s five in the morning, why are you up?” he asked curiously, motioning for me to come over to him. I circled the large desk and sat on his knee, melting against his large, warm frame.

      “No one was in my bed,” I pointed out, my fingers brushing over his jaw lightly. He leaned into the touch, letting out a happy hum.

      “I think most of them are outside.” He nodded towards the window, so I stood up and walked towards the large window that looked over the front of the house, my head tilting as I saw that he was correct. But it wasn’t just them. No, there were other men with them, and ones I didn’t recognize.

      “Jordan’s mates,” Atlas stated easily. “They wanted to confirm and search the property before coming here. Of course, I don’t blame them, but I didn’t expect them to show up so damn early.”

      “Does Jordan know?” I asked, wishing she had come by.

      “Not sure.”

      “Why are you not out there?”

      He motioned me back, and I stood next to him, looking over the papers spread out across the desk. There were so many that my mind wasn’t processing fully what I was looking at at first…but then I realized they were maps. He nodded towards them. “I was waiting for these to come in.”

      “What are they maps of?”

      “Discover Haven Church.” He sighed as my fingers ran over a map of a large compound, a church illustrated in the center that had me feeling sick to my stomach. I tried to blink away the memories of leaving in the middle of the night, being roughly handled by who I had thought was my ‘mother’ as I had looked back at the only home I’d ever had, a church that looked startlingly similar to the one on the map. I knew it was the same place. I just knew it.

      “Established in the 1900s in northern Louisiana by Todd Barber,” Atlas explained. “Clearly used as a cover for Malcolm’s family coven for god knows how long. This is the location that we’ve had eyes on, trying to figure out if Malcolm had either gone back or if there was anyone else being held prisoner.”

      “Did they find anything?” I was almost afraid to ask.

      “Completely empty.” His voice sounded distressed. “But there were signs of captivity. Not only in the church basement, either.”

      “They went into the basement?” Tears welled in my eyes as he tucked me against him and turned the papers over, his dragon letting out a soft, comforting hum. Normally it would have erased any emotions like this, but I felt raw seeing this type of reminder after seeing Pastor Malcolm so recently.

      “They did.” He immediately tried to change topics. “But don’t worry, baby girl, we don’t have to think about—”

      “We do,” I argued. “I swear to god, Atlas, I know there are others. The more I think about it, the more it makes sense. We have to figure out where he went.”

      “We will find him, and if there are any others, we will find them,” he assured quietly before his tone turned a bit more thoughtful. “Marco instructed them to search the coven in our area as well. It seems that their leader, Earnest, hasn’t been around lately, so there was no lead there. I have eyes looking out for Malcolm, but it concerns me that he just disappeared like that. That shouldn’t have been possible for a witch.”

      “Pastor Malcolm is out there, Lorn is out there, even Anna…though she ran, I guess. I have to admit, I knew she hated me, but that type of betrayal? What have I ever done to her?” I felt my eyes prick with tears. I had been through so much, but something about her actions really hurt.

      “It’s not you, Maya.” Atlas brushed my lips lightly, pulling me close. “It’s what you represent and the power you took away from her that she thought she could have access to. Anna has always been focused on amassing power, but I never would have expected her to go this low either.”

      “What about the other dragon council members?”

      “Larry is terrified, doesn’t remember anything past Anna knocking him out cold after a drink.” He shook his head and his jaw clenched. “Edmund is pretending like none of this happened. Lucas, though, is trying to keep a better eye on the two of them. If you ask me, even with Marco being on the council, I think the institution should be completely taken down. It’s unnecessary, especially on Earth realm.”

      “And in the Dreki realm, my mom and dads are there,” I agreed.

      “Yes. We have to send word back to them. I know they planned on joining us soon.” Atlas jotted down a note before he chuckled. “Not used to thinking about that, but I fear if I don’t, I might end up dead. Especially after the multiple threats about keeping you safe.”

      “I would never let them kill you,” I promised.

      He flashed a smile before cupping my jaw. “No thinking about killing for a bit, angel. Tonight I want you to relax. There is no point in thinking about any of this until we hear something. Plus, my dragon is convinced that with everything you’ve been through, you’re going to run and blame this shit on us.”

      “Your dragon?” I hedged.

      A flash of vulnerability moved through his gaze. “Me as well.”

      “I am not going anywhere, Atlas.”

      He inhaled and nodded, almost to himself. “Which reminds me, we need to talk about what you want us to tell the FBI. They have been asking around about your ‘disappearance,’ and I have a feeling that we are soon going to be earning ourselves a visit.”

      “We can’t tell them we went to the Dreki realm?” I teased.

      “We could, but it may just complicate shit more,” he mused and then shrugged. “I honestly don’t give a fuck about the FBI, so you decide and we can make the move to handle it however you want.”

      When I didn’t have any ideas, he suggested, “What about Ledger’s idea? About Malcolm having taken you and that we were looking for you? We don’t have the best reputation, but we have always helped the police out in large-scale situations. Plus it would get more eyes on the lookout for him…but only if you are comfortable with lying.”

      “If it gets us his location sooner, I am fine with it,” I murmured.

      “Alright.” He nodded. “Let me make some calls. You should get more sleep.”

      “I’m going to make us some coffee. I would rather be together,” I pointed out. The smile he gave me made it completely worth the sleepiness I felt.
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      Except that of course I’d fallen asleep, despite the coffee and Bella sitting on my lap, batting at my hair enough that it kept my attention. Apparently I’d been more than sleepy. When I woke, though, I had found myself back in my bed and wrapped up in a fort of cool, fluffy blankets. That had been about an hour ago, and I’d been busy ever since.

      Most of my mates had been busy all morning dealing with the reappearance of news trucks outside. They were further back from the house, but they’d still managed to push our security back. Add in the helicopters in the sky, and I was starting to feel very bad. The worst part was that I knew they had the ability to make them leave, but because the reporters were human, they couldn’t do any of their normal dragon stuff.

      I was starting to see all the disadvantages of just being human.

      Instead of going downstairs, I’d taken a bit of time for myself, roaming through my room and organizing stuff since I’d been gone in the Dreki realm. Obviously, not much had changed, but I was starting to feel the need to shift stuff around. I knew the costume person would be here soon, so I was taking full advantage of my free time.

      I’d felt odd all morning. Not in a bad way, just a bit different.

      I felt this weird surge of energy as I tried to organize things differently in my room. I wasn’t exactly positive how I wanted it set up at first, but I knew how it was wasn’t working for me. I had also snuck into the boys’ rooms and took a few shirts and hoodies from each of them, deciding that I wanted some of each of them around me while I slept. It should have sounded weird, but instead I just found myself loving the idea of having them close and currently had the clothing neatly stacked on my bed. Also, once I had gotten the concept in my head, there was no denying the urge to do it. I had started and hadn’t been able to stop until I had taken probably far more than I needed.

      Oops. I honestly didn’t feel very bad about it though, because the mixing of their natural scents and colognes had my phoenix producing a happy noise from my throat.

      “Maya?” A familiar voice had me turning towards my bedroom door, the early afternoon light filtering across the room and making Anani appear almost lit by sunshine.

      “Hey you.” I offered a smile while straightening the last stack of clothes into a completed semi-circle at the end of the bed. I had a second comforter wrapped around the back of the pile so they wouldn’t fall off. Anani examined the setup as I walked over to him, letting my head drop back so I could get a kiss from him.

      “Are you doing laundry?” he asked softly, his voice filled with curiosity. I eagerly met his lips as he brushed his mouth against mine.

      “No, these are clean. I sort of went bedroom to bedroom to collect them,” I admitted.

      His chuckle had me relaxing against his chest momentarily. It was truly only a second before that weird strum of energy had me breaking back away from him as I went into my closet and lifted up on my toes to pull down some extra pillows to add to the fortress of comfort I was crafting. I wasn’t positive why this felt so important to do, but it really did.

      My bed was massive, and despite all my additions, there was still enough room for me and some of my mates. When I was done, I stepped back and smiled at how it turned out.

      Perfect.

      Turning back to Anani, I found him staring at me with amusement and something else a lot hotter. It was a look I hadn’t seen in his eyes before, and it caused a sound to come from my throat in surprise. The weird hyperness that had been running through me all morning came to a halt, his attention far more important than our mission.

      “What?” I asked softly.

      “Are you building a nest, peanut?”

      What?

      I snapped my head towards the bed, and my eyes widened.

      Oh. Oh, wow.

      “Am I?” I frowned as he came up behind me and slid his hands to my hips, causing me to lean back into him, his throat producing a low rumble.

      “It appears like it,” he pointed out. “Why today? What made you want to start?”

      I turned into him and tilted my head thoughtfully. “I’m not sure, I just felt this random urge to do it… This is so weird. Why would I build a nest?”

      “For when you go into heat.”

      I jolted slightly, peeking around Anani to find Croy standing in the door, smiling at my creation as well. My cheeks filled with warmth at the word ‘heat’ and what that would mean in all its context. My gaze moved to Anani’s neck, nearly frowning at the lack of a mark there.

      I also knew what marking Anani would mean. My understanding, based on what the royal physician said, was that as a Blue Phoenix, I would have to mark all my mates in order to go into heat, so his lack of one was the only thing preventing it from occurring. Something that obviously hadn’t been on purpose, but now seemed like a massive obstacle my phoenix and I wanted to push past. I could practically feel the instincts roaring through me, and his eyes darkened on the way I leaned into him further, his dragon producing a low rumble. He seemed to steady himself before breaking away to walk along the window wall, causing me to sag slightly, feeling his loss despite Croy’s body heat suddenly surrounding me.

      I knew Anani didn’t mean to hurt my feelings, but the idea of him walking away from me had me feeling a bit down. I distracted myself a bit by looking up at Croy. “Why would I start this now?”

      Croy nodded towards my mate. “Because you only have one mate left to mark. Your phoenix and magic are probably preparing.”

      “Preparing for heat.” I drew out the word on my lips, my excitement growing at the concept.

      Then I felt my eyes widen, remembering Dr. Bates’s words about what the mating heat meant, ‘beside the obvious.’ It meant we could possibly create a child in that timeframe…that I could get pregnant.

      I exhaled sharply as I felt my knees break, and I sat on the floor, blinking as I tried to process the reality of the situation. It wasn’t an upsetting reality, but I was hit both by feeling completely unprepared and feeling an instinctual amount of joy at the concept of creating life with my mates. My phoenix loved the idea, and I found myself entertaining the notion, loving it as well, even if it scared me a bit…

      “Maya.” Anani was there then, cupping my jaw, looking concerned. “Don’t freak out. We can put it off as long as possible, as long as your health and life aren’t at risk. I want you to be comfortable—”

      “I am not freaking out about the mating heat.” I grasped his fingers and smiled up at him. “Or marking you. None of that…I was just considering the baby part. Dr. Bates said that it was possible I would get pregnant during my first heat, and if not the first, then the second. That is the part that is causing me to…”

      “Freak out?” Croy asked, crouched down with us.

      “Not exactly.” I shook my head. “The idea doesn’t bother me. I love the idea of creating a life with any of you. I mean, you’re my mates…” I swallowed, feeling my cheeks heat. “It’s just a lot at once, and I didn’t even realize I was preparing this weird little nest thing until Anani brought it up. It’s almost like this entire other side of myself is in charge, and it’s a bit jarring.”

      “The more in touch with your shifter side you become, the harder it will be to fight against it,” Anani admitted quietly. “It becomes essentially half of you. I have a feeling that the mating heat is one of those things that sort of steamrolls everything else.”

      I inhaled, nodding as the door opened more. Henry stood there, looking at us in confusion, before glancing up at the bed. “What’s going on?”

      Standing up, I shrugged and motioned to the bed. “My phoenix had me making a nest before I even realized it. Something about the mating heat, apparently.”

      Henry’s eyes darkened as he seemed to consider saying something before looking at Anani and Croy. His voice was rough as he announced, “The seamstress for the costume just arrived.”

      “Oh good.” I smiled. “Send her up.”

      “Will you guys bring her up here?” Henry asked, keeping his gaze on me.

      Croy walked out of the room, seeming amused as Henry kicked open the door further, Anani offering him a head shake I didn’t understand before it was just the two of us. Henry walked over to my bed and tilted his head, examining the nest before noticing that Bella was sitting on top of one of the piles, sleeping peacefully. His eyes were dark as he looked down at me, his hand slipping over my waist and pulling me against him, my breath catching at how hard he was.

      “What are you thinking about?” I asked quietly, unable to help myself from teasing him a bit, as his lips kicked up into a smile.

      “You probably don’t want to hear that right now, sweetheart.” He leaned down to brush his lips against my ear. “Especially since the seamstress is about two seconds away from entering.”

      I blushed. “It’s something good then?”

      Henry’s chuckle was soft and dangerous. “It is definitely something that would feel good.”

      Before I could respond, the woman in question breezed into the room, immediately seeing me and plastering a smile onto her face. Henry kissed my forehead before introducing us, but I found myself distracted as I looked back at my nest, wondering just what would happen once I did go into heat.
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      “What do you mean you went to the Dreki realm for a day?! You’ve been gone for almost a month!”

      Only an hour or so later, Jordan’s voice was echoing through my room, the familiarity of it making me smile. Her eyes were wide as she sat at my desk, Bella on her lap. Patricia, the seamstress with the costumes, was mostly silent as she worked, except for some occasional humming. Honestly, her job seemed very cool. Because she already had our rough measurements, she’d brought along an assortment of costumes we’d been able to pick from that she could alter and could be paired and matched with a ton of accessories she had also brought along.

      I was sorta glad we’d gone this route, to be honest, because now my mates would really be surprised by what I’d chosen to wear tonight. I couldn’t wait to see their reactions.

      “Apparently time moves differently.” I shrugged, finding her reaction funny. I loved my mates, but I was really glad Jordan was here. I had missed her, and I was realizing that sometimes I just needed a bit of girl time. Plus, my mates and hers were downstairs hanging out, and they seemed to all get along well.

      Considering how happy she seemed, I was eager to meet them. Aside from her first mate, Marcellus, I hadn’t had the chance yet. I loved the idea of maybe doing a double date… Although, would it really be called that? We each had a lot more than one boyfriend…

      “Insane.” She shook her head before looking at the inspiration pictures I had printed off for Patricia. Instantly, she was scowling.

      “What?” I demanded.

      “You are wearing pants!” Jordan complained. “Pants were not in the plan, Maya. We always wear pants. Halloween is not for ‘always’ moments.”

      “I have to wear pants!” I laughed as she shook her head with a disappointed look.

      “Skirt. Spandex. Even booty shorts. But no pants. No jeans. Nothing like that,” Jordan announced. I couldn’t help but find her excitement for tonight infectious. Plus, it was better than the opposite. She had already expressed guilt about Malcolm and Lorn escaping, and despite my assurance it wasn’t her fault, she continued to apologize. I didn’t want that on her. Heck, if anything, it would be on her dad, and I still didn’t blame him.

      “Okay.” I nodded and looked at the woman. “Skirt.”

      Honestly, after that, it was a bit of a whirlwind getting ready, with music blasting and Jordan dancing around the room. Luckily, my friend hadn’t mentioned the odd assortment of things on my bed, so I was hoping she either didn’t notice it or knew not to touch it. It was an odd feeling, but the idea of anyone except for my mates touching it really upset me.

      As I brushed my hair into a high ponytail, I straightened the long length so that it hung down to my butt before Jordan helped me clip in sparkly pink hair extensions near the base of my skull. I turned my head and smiled, loving the way they seemed to glow under the light. Nearly as much as the bright pink lipstick I chose to wear, applying it carefully after putting on some light foundation and glitter to cover my cheekbones and eyes. I felt like I shimmered with glitter every time I moved, and my phoenix nearly broke out in excitement as Jordan pulled out spray glitter. By the end of the process, I was sparkling like a diamond, and it was so freakin’ amazing.

      That was all before I even got ready. Ready in an outfit that even I would classify as sexy.

      The top was made of a pale pink corset with darker pink ribbing that Patricia helped put on, the material tightening around my waist as I slid on the skirt over a pair of pink lace boyshorts, the fluffy pink tulle skirt hitting right under my butt. A sliver of my stomach could be seen between the two garment pieces, and I grabbed a pair of thigh-high white stockings to pull up so that there was a similar effect between the edge of the skirt and the sheer socks.

      I couldn’t help but smile a bit in the mirror, knowing that my mates were probably going to like this outfit a lot… Well, in some ways. They would like me in it, but that didn’t mean they would like it, especially since we were going out.

      Finally, I slipped into a pair of stilettos with pink fur on the straps that went around my ankles and feet. It matched the cat ears and tail that Jordan helped me pull on. As I looked at the finished effect, I felt my eyes widen, realizing that I felt as sexy as I looked, and that was a new experience.

      “Maya!” Jordan giggled. “They are going to flip.”

      I couldn’t help but smile as I shrugged. As if it wasn’t a big deal, as if I wasn’t thrilled at the prospect. I turned towards the vanity and grabbed the ring I had taken off while shopping, slipping it back on.

      Jordan was suddenly tugging my wrist, her eyes wide. “What is that?” she demanded. I knew she wasn’t talking about the stunning flight marking that adorned my forearm.

      “A promise?” I hedged while my cheeks turned pink.

      “Girl, that’s an engagement ring,” she insisted.

      “Maybe a little bit,” I agreed.

      She laughed and turned around so I could help her put a few more curls in her hair, the entire red mass a stunning, wavy mess. Jordan did her makeup way faster than I had done my own, and when she went back to change, I looked over the jewelry case on the counter, wondering if there was anything else sparkly I wanted to add. My eyes landed on just the thing, knowing it matched Bella almost perfectly. It was the gift that had actually given me the idea to buy her a diamond collar.

      Except this was a diamond choker, and as I slid it on, I couldn’t help but tilt my head to the side, loving how the lights flashed over it. I let out a happy sigh as I walked out into the bedroom, letting Jordan have the space to get ready. My amusement jumped, finding Patricia helping Bella into an adorable little set of red and orange wings that buckled underneath her furry stomach. Upon hearing me, she let out a fierce little meow that had me knowing that she loved her phoenix wings. It felt only right that if I was going to be a kitten, she would be a phoenix.

      “What do we think?” Jordan pulled my attention, and my mouth dropped open. Holy crap.

      “You look gorgeous!” I squeaked, looking at the adorable green dress she was wearing with fairy wings and emerald green stilettos.

      “I’m Tinkerbell.” She turned around before shifting her wings on her shoulders, the gold complementing her hair perfectly.

      “Who is that?” I asked, wondering if it was someone important.

      “We will watch the movie sometime,” Jordan promised. I felt like there were a lot of movies we needed to watch.

      “Ready?” I asked after thanking Patricia and putting Bella on my shoulder.

      “Oh yes.” Jordan smiled. “I can’t wait to see all their reactions.”

      I couldn’t either.
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      The sound of Maya’s soft laughter from the top of the staircase instantly had my entire body hardening, her happiness somehow managing to turn me on almost immediately. Because that was so extremely normal, right? Still, her rose and ash scent invaded my space and had me snapping my head up to find the gorgeous vision of my mate making her way towards me, down the steps.

      Fuck. Me.

      My gaze traveled up the delicate heels she was balancing on gracefully, the short skirt she was wearing, the light pink material swishing right under her ass only enhancing how long her legs looked covered in sheer thigh-high stockings. Holy hell, she looked like she’d walked out of a goddamn fantasy. Specifically, my own personal fantasy. I swear, I was so fucked when it came to this woman.

      I did have to give her credit—she looked like a kitten, down to the diamond choker she was wearing. Fuck, I did not want to examine why that turned me on so much, but it was clear where my head had been when I’d purchased it for her. The way she smiled at her friend as they walked down the steps, seemingly unaware of the effect she had on anyone with eyes, only made it that much harder to control myself.

      I wanted to make her all too aware of what she did to me. To all of us.

      I did think Maya was starting to catch on to the hold she had over us, though. Did I think she understood the trouble she was courting? No. But I did think she got off on teasing us and wearing outfits like this one that made my knees feel fucking weak. It was tempting to kneel in front of her and smooth my hands up her legs until I could bury myself between her thighs…

      I pulled myself from those thoughts, not trusting what I would do considering how on edge I was from everything that had happened recently.

      Although, I had come to the conclusion that after everything I’d endured on this planet, this tiny woman was going to be the one thing to absolutely destroy me. My kitten already had my heart, and I knew she would do her best to protect it, but she really had no idea how much power she wielded. It made me want to lay the world at her feet just to prove that I was worthy of her attention.

      “Fuck.” Anani let out a choked sound as Marco released a low growl from where he was standing with him, causing me to tense. I had no idea what was going on with the bastard. I mean, I did… He was obviously on edge because of the situation with Malcolm, but it was more than that. His entire disposition was almost uncontrolled, and even now, his normal reserved mannerisms seemed completely absent.

      That was dangerous for most people, but with Marco, it was absolutely lethal.

      As Anani mumbled something and drew a hand over his face, I kept Maya’s gaze as she looked down at me, offering a big smile. I seriously considered tackling her at that moment, just to keep her against and under me, so that no one outside of our flight and Croy could see her. I didn’t want anyone else to have the pleasure of looking over a single inch of her golden skin.

      I barely noticed her friend Jordan slipping past to go to Marcellus and his brothers, her mates, as I reached out to grab Maya. She did a little twirl, showing off her outfit, and causing a rumble to catch in my throat.

      “What do you think?” she asked, her eyes lit up with a teasing flash that was quickly replaced with warmth and affection that was sweet and almost innocent… Almost, because I think she knew I was fighting the very present urge to bend her over on the stairs and rail into her.

      It was going to be a losing battle if she continued to look at me like that, and before she knew it, I would have her entire body covered in my bite marks. That damn outfit just provided far too many opportunities that my cock was practically begging me to take advantage of. My dragon was begging as well, for the record, and he was convinced that she was showing so much skin because she wanted exactly that and that I was somehow in the wrong for not giving in to her…

      This was going to be a very long night.

      “You’re a kitten,” I mumbled intelligently. Clearly, the sight of her had fried my brain cells.

      She nodded and took Bella off her shoulder, presenting her to the three of us happily. I broke into a bark of laughter as the small kitten flashed a pair of phoenix wings. Alright, that was adorable—there was no denying that.

      “That’s what you call me, so I thought it was fitting,” she pointed out, her smile small but filled with a coy sweetness to it that had my cock hardening even further against my pants. “Plus, how often is it that Bella and I get to trade places like this? I couldn’t tell her no to the idea once I brought it up.”

      My mate’s gaze flitted around the room as she noticed the others staring at her from the kitchen, her smile growing. I was glad she didn’t notice Jordan’s mates, because I wasn’t positive I could deal with her eyes on anyone else but us right now. The group of them seemed preoccupied anyway, arguing about something that I frankly couldn’t care less about. It wasn’t personal, not really, it was just that my entire attention was on my mate, who was looking like a fucking cupcake right now.

      “Oh!” She looked at us curiously. “Did the boys get to the pack lands alright? I was worried about that, and I didn’t even get a chance to tell them to be safe tonight.”

      So fucking sweet.

      “Perfectly safe. Atlas personally made sure they arrived without incident,” I assured her. She seemed to relax, happy with that notion.

      “I know they aren’t really kids, at least not after everything they’ve been through…” She sighed and then frowned. “I just hate the idea of them thinking no one cares about them. No one should feel that way; it’s the most isolating and lonely feeling in the world.”

      “We will make sure they know they have us, even if they do decide to take up Alpha Creed on his offer.”

      “Offer?” She arched a brow.

      “To live on the pack lands with some of the other shifter children. They have an entire community because shifters abandon their children fairly often, so he’s made sure to have a massive house that can take in anyone in that situation.”

      “They abandon their children?” Maya looked like she was about to cry.

      “Goddamnit,” Anani growled, appearing next to me. “Why does she look like she’s about to fucking cry?”

      I pulled her forward and kissed her cheek gently as she sniffed and seemed to shake herself.

      “Sorry, I know it’s a good thing they have a place, but I just can’t understand anyone wanting to leave their children behind,” she mumbled and blinked the tears away. “Maybe this is part of the weird nesting thing. I feel way more emotional than normal.”

      “Possibly,” I agreed softly and squeezed her waist. “Don’t think too much on it. They have a safe space to be if they choose it, or if not, we can figure something out. We have even offered for them to stay here. Unfortunately, I don’t think they will take us up on that because despite Clive being young, having two alpha dragon shifters together is a horrible idea.”

      “We would try to make it work, though,” Anani assured.

      “It’s their decision, of course.” Maya sniffed and then shrugged. “We can talk about it later, I am upsetting Bella—” She broke into a soft laugh as Bella licked her cheek in a gesture that had me smiling. I knew Maya understood the situation, and the level of empathy she experienced towards others always absolutely blew me away. For someone who had the background she did, she was really in touch with her emotions, and it was actually beautiful.

      “Angel,” Atlas called out from where he was sitting with Croy and Ledger. The first looked like he was in shock, most likely over her outfit choice.

      Croy was a great guy, but it was hard to remember sometimes that he was an old bastard, and I could practically feel his wolf freaking the fuck out about her being dressed like that and in the vicinity of other males. I had a feeling that tonight was going to be interesting…for many reasons. In fact, the only one who didn’t seem fazed by her outfit was Ledger, and I knew that was absolute bullshit. That relaxed attitude was all an act, but it would be funny to see how long he could maintain it.

      Maya let Bella down, and she practically sprinted across the wood floor, sliding on her paws into Atlas’s legs in excitement. Maya leaned against me and let out a small laugh at how excited she was before frowning in concern at her collision. She relaxed the moment Atlas picked the kitten up.

      “Baby girl.” Marco’s voice was filled with tension and warning as he walked over, finally seeming to get his shit together enough to interact with our mate. His tone had her looking over with an innocent, confused expression.

      “What?” The little head tilt she offered had me nearly groaning.

      “This fucking dress,” Marco growled, motioning to it. “That is what.”

      “Do you not like it?” Her eyes went wide, actual concern filtering through them. I narrowed my eyes at Marco, whose face filled with instant guilt. Maya may have enjoyed our reactions when they were positive, but I knew she was still hyper-sensitive about negative things, and the last thing I ever wanted to do was make her feel rejected or like she was doing something wrong. Our mate looked fucking fantastic, we were just being bastards about it.

      “No, I do,” he muttered, seeming to struggle with what to say, as Anani offered me a smirk. “It’s just…very short.”

      Maya instantly brightened up. “No, Marco. I promise, it’s the perfect length.”

      I couldn’t help but smile as she turned around to offer us a view of the skirt from behind, the material brushing right against the top of her thighs. I mean, she wasn’t wrong. It covered everything and fit her perfectly. Maya was just too fucking sexy for it.

      Turning around again with a ‘see’ expression, she jolted as Anani cursed and strode away towards the kitchen. I pulled Maya close to me again and kissed her neck as she offered me a secret smile that was a bit too amused to be innocent. It probably didn’t help that Marco was currently staring down at the floor, his hands in his pockets, clearly trying to collect himself.

      “I told you,” she offered to Marco.

      The man looked up and nodded towards the kitchen. “Go into the kitchen, Maya.”

      “Why?” She blinked, looking confused.

      “Because if you don’t get away from these stairs, I am going to have you in my bedroom in the next second—”

      And she was gone. I watched as she escaped towards Croy, who was watching the entire interaction in amusement. Maya looked back at us while sitting on his lap, clearly enjoying this game, as my eyes narrowed on the way she moved her hair, highlighting the diamond collar.

      Sorry, not a collar, a choker. My bad.

      “You’re part of the problem.”

      I looked at Marco and smiled. “How?”

      He motioned, shaking his head. “You bought her that fucking necklace, and it just makes it so much worse. I don’t know if I can let her go out like that. I may end up slaughtering everyone.”

      So fucking dramatic.

      “It will be fine,” I assured him before shrugging. “Plus, I think the necklace looks hot on her.”

      “Yeah, that’s the fucking problem,” he grunted.

      “Hey, where is Henry?” I asked. Marco nodded towards upstairs.

      I hadn’t seen a lot of him today, but he’d been on the phone a fair amount of the time, and considering everything going on, I couldn’t really blame him. A lot of the planning for stuff like this—except for security, which was handled by Atlas—fell on Henry. Maya didn’t know, but the amount of preparation it took for us to safely attend events like this, especially with the increased threats recently, was extensive.

      None of that, though, changed the fact that I wanted to sock him in the goddamn jaw for how loud he’d been with Maya the other night. None of us had gotten sleep, and he damn well knew it. It was why he was walking around with a fucking smile on his face, looking like the king of the world.

      “Wait!” Maya hopped up, looking towards where Jordan and her mates were now talking outside. Marcellus looked stressed, and I couldn’t help but find it a bit amusing that the group of them seemed to be in the same situation that we found ourselves in. It didn’t matter how many times you had killed or fought…being in love was a far more dangerous situation.

      “What’s wrong?” Atlas looked concerned.

      “None of you are dressed up yet,” Maya explained, looking both concerned and upset.

      Shit. I looked at Marco, who looked suddenly unsure on how to handle this, and I didn’t fucking blame him. We never did shit like this. Hell, the only reason we were celebrating Halloween was because of her. Why had none of us considered the fact that she would want us to dress up with her?

      The back door opened back up as Jordan walked in and grabbed a bag off the kitchen counter, ignoring the frustration her mates seemed to still be expressing outside.

      “Don’t worry!” She had clearly heard the conversation and dumped the bag on the kitchen counter, spilling out an assortment of things that had my eyes widening. “I totally thought ahead, especially because the group of them didn’t even know people dressed up for Halloween. Ridiculous.”

      Marcellus and his brothers walked in, and I smirked. Yeah, right. They fucking knew people dressed up. My bet? They didn’t want their mate dressing up. Honestly, it wasn’t a bad move, and now I was wondering if we should have acted dumb about the holiday to Maya. Although watching her smile grow as she looked through the items scattered on the counter, I realized how much I loved seeing her this excited and happy.

      Fuck it. I didn’t even care that we were about to be dressed up in something ridiculous. Honestly, we probably deserved this for being so insane over her costume choice.

      “Oh, these are so cute!” Maya turned towards all of us, enthusiastically holding up a pair of cat ears that were fuzzy and pink. “You guys are going to be kittens just like me!”

      Fuck me.
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      Lesson learned—I didn’t look half bad in pink fuzzy cat ears. In fact, my own mate told me that they were ‘purrfect’ on me, before breaking into giggles at her pun. After hearing that sound, I probably would have dressed up in just about anything if she asked. It helped that she was sitting sideways on my lap, adjusting the ears while she had me hold up a mirror so I could see what they looked like.

      I put down the mirror, finding Henry glaring at me from where he sat on the leather bench of the dark SUV stretch limo across from me, looking pissed. Something that was made only funnier by the ears he was currently wearing. Honestly, his reaction to Maya’s outfit had been as amusing as I’d expected, made only better by the fact that he hadn’t seen it until we were leaving the house.

      Then Marco had to literally ordered him to ‘get into the fucking car’ so that he would stop trying to take our mate upstairs to either get her to change or cover up. He had finally convinced her to put on his suit jacket, but it had just made her look hotter, like she had nothing on besides that and heels. It didn’t matter, though, because the jacket was now back on Henry’s lap as Maya moved around the limo, everyone pretending to not be staring at her as we made our way downtown.

      Honestly, I fucking loved that she was going mate to mate to help us with the ears because it meant that I got to watch her sweet ass bend over a bunch, revealing the pink lace boyshorts she had on under her skirt. I was pretty sure I was the only one finding it funny, because everyone else looked like they were about to lose their minds. I was just glad that Marcellus and all of them had taken a secondary car, because we didn’t need any possessiveness thrown into this situation right now.

      Plus, I liked to be able to lock Maya onto my lap and run my hands along her thighs without having to worry about anyone outside of our flight seeing it. There was a partition between us and the driver, so it was literally just the group of us, and that was why I didn’t feel bad about not letting Maya get out of my lap when she finished my ears. After all, there had been a reason I’d waited to go last.

      Tugging on her waist, I pulled her towards me so her legs came down on either side of my hips in a straddle, her eyes going wide in surprise at the sudden move. When she relaxed into me, I let my fingers slide further up her thighs to rest on her ass, her eyes following my hands. Her cheeks flushed as she nibbled her lip but wiggled against my cock, her eyes flaring with heat at just how hard I was underneath her.

      “Sai,” Anani bit out, drawing my attention.

      “I’m not doing anything!” I insisted, resting my head against Maya’s cleavage. She strung her hands through my hair in a soothing motion.

      “He’s not,” Maya insisted, rocking against my cock, contrasting her words as my dragon let out a sound from my throat. I turned my head slightly, my lips brushing over her breasts, which were pushed up, the slight contact with the scar from my bite causing her to jolt as surprise coated her features. I groaned as I smelled her desire saturating the air.

      “Sai.” Her voice was a bit breathy, the music changing over the speakers to a beat that was slightly louder as one of the guys started talking. Instead of joining the conversation, I moved one hand to her leg so that my thumb rested on the inside of her thigh, her pupils expanding at the tight grip of my other hand on her perfect ass.

      “Stay quiet, kitten.” I brushed my lips against my mark again as a small moan came from her throat. “We don’t want the others hearing.”

      I honestly couldn’t give a fuck if they did, but I could tell the idea had her growing wetter.

      “What are you doing?” she whimpered as my thumb edged closer, brushing over her wet lace panties. I nearly groaned at the scent of her wrapping around me. Holy hell, the woman was like fucking kryptonite.

      “Just petting this pretty pussy, nothing else,” I promised her as I circled her clit with my thumb, keeping the pressure light and teasing. I had a feeling Maya’s body was pretty keyed up, and with the way her face was flushing, I also knew that it wouldn’t take long for her to come. I wanted her to go into this night feeling absolutely fucking amazing, and I knew exactly how to do that.

      My gaze met hers as I continued to circle the nerve ending, and her fingers dug into my shoulder like little claws before she emitted a small whining noise that had Henry looking over in my peripheral. I wish I could say that I gave a shit. I didn’t though. I was way too fucking focused on meeting her lips in a teasing kiss that she tried to deepen. When I quickened my pace, she let out a moan against my lips, and I felt her entire body lock up.

      Her climax rushed over her body and caused her to jolt, her magic sparking in a hot flash…before she completely relaxed against me with a satisfied and content sigh.

      I smirked, looking up to find Henry narrowing his eyes at me, and I offered him a bright smile in return. What? We were supposed to make our mate feel good! No one could blame me, even if I was being an antagonistic asshole.

      Maya curled into me, and I pulled my finger away from her panties. Her wetness had soaked through, and I popped it in my mouth. Fucking hell. I nearly moaned at the taste of her.

      “Sai,” Marco warned as I smirked, absolutely thrilled that they were pissy. It wasn’t my fault they hadn’t thought about putting Maya in their own laps.

      Unfortunately, before we knew it, we were pulling up to the massive club that was hosting the party. My jaw clenched, realizing that the absurd amount of media here meant that someone had notified them we would be coming. It was a goddamn circus.

      Maya tensed, looking suddenly nervous, and I kissed her shoulder in what I hoped was a comforting gesture.

      “Atlas, keep Bella in your coat? I am worried the camera flashes will hurt her eyes.”

      Good call, kitten.

      “We can try to go in a back way,” Marco pointed out.

      Her gaze moved to the limo ahead, containing Jordan and her mates, which had rounded the bend. She shook her head and put on a brave face, making me appreciate—not for the first time—how brave our little mate was.

      I helped her out of the limo when we came to a stop, and the cameras immediately began flashing as we walked down the small black carpet, Maya in the space between myself and Marco, all of us forced into a single-file line. It was such bullshit.

      When some asshole reached out to touch Maya, I caught his hand easily, and his cry was lost in the crowd as I snapped his wrist and quickly let go, urging Maya forward as if nothing had happened. I had no doubt she had seen it, but she didn’t seem upset in the least. Ledger chuckled behind me, making me know he’d seen the interaction.

      As we finally stepped inside, he offered me a look. “You good, man?”

      “Oh, absolutely.” I smirked and then went serious. “I want this to be an amazing night for Maya.”

      Even if I had to snap a few wrists to make it happen.
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      “This is so cool!” I admitted, shouting over the music blasting through the speakers as Jordan nodded eagerly next to me. We were currently perched on a balcony overlooking the massive spread of the club, where hundreds of bodies moved together in one joint effort. In contrast, the private suite beyond the glass doors behind us was far more comfortable and intimate. This balcony allowed me to experience both, and I knew my mates had done that on purpose.

      Of course, I’d been nervous about the media, especially seeing how many had been there at our arrival, but once we had taken a back staircase up to this room, the entire night had turned into a dream.

      Unlike the chaos below, which I loved watching, the private suite was all black leather and velvet, set up in a way that allowed for everything anyone could want. There was a massive television that a series of couches faced. There were chairs facing the balcony, and even a separate connected room that consisted of a buffet table, an entrance to a private bathroom suite, and a door that I had a feeling led to a kitchen since food kept being brought out from there. It had dim, comfortable lighting, and the music and fog from below drifted up, allowing us to feel part of the experience without feeling overwhelmed.

      My eyes ran over the black gothic interior of the club, wondering if it was always like this or if this had been done specifically for this holiday. Either way, it totally worked, and while the music wasn’t from a band I’d heard before, I found myself moving to the beat as the railing I hung onto vibrated from how loud it was below. Live music—how exciting. I could see Anani and Ledger watching the performance a few feet away, and I wondered if they ever missed being on stage like that. I would have asked them if I wasn’t so enamored with watching the rest of the club.

      I thought I heard my name called, and when I turned back to look into the private suite, I found Henry staring at me while talking to Marco. I flashed a smile before looking back at Jordan, her eyes hyper-focused on the crowd as if looking for someone as well.

      “What are you looking for?” I asked. I mean, I didn’t think we knew anyone here, and Jordan’s mates were all spread out throughout our suite, talking to my own and having a beer. Her mates seemed a bit stressed out, but Jordan didn’t seem overly concerned. In fact, something about it seemed a bit amusing to her, and I had to wonder if it was because of her outfit. Something I wouldn’t have normally assumed if I didn’t notice her mates randomly narrowing their eyes at the dress as if it was upsetting them. Honestly, it was a bit funny.

      “Anyone we know.” Jordan shrugged and then flashed me a smile. “There probably isn’t anyone, but in such a big crowd it’s fun to pick out people.”

      I nodded and then asked, “What do most people do on Halloween?”

      She shook her head, smiling. “The kids at school are holding some ridiculous party. Not nearly as cool as this, trust me.” Jordan offered me a ‘cheers’ motion with the glass of bubbly we each had. I wasn’t super interested in drinking tonight, especially not more than a few sips, but I loved the sound of the glasses tapping together, so I met hers, finding it so cute that someone had decided that it was a fun way to signify celebrating. Mind you, I had been very confused when she first explained it to me, but now I completely understood.

      “What are the ones at school like?” I asked curiously.

      “Drunk kids from our class all slobbering over each other and trying to get laid.” She winced. “Not very fun, especially when you aren’t into any of the people there.”

      “That is gross,” I muttered and then tilted my head. “Did you go to a lot of parties?”

      “After my mom died.” She nodded and then smirked. “And that was how I found out that everyone is just trying to— Cupcakes!” she suddenly declared, her eyes darting over my shoulder before offering me a tense smile that had me super confused. “We need cupcakes.”

      Following her gaze, I turned around and jumped, moving out of the way when I found one of her mates standing there staring at her. It wasn’t Marcellus. No, this guy was bigger and scarier…and way quieter. He just stared at Jordan as she put her chin up and stared back. The tension between them was pretty darn noticeable, and I wished I had paid better attention when she introduced all of them, because right now his name was pretty much just ‘Scary and Intimidating’ in my head. Jordan didn’t seem fazed at all, though.

      Then again, my friend was pretty tough, so that didn’t surprise me.

      “Cupcakes?” I hedged, trying to help.

      “We need some,” she agreed.

      “Who?” His voice was clipped and dark.

      “Who has cupcakes?” Jordan blinked. “Well, that is a good question—”

      “Who tried that at the parties?” he demanded. His voice really sounded like he didn’t talk very often.

      Jordan scowled. “Nope, not telling you anything. That’s how someone ended up dead.”

      “Someone ended up dead?” I asked, my eyes widening.

      “Sort of dead,” Jordan amended.

      “How can someone be ‘sort of’ dead?” Ledger asked, appearing behind me and making me smile up at him.

      “I snapped his neck and he came back to life,” the man stated, keeping his eyes on Jordan.

      “These are humans, so I am not telling you.” She crossed her arms.

      Suddenly, Jordan was up and over the man’s shoulder as they disappeared out the suite door to the hallway. Well then. I looked up at Ledger, who smirked at me, obviously finding the interaction funny.

      “I sort of want cupcakes now,” I admitted and went up on my toes, adjusting his ears. “I absolutely love these on you.” So much so that I’d taken pictures on Marco’s phone when we first got in here so that I would be able to print them out. I mean, I couldn’t let an opportunity like this go to waste, and now I also had an adorable one of Jordan and me. Jordan had sent me some of the photos from the people outside that had been posted to social media, and while they were nice, I much preferred my own.

      I knew Atlas was stressed that the photos exposed where we were for the night, even if there was a security team outside in the hallway. I tried to put that to the back of my mind, not wanting to work myself up to not having a good time. I was safe with my mates, so I wouldn’t overthink it.

      “Come here.” Ledger intertwined our fingers and led me into the suite and towards the buffet room, my eyes focusing on the door that I was almost positive contained a kitchen. I was curious as we walked towards it, and when I immediately smelled sugar, I almost melted.

      “They haven’t served these yet.” He winked as we walked into the small space, a door on the other end as well, leading to probably either another room or a hallway. It didn’t matter to me, because on one side of the counters was an entire display of desserts. I went to grab a cupcake, but Ledger intercepted and lifted me up onto the counter before stepping between my legs.

      “Open,” he demanded after grabbing a cupcake from the tray behind him. When he lifted it to my mouth, instead of giving me the cupcake, he swiped the frosting and brought it against my lips. I nearly scowled at that because I really wanted the cupcake…but instead leaned forward and licked his finger, causing a growl to rattle out from his chest. He stepped further into me as I felt how hard he was against my center, the counters a perfect height for us to fit against one another. Honestly, I was glad we were alone, because the whine that broke from my throat was far from okay for normal company.

      “I want more,” I pouted. His eyes lit up and he ran his other fingers along my waist, tightening as he seemed to consider something. Ledger was normally so relaxed, but I could feel something building between the two of us, and it was causing my heart to beat faster as my toes curled.

      “Fine. Each taste you get is one I do as well.” Ledger’s eyes flashed with his dragon as the heat in his words caused me to nearly melt.

      “Of cupcakes?” I had a feeling it wasn’t a cupcake.

      He shook his head, fingering the clasps that lined the front of my top. “Of you, firefly.”

      “Okay,” I agreed, feeling breathless as he leaned in to kiss me and popped the first few hooks of the corset open, the material parting way from the top and giving him access to my skin.

      As Ledger placed another swipe of frosting on my lips, I closed my eyes and licked it off, loving the explosion of sugar. My eyes flew open as I felt his thumb brush over my nipple, smearing frosting there as he further peeled down the top of the shirt. I felt wet heat grow between my legs as he bent down, his large arms on either side of my frame, and ran his tongue around the hardened peak, causing a whimper to escape my lips.

      “Ledger,” I moaned as he took another swipe from the cupcake, and this time I eagerly sucked it off his finger, his other hand pulling down the other side of my top. When he did the same move, leaving my breasts open to the air while licking frosting off me, I tried to pull him closer by tightening my legs around him. He met my lips in a deep, intense kiss, and I was so focused on it that I let out a gasp of surprise when my center was suddenly met with cool air that had my clit throbbing in need even more.

      He suddenly tugged me to the edge of the counter, pulling my panties down my legs before meeting my gaze and tucking them in his pocket, his eyes heating at my surprise. Was he going to keep them? I mean, when we were done… My head fell back as he blew lightly on my clit, causing my body to jolt, the pleasure I was looking for right within reach.

      I needed his mouth on me. Now.

      “Look at me, Maya. Watch me eat this little pussy.” Ledger’s voice was hard and demanding, causing me to look down at him. He pulled my skirt to the side and leaned closer as if he was scenting my desire. My legs were practically trembling as he tasted me, taking a lick of my wet heat, his chest breaking with a dangerous sound that had the hair on my body standing upright.

      My breathing was uneven, and I tried to muffle a cry of pleasure as he teased my clit with his tongue, causing me to nearly jolt off the counter. He chuckled against me before diving in completely, causing me to give in to the moment, no longer trying to be quiet as my hands dove into his thick hair. I wasn’t even ashamed to admit that I was rocking against his mouth, my climax getting so close as he pressed his tongue inside of me. Eventually, the teasing became too much, and I let out a whine of need that he seemed to understand, because he sucked on my clit again and I blasted off. Pleasure hit me like a tidal wave all at once, and the room turned hazy as a hot, melting sensation invaded every single point in my body.

      I should have been satisfied, but instead I just wanted him more.

      When he stood suddenly, I met him in a heated, wild kiss. I locked my arms around him and he stepped into me, his energy chaotic and dangerous. This wasn’t normal Ledger; this was a different version of the man that I absolutely loved. My fingers found their way to his belt in impatient movements, trying to tug it off. He didn’t stop me as I stroked his hard cock, my hand wrapping partly around his length. My thumb brushed over the piercing at the tip and caused him to let out a guttural noise as his grip turned bruising on me.

      “Don’t tease me, firefly.” His voice was rough.

      “What if I like teasing you?” I asked, feeling almost high off the energy between us.

      Ledger’s answer was him lifting me off the counter, sliding me down his body before turning me, flattening me against the surface of the counter as he pushed up my skirt and bent towards my ear. “Then you’re going to learn exactly what your teasing gets you.”

      Oh, I loved the idea of that.

      I arched back against him as his hard cock pressed against my bare center, and my knees nearly broke at the way his lips trailed the back of my neck, his teasing touches in contrast to the fire and intensity my body wanted. He was driving me crazy, and it was absolutely on purpose.

      When his hand slid over my butt and squeezed hard, he said, “Are you still sore, Maya?”

      “Not enough to stop,” I breathed out. “I want this, Ledger. I want you.”

      “And just how hard do you want me, Maya? Because I’m not sure I can hold back, even with the chance that someone could walk in on us.” His finger slipped inside of me as I pressed back into him, seeking relief as I gripped the counter harder. The idea of one of my other mates coming in here while Ledger was inside of me only turned me on more, and a noise escaped my throat because I couldn’t seem to form words to express my frustration.

      “I asked you a question.” Ledger’s voice was steeped in dominance.

      “As hard as you want,” I admitted.

      “Fuck, I love you—” was the last thing I heard before everything turned into an explosion of bliss, Ledger’s hard cock filling me in one push and his teeth biting down right in the same place he’d marked me. Instead of feeling even a tinge of soreness, everything went hazy, and like my body had been expecting it, I climaxed, squeezing around him. Pure ecstasy filled every rational space in my head, my center growing wetter as he began to pound into me at a steady, deep pace causing me to give in to my natural instinct to push further back against him.

      I felt more animal than human at that moment, his dragon’s energy surrounding us and branding me. When he released my neck and ran his tongue along the mark, I nearly came again.

      “Maker, you are so fucking hot, Maya.” He let out a low rumble. “All I have been thinking about since seeing you walk down the stairs in this costume was how easy it would be to flip this fucking little skirt up and rail into you until you fall over in these damn heels.”

      “You—Ledger!” I cried out his name as his hand came across my butt in a swat that sent pleasure right to my clit, his pace so hot and rough that it was both amazing and unexpected. This version of Ledger was much more like the man that had bitten me in the Dreki realm.

      “I what?” He strung his fingers through my hair, gripping the back of my head as I felt my body give in completely to the dominance he was asserting. I wanted that. I wanted him in charge.

      “You’re on your way to doing that,” I moaned out while arching my back more and using my heels to bounce back, allowing him to go deeper and deeper. I could feel him everywhere, and my entire body was trembling as I wondered how I was going to manage to stay upright when I did come again. I didn’t give it much thought, just opened my thighs more so he could go deeper.

      “You are just made to fuck,” Ledger grunted. “Look at you, spreading those legs more, trying to take as much of me as possible. You are such a fucking good girl.”

      Ledger’s words were practically obliterating me. I could have never expected them, and hearing him call me a good girl was almost more than I could take. The praise mixed with the dirty treatment he was putting my body through made me want to give him more. Give him everything. I wanted to make him happy and show him how good I could be.

      “This pussy is fucking perfect,” he growled, almost sounding angry about it. “But I think you know that, firefly. I think you know exactly how special this little cunt is, which is why you flaunt it every single fucking chance you get.”

      “Ledger,” I whimpered, knowing he was right, even if I hadn’t realized it fully.

      “Say it,” he growled, nipping the shell of my ear. “Admit that you do it on purpose, Maya. That you’re a cocktease. I want to hear you fucking say it.”

      “I am,” I moaned as he held himself buried inside of me, the sensation overwhelming and causing everything to heat.

      “You’re what?” he demanded.

      “A cocktease,” I whispered, the word sounding dirty on my lips.

      “Good girl.” Ledger wrapped a hand around my throat as he started to move in and out of me again. “But you’re not just a tease, are you? No, because you spread your pretty little thighs for us, just for your mates. Only for your mates.”

      His words were causing me to feel alive, as if he was saying stuff that shouldn’t ever be said…and I loved it. “I’m going to come—”

      “Do not come yet,” Ledger demanded. “Not until I say so.”

      “Please?” I begged. “Please, Ledger?”

      “No.” His chuckle was strained. “You deserve to wait, firefly. Just how I had to wait to get you alone after I watched you walk around in this damn outfit all night. Did you think you wouldn’t get fucked? Or did you want to get fucked so bad that you made sure to dress like this?”

      “Yes!” I cried out, knowing he would demand an answer and not wanting him to stop his fast, hard pace. My words seemed to thrill him because he began to go so hard, I worried my knees would give out. My climax was suddenly on me, rolling over me and causing me to scream out his name.

      He roared my name against my neck as he buried himself inside of me and held himself there, the feel of his release inside of me causing little pulsing aftershocks from my orgasm to roll over me. I closed my eyes as he kissed my shoulder, and both of us tried to calm our breathing.

      Holy crap.

      “I should punish you for making me come so fast,” he groaned. “But fuck was it worth it.”

      I let out a happy hum of contentment as I wiggled my ass against him, and he cursed. Pulling out of me, buckling his pants and bending down, I was confused about what he was doing before he began sliding my panties up my legs, pressing them against my center, the feel of his cum between my legs making me shake.

      “Ledger,” I breathed out as he looked up at me. “I love you.”

      Something dark flashed in his gaze as he stood and met my lips hard, his hand wrapping around my throat as he devoured my lips, leaving me breathless. Except it may have been a bit too breathless, because when he pulled away, I grasped onto him, my knees breaking as my breathing went ragged.

      My abdomen suddenly clenched as the aftershocks of pleasure from my body turned almost painful and a distressed sound came from my throat. My body felt like it was on fire, and flames licked at my skin as sweat formed on the back of my neck. My vision began to swim as I felt myself being lowered to the ground, Ledger’s voice a hum I couldn’t concentrate on as I stared at his lips, my ears ringing. What was he saying? Better yet, what was happening?

      Did this have to do with going into heat? Hadn’t the doctor said something about that? That my magic would get overwhelmed? Was that what this was? I mean, between Henry, Ledger, and Sai… My throat turned dry as my body went limp in Ledger’s arms, the entire space wavering in and out.

      “Marco? Can you get him?” I asked in a soft beg.

      “I need to stand you up,” he demanded, the ringing in my ears increasing. “They aren’t answering when I call out to them. There is something going on outside—”

      Something shook the space around us as screams sounded, and Ledger had me up in his arms and pulled against him. Another crash sounded from the outside room as Ledger looked around before moving towards the other door. When he opened it, I realized we were in a smaller private suite that was currently empty except for a couch. He put me down and seared his lips to mine.

      “Stay right here. Do not move, Maya,” he demanded, his voice taking that tone again. I nodded, my eyes growing heavy.

      “Make sure they are okay,” I begged softly, but I’m not positive if my words actually came out right.

      I felt time go in and out at irregular intervals as I laid there, and all too soon, I felt a presence in the room, my mates’ panic urging me to sit up. Something was going on in the other space, and I needed to get there. My body wouldn’t work with me, but I had to…I had to get to them.

      Suddenly, I was pulled from my thoughts as a familiar scent that had bile rising in my throat filled the dark space around me.

      Why couldn’t I see anything?

      “Time to go,” a rough voice said as two arms yanked me against a large chest. I tried to struggle and scream but it came out weak, my hands colliding with the chest as I pushed against it.

      “Shut the fuck up,” the man growled.

      Oh no. I would recognize that voice anywhere—Lorn.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
            11

          

          

      

    

    

OceanofPDF.com







            Maya

          

        

      

    

    
      I went in and out of consciousness for a few seconds, panic and fear saturating every bone in my body at the realization that the person carrying me was Lorn. This was so bad. So, so bad. My eyes were heavy, but I finally managed to open them, looking up into his determined expression as he kicked open a door and bright lights caused me to squint and curl in on myself.

      Except that brought me far closer to Lorn, and I hated that.

      I tried to move more, struggle more, but it was like my entire body had shut down. I couldn’t see more than a few inches in front of me, and any pleasure that had existed before was now ice cold. I could practically feel my muscles giving in, and my entire frame was shaky as I tried to call out, tried to scream, my voice producing nothing but a little whimper. His grip turned bruising as voices that sounded a lot like my mates’ yelled in the distance.

      “Lorn?” My voice was choked, my mouth barely forming his name.

      He snapped his head down to look at me, his eyes filled with a terrifying, manic light. “Do you know how fucking hard it was to get you alone?” he demanded. “I have been trying to get to you since I got out of that damn cage, only to find out you fucking disappeared for almost a month. I had to go into hiding because of you. I can’t see my family, my own fucking pack. All because of you, and Marco’s fucking obsession with you.”

      “How did you find me?” I managed to articulate, my lips feeling almost numb.

      “That doesn’t fucking matter,” he growled. “Let’s just say I found people who align with my belief.”

      “And what’s your belief?” I could feel my body slowly coming to as my magic started to snap back into place, piece by piece, slowly but surely, like bones popping back into position. Still, this was so much worse than ever before. I would have felt terrified if I wasn’t far more horrified at the notion of being in Lorn’s presence.

      “That you need to be taken care of,” he sneered. “You’ve been a fucking problem since day one. If they want you that bad, then there has to be something special about you—”

      “Who are ‘they’?” I tried to struggle, my limbs unlocking, as he continued walking fast, the noise fading in the distance. Panic began to bubble up in my throat as everything in my power begged me to get back to my mates somehow.

      “Stop asking fucking questions,” he snarled.

      “No,” I snapped, his eyes narrowing on me.

      “Fine. Then we are going to find out, right the fuck now.” He threw his shoulder into a door to the side, my head slamming against it, the surface giving into a dark space. “I am going to see exactly what’s so special about you, and then when you are tied to me, Marco and I will be on a level playing field. I will be fucking his mate, and you will be on your knees crawling to me.”

      I tried to scream as everything began to sharpen, pain soaring through me as I was tossed onto a hard cement floor. I began to scramble away, only for his hand to come around my throat, pinning me to the ground as his massive body came over my own, tears leaking from my eyes.

      I couldn’t see anything but the outline of his body from the light filtering in from the hallway outside. I tried to scream again, but it broke as bile came up my throat at feeling his body against mine. I began to choke on my own spit as I clawed at his hand, the smell of blood filling the space. I tried to not phase out…tried to remain strong.

      My phoenix let out a cry from my throat that had Lorn letting out a ferocious sound that was more bear than man. Another cry escaped my lips despite his hardening grip, everything turning hazy around me as I felt my oxygen supply become nearly nonexistent.

      I knew the sound would warn my mates. They would come and save me. I just had to keep struggling. Keep fighting. I couldn’t give up…it would just be a few moments longer.

      Lorn’s hands began to push up my skirt, and when they tugged on my underwear, fear permeated through everything and I started to truly thrash around, refusing to let this happen. The numbness was gone, and I felt like myself…but more. So much more. There was something volatile in the space, something unlike my normal magic. It almost made me feel lit up, like I was plugged into an energy source and getting constant pulses of power.

      My phoenix began to absolutely flip out.

      This wasn’t one of our mates. He wasn’t supposed to be touching us like this… The moment his hands touched my bare abdomen, the world burned.

      Flames erupted throughout the room and across my skin, a scream of agony filling the space as the scent of burning flesh had me closing my eyes. The blazing inferno of my magic lit everything up, and the excess magic inside of me almost leveled the entire space. The screaming stopped, and my magic whiplashed back into me as I fell back onto the cement floor, the pain of my head hitting nothing compared to everything else. Compared to the feel of the ashes covering my entire body. A tremble worked its way through my frame as I curled onto my side, tears sliding down my face as sobs began to wrack my body.

      “Maya!”

      My phoenix let out a soft cry at the sound of my name roared in the distance. A second later, a massive frame appeared in the doorway that had me flinching. A sob left my throat as I realized it was Atlas who knelt down in front of me, lifting my body against his.

      He didn’t care about the ashes…didn’t care that the ashes were…

      Bile rose in my throat.

      “Angel,” Atlas’s voice filled the space around me as I tried to only focus on him.

      It didn’t work.

      “Lorn was here— this”—I felt my breathing spike as I looked at the ashes—“these are him—the ashes are him.”

      Atlas’s eyes widened with fury, and not at me. “You mean…”

      My mate knew exactly what I’d meant.

      “I killed Lorn.”
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      “It was all a fucking distraction,” I stated in a low hiss, knowing that the others had by now came to the same conclusion.

      It was all a distraction. The explosion down below. The attack on our security, seemingly by random partygoers. It was all a distraction, coordinated so that Lorn could get to her. My angel. It had all happened so fast. She’d been taken again…

      I was about a second away from absolutely detonating. That was the only word for it.

      Maya’s ash-covered face was tucked against my neck, her fragile body essentially hiding in the shadow of my own, her hands gripping my shirt with white-knuckled strength. I didn’t care that the ashes on her were Lorn’s cremated flesh. It didn’t stop me from holding her even tighter, assuring myself that she was in my arms as we exited the building through a back entrance.

      My angel’s limbs were cold. The tiny outfit she’d been in had been burnt off completely, and she was now wrapped in a blanket I’d found, the frosty autumn air of Seattle battling against it.

      I would have taken the time to wrap her up in a jacket or find clothes, but I didn’t think it was a good time to stop. Not only because I had no doubt the media would catch up, especially considering the targeted explosion that had rocked the space outside our suite, but because we needed distance between us and the fucking murder scene that Marcellus and his brothers were taking care of for us.

      We would owe them for that in the future.

      For now, we needed to get the fuck out of here. I could feel rage and fury boiling under my skin, and I knew that if Lorn hadn’t already been killed, I would have gladly done the job. Not right away, though. No, I would have taken pleasure in killing him, and I found myself envious that I wouldn’t be able to do that. I wouldn’t be able to feel his throat crushed under my hand—

      My dragon let a deep rumble escape that made Maya produce a small, concerning sound.

      “Atlas.” Marco’s voice was a hard, snapped tone that pulled me away from that particular line of thought. I needed to get us out of here so I could focus on Maya and make sure she was okay. I mean, obviously she fucking wasn’t, but I needed to find a way to fix that.

      I would fix this for my angel. I didn’t know how, but I would do whatever I fucking could to figure out a way to fix this.

      We went down the last outdoor flight of stairs and got into the car that had been pulled out back in the alley, all of us in a state of silence that was anything but calm. No one wanted to scare Maya more right now, because it was clear what a delicate place she was in. We were afraid to say anything because what would come out would absolutely be fury, so no one said anything at all.

      I hissed out a small breath as a whimpering cry came from Maya’s mouth, her tears tracking down my neck. I wanted vengeance for my mate, and I feared I would never get it. I feared I would never be able to prove to her that the world would be safe again, that she didn’t need to live in constant fear.

      Eventually, after ten minutes or so of driving, Maya’s soft snoring filled the space. Marco, who sat across from me, continued to stare at her as I wondered what headspace he was in. Usually I could tell, but not right now.

      No, right now, all his emotions were masked and shut down. It was nothing like his normal reactions to things with Maya, and I couldn’t lie, I both was eager to know what he wanted to do about this situation and concerned about how far he would take it.

      Marco was normally level-headed…until he wasn’t.

      Henry sat next to him, his hands on the leather of the seat, white-knuckled as he tried to control his temper. I could practically feel the bloodlust radiating off of him, and it concerned me how that would affect Maya when she woke up. Henry didn’t need to say anything to get how he felt across, and I knew my angel well enough to know that she would blame herself for his distress.

      Anani, who sat next to me on my right, held Maya’s hand as he stared at his twin in concern. I didn’t blame him. I think out of everyone’s reactions, Ledger’s concerned me the most.

      You didn’t have to be a genius to realize that Ledger was blaming himself for the situation Maya was in because he had tried to place her in a safe place while he checked out a potential threat, which instead resulted in her being left alone for Lorn’s taking. While apparently vulnerable, at that. Although, would I have done any different? Probably not, especially considering the explosions and chaos that had been occurring in the other room.

      If it had just been guilt we were dealing with, I knew that could be solved…but this was something worse than that. This was a darkness covering his entire expression as he leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, and stared at the ground. I don’t think he’d looked at Maya yet. In fact, I don’t think he’d looked at anyone yet. The only other time I had ever seen Ledger this upset was after the restraining order hearings that we’d gotten against the twins’ father back in the Dreki realm.

      Hopefully he would feel better once my angel opened her eyes, but until then, I had a feeling that any attempt to convince him of his innocence would be lost.

      Maya let out a small whimper in her sleep and clutched onto me further, and Sai made a concerned noise as he continued to try to brush out excess ash from her hair. I found myself looking down at her neck, which was covered in a quickly-forming bruise, and I had a feeling it wouldn’t be the only one on her body.

      I looked up to see Marco staring at Maya’s face with a tortured expression before it blanked again. He met my gaze, seemingly unresponsive to the image of Maya passed out in my arms.

      Obviously, that was far from the case, but I think his natural instincts were to keep it together for the sake of the flight. Croy shifted next to him, looking distressed at Maya’s state, but also as if he was considering something, his head tilting as he seemed to grapple with whether or not to voice it.

      Honestly, probably wouldn’t be the best move right now… Though apparently he didn’t agree.

      “What exactly did you see when you found her?”

      His question was simple, but I knew what I said meant a lot to whatever he was considering, so I tried to describe it as accurately as possible.

      “She was curled up, sobbing, in a pile of ashes. The room smelled like fire, and Lorn’s scent was there, but nothing else. She was just alone. I could feel her phoenix freaking out, and then when I tried to get her to focus on me, she said Lorn had been there and that she’d killed him.”

      “The ashes on her are Lorn’s.” Marco’s voice was almost robotic. “She incinerated Lorn?”

      “Good,” Croy spit out, his jaw clenching as he struggled with his wolf, who clearly was trying to break to the surface.

      “We need to get the security camera footage from that hallway,” I said quietly. “We need to know how the hell this happened, who he was working with, and anything fucking else. I don’t believe he pulled this off alone, but it also doesn’t seem like Malcolm’s M.O.”

      Ledger’s voice practically caused me to jolt. “How long?”

      “How long what?” Anani clarified.

      “How long did he have her in that fucking room?”

      I knew exactly what he was asking. I blinked away the feeling associated with that concept and what I would do if I found out he’d hurt my angel like that. I exhaled slowly before trying to figure out what to tell Ledger to appease his fears…because the truth was, I didn’t know.

      We hadn’t been there for her. We hadn’t kept her safe. We’d failed Maya.

      “It can’t have been long. I heard her phoenix call out to us and immediately went to find her. That was only a few minutes after the first explosion.”

      “Should we take her to the hospital?” Sai asked quietly, his voice almost shaky.

      Henry looked up, his eyes black as he seemed to resist the urge of what he wanted to say in exchange for, “I will call in someone to come see her. I could handle most of it…” He swallowed and shook his head. “I don’t know if I will be able to focus like I should. We need someone more level-headed than I am right now.”

      At least he recognized that.

      “Let’s just get home.”

      The drive was long, but when we reached our property, we went through the main gate and pulled up to the house. Luckily for us, it seemed the new security precautions we’d put in place with teams surrounding the perimeter were working. It helped, of course, that most of the reporters from the big stations were probably still downtown, assuming we hadn’t left the club.

      I shook my head, knowing that this weird fixation humans and supernatural creatures alike had on Maya could only result in the worst situation. Not that I blamed them—she was perfect. That wouldn’t stop me from killing them though.

      As I lifted her out of the car and walked into the house, I made my way immediately upstairs. I brought her into the bathroom and turned on the shower with one hand before bringing her towards the counter and sitting her on top of it. I pulled back, and she opened her nearly black eyes, staring at me with this emotionless expression that scared the hell out of me. I moved slowly to unwrap her from the blanket before carrying her over to the now steaming shower, sitting her on the bench inside. Almost immediately, she pulled her legs up to her chest and let the water rinse over every inch of her skin.

      “Atlas,” she whispered after a few minutes.

      “Yeah, angel?”

      She swallowed. “I killed him.”

      “He deserved it.”

      She turned her head, resting her cheek on her knee before saying, “I know.”

      That surprised me. I agreed, but it surprised me that she said it.

      Then she surprised me even more. “Join me?”

      “Are you sure? I don’t know…I don’t want to scare you or move too fast. I can stay outside the shower, angel. I just want to take care of you.“

      “I want your hands on me,” she murmured. “Please?”

      “Of course.” I pulled off my shirt and then my pants, leaving on my boxers, before stepping into the shower with her. She plastered herself against me as I pulled us further under the multiple shower jets and began to rinse the ashes off every inch of her.

      Rinse Lorn off her.

      Literally and figuratively, I washed away every trace of him, my lips trailing over her skin in a soft and what I hoped to be soothing manor. Considering her eyes were closed and she seemed almost sleepy, I had a feeling it was working. It wasn’t until she was completely cleaned up and back against my chest that I asked the question I’d been avoiding.

      “Angel.” I brushed my fingers over the bruises at her neck, hating the ones I’d seen on her ribs, back, and legs as well. “We are going to have a doctor come to the house. Is that okay? Would you rather go to the hospital? I’m not sure…” I hesitated. “I just want to make sure that we do anything we can to make you feel better.”

      “It’s just bruising,” she whispered. “I think I’m fine.”

      “I meant for anything else that could have happened as well,” I hedged quietly.

      Maya frowned. “He bruised me, and seconds before you came in, he pinned me onto the ground. He tried”—her voice got choked up—“he tried to pull down my—”

      “You don’t have to say anything else,” I promised her softly, despite the visceral need to know what had been done to her so that I could do worse.

      She inhaled sharply. “I killed him. I killed him before that could happen. He’s dead. He is…dead. Lorn is dead, and he didn’t get to touch me. Not like that. I don’t think I need to see a doctor. Not a physical one, at least…or maybe I should because my head still hurts…” Her words were soft and filtered off at the end.

      I was furious about what happened to Maya, but the fact that she incinerated him before he could physically injure her any more—or worse—made me feel relieved. If I had found out that Lorn had done anything outside of bruising her, I would have probably given into the darkness I could feel building under my skin. I was keeping it at bay, though, because the most important thing to me was my angel and making sure that she was okay. Making sure she could heal from what had happened to her.

      I knew that she was probably feeling a lot, and I could help with some of it, but I also knew there were emotions she was feeling that she probably couldn’t explain. I had never been overpowered by someone because of size, but Maya had…often. I had never been sexually assaulted, but Maya had nearly been. I wanted to help her, but I didn’t know how.

      I didn’t know how to help my own mate. Fuck. How did I keep failing her?

      “I’m sorry,” I murmured, tilting her head back. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t there, Maya. I am so sorry I failed you. Never again—”

      Her lips pressed to mine as she went up on her toes, already shaking her head. “You did not fail me, Atlas. None of you did. None of us could have expected this.”

      “What can I do to fix it?” I asked nearly desperately.

      “Stay with me? Sleep with me? I want to feel safe again.”

      So that’s exactly what we did. Her soft breathing and Bella’s snores filled the space, allowing me to relax just slightly. I stared up at the ceiling, hearing the others moving around the house and talking. For once, I didn’t bother listening, instead taking the moment to just appreciate that she was in my arms. Safe.

      I hope I made her feel safe.

      After a few hours, Croy came to the door, somehow managing to keep calm in comparison to everyone else in the house. I didn’t trust that, though, because usually the calmest was the most dangerous.

      I answered his unspoken question. “She’s okay. Shook up, but she killed him and defended herself before the bastard could hurt her any further.”

      Croy walked to the edge of the bed, crouching down in front of her, and brushed some hair from her forehead. I could tell he wanted to say something about her, but instead he delivered a message from Marco.

      “Marco wants your opinion on what to tell Lorn’s father… And he received some intel regarding what Maya had him look into.”

      “What?” I immediately asked.

      “Apparently, one of his contacts has news that Malcolm was seen off the coast of France.”

      “What the fuck is he doing there?”

      “No idea,” Croy muttered.  “Apparently”—he lowered his voice even further—“Apparently there have been more rumors there. Rumors of phoenixes being seen, along with some dragons.”

      Shit.

      “We can’t go,” I started, knowing that any amount of traveling right now was a horrible idea.

      “Yes we can.” Maya’s voice had me snapping my head down to find her opening her eyes sleepily. “We can go there. We need to go there. That is far too odd of a coincidence.”

      “Sugar,” Croy grunted, “after tonight…”

      Her voice trembled slightly. “I—I know we just got back, but every time we are here, something bad happens. I would like to go somewhere warm and safe for a bit. I love this house, but everything about Seattle right now is reminding me of all the upsetting things that have happened.

      “Plus, I am not giving up on the others. I know Malcolm has them somewhere. I won’t let them go through what I did. Constant pain at the hands of people who think they have a right… No, I need to do this.”

      Then we would.

      Looking at Croy, I nodded. “Tell Marco the plan. If my angel wants to go, then we will go.”

      Maya’s eyes closed once again, and after exchanging a look with Croy, he left, leaving me to hold my brave, strong, beautiful mate. I would help find these other girls for her. It was going to be one of many ways to atone for my failure as a mate.
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      We were in trouble again.

      I was starting to have a strong dislike for the news as a whole. It didn’t help that I was watching picture after picture of my mates and me being continuously blasted across the screen of the television in the jet.

      Why did they keep changing photos? Why were they keeping them up for such a long time? Were people really that forgetful? I felt like showing it once would have been enough.

      Also, how was it that I was managing to apparently flee the country, be kidnapped, and was now running from the law—all at the same time? How much sense did that make?! I could feel a tension headache mounting, and not for the first time I wondered why humans did the things they did. I mean, obviously I wasn’t much better—I did weird things that didn’t make sense at times, but this just seemed unnecessary…

      The worst part is that we had told the FBI what had happened with Malcolm, and they had claimed they completely believed us, but now were furious we were leaving the country. Why the heck were we in trouble for not wanting to be in a place that reminded us of so many issues right now? What did they need us there for that couldn’t be handled over the phone?

      Honestly, I sort of just wanted to bury my head and forget about all of this. After last night, I shouldn’t be all that surprised that I felt off… I mean, what happened hadn’t been normal, and I was feeling the effects of it, a weird state of numbness seeming to saturate everything. My emotions were everywhere, and Bella’s purring was helping my anxiety to only a small extent as the horizon lit up, our long flight across the ocean making me more than a bit confused on what time it was.

      I was starting to think it was better to not think about time at all. Nonsense was very confusing.

      My phone buzzed, causing Bella to wake up from her cat nap on my lap and make her way towards Croy. I could tell she knew something was wrong, and not for the first time did I wish I could talk to her to explain that everything was okay and that I was just going through something. I didn’t want her freaked out or scared.

      In fact, I was trying to avoid anyone reacting intensely to what happened to me. Although, I knew that was virtually impossible considering the situation. At least when it was just the group of us like this, I knew I could give into my emotions a bit more. If the younger flight were here, I would have tried to put on a braver face. They’d stayed back to get settled in with Alpha Creed’s pack, and I was happy that they would get the experience of living with other shifter kids. I just hoped they knew they still had us.

      Looking down at my phone, I was unsurprised to find that it held a message from Jordan.  She had been messaging me back and forth all day about how I felt, and while she didn’t say it, I knew she was concerned about how my actions were making me feel. I mean, I’d killed a man. He was a monster, but I had still killed him, and instead of feeling guilty, I just felt relief… Which made me feel guilty about feeling no guilt.

      Taking a sip of my coffee, the sweet taste of sugar had my entire body warming. I was currently wrapped up in an oversized sweater, and yet my limbs felt chilled, my legs stretched out beneath a blanket as I stared out the window, resting my head against Atlas’s strong chest behind me. The plane was silent except for the sound of the news, which was turned down enough that I didn’t have to hear any more of what they were saying. Honestly, I was half tempted to grab a pair of headphones and listen to music, just to truly block everything out.

      I didn’t want to do that to my mates though. I knew they were on edge and concerned about me. To my left sat Anani, his hand on my thigh and drawing patterns with his thumb under the blanket, while I leaned into Atlas. I wouldn’t lie—I felt distant from my mates for the first time since knowing them. I felt like there was this void between us, and it wasn’t one I knew how to close. It wasn’t like I was keeping anything from them…I just felt like I’d floated away. Still within reach, but unable to anchor or tether myself to their strength.

      It didn’t help that Ledger wouldn’t look me in the eye.

      A not-so-small part of me felt vulnerable, questioning why he was refusing to even meet my gaze. He had said he loved me, and now he wouldn’t even spare me a glance. I could deal with my mates reacting in extreme ways about what had happened, but nothing at all? It made me assume the worst, assume that it had something to do with Lorn touching me.

      Ledger wasn’t like that though. I refused to believe that.

      My other mates’ reactions were a bit more understandable, consisting of emotions that I would feel if they were ever put in danger as I’d been. Marco and Henry’s reactions were the most extreme, both of them filled with a level of aggression and dominance I had rarely experienced before, and while they were interacting with me…neither had touched me. Not like they usually did. Instead, they were treating me like glass, and it was making me feel on edge and uncomfortable.

      I had killed someone… I wasn’t breakable.

      Feeling suddenly overwhelmed, I stood up and broke towards the bedroom with some muttered excuse, leaving Bella with them. Croy called after me as Sai reached out to me in passing, but I easily avoided them. Once I reached the bedroom, I closed the door and crawled into bed, the soft sheets instantly cradling my body as I buried myself against the cool pillows. I was exhausted, and I knew part of it had to do with what my magic had been through yesterday.

      Only part of it though.

      I wasn’t positive how long I laid there, but when the door opened, I felt Marco’s energy surrounding me and waited for him to join me on the bed. When he didn’t, I turned my head to find him leaning against the wall, staring at me as if he could read every inch of my heart, mind, and soul. Honestly, it wasn’t far from the truth.

      “What?” I whispered.

      “I don’t know what to do,” he admitted, vulnerability flashing in his gaze.

      “About what?”

      “I can’t take any action in retaliation for what happened to you. He’s dead—he’s already fucking dead. I am terrified of making this worse, and I am not even positive you want any of us to touch you, but I can’t let you out of my sight without having a goddamn panic attack.”

      The word vomit did a lot to calm my own insecurities about why he’d been acting so odd.

      “I want you to touch me like normal,” I murmured softly. “It’s making me feel worse that all of you are acting weird around me. It’s making me feel like there is something wrong with me.”

      “Baby girl.” Marco’s eyes widened as tears filled my gaze. He scooped me up in his arms in a second flat, my entire body deflating against his as I drew in a ragged breath. I let out the tears I’d been holding in as I buried myself against his hard, warm chest, trusting him to fix this.

      “I’m fine,” I promised weakly after a minute. “I’m fine. I’m just tired. Just tired, and I really need to be somewhere that doesn’t remind me of everything that’s happened.”

      “We are going somewhere better,” he vowed softly. Marco’s words had my eyes falling shut as I gave into the comfort of knowing he would handle everything. He would make this better. My mates always made things better.

      When I woke up next, there was someone else in bed with me, and I didn’t have to look to know that it was Henry. When I did though, I found his soft gray eyes trained on my expression with an intensity that had my breath shuddering. After what Marco had said, I decided to take action myself and just crawl on top of his lap, burying my head against his shoulder and deflating completely.

      “I love you.” His voice was choked and almost defeated-sounding.

      “I love you so much, Henry.”

      After Henry held me for what felt like only minutes—though I knew it was longer than that—I pulled away and wiped the tears from my eyes.

      “We are almost there,” he explained.

      I offered a small frown and looked at the closed bedroom door. “I don’t know how to get everyone to move on. I don’t want to focus on him. I want to be happy again. The weirder everyone acts, the harder it is to forget about it.”

      I wasn’t positive that was the healthiest way to handle it, but that was exactly how I felt.

      “I think everyone will take the lead from you.”

      “And what about Ledger?” My words were so quiet, I feared he wouldn’t hear me.

      Henry’s eyes turned sad. “He blames himself for what happened to you.”

      What?

      I pulled back and offered him an incredulous look before hopping off of his lap. He tried to grab me, but I avoided it and slipped into the main cabin of the jet. Ledger immediately looked up, guilt infusing in his red, exhausted gaze, making me know he hadn’t slept. I acted on impulse, sliding onto his lap and burying my head against his neck, refusing to let him feel this way.

      He was stiff for a minute, and if Henry hadn’t told me what he was thinking, I would have thought he was rejecting me. Instead, I squeezed him and pressed my lips into his neck until he finally relaxed, a shaky breath leaving his lips. When he hugged me back, it was with a fierceness that I loved.

      “I love you,” I murmured.

      “Firefly,” he grunted, guilt clear in his voice.

      “No.” I shook my head and pulled back to look into his nearly black eyes. “I love you, and I do not blame you. Do not blame yourself, Ledger.”

      “Maya—”

      “No,” I demanded softly, tears filling my gaze as I pressed my lips against his, his grip tightening on me. “Do not do this to me, to us… I feel you pulling away, and I can’t handle that. Please don’t do this, Ledger. For me to be strong enough to push past this, I need you. I need to know you are here for me.”

      “Of course, firefly.” His emotions broke open as he buried me under his chin and tightened his hold on me, the lightheartedness that was usually between us seeming to fade out completely. “I promise you, I’m not going anywhere. I won’t ever let that shit happen again. I fucking promise you.”

      I breathed out and nodded, knowing that his words were serious. Knowing that they were so much more lethal than I could comprehend. The words that came out of him were like a goddamn prayer. An oath. I had a feeling that anyone who tried to hurt me would be faced with a side of Ledger that no one had ever seen before.
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      It was late into the night by the time we pulled up to our massive estate. Maya’s hot little frame was wrapped around me as I lifted her from under her thighs and stepped out of the car, the coastal wind hitting me as I crossed the front courtyard towards the marble steps that led up towards the front door. The property looked like it was almost glowing in the moonlight, only shaded by the large shrubs on either side of the massive entrance. Part of me wished Maya had been up to experience the moment, but I also knew how badly she needed to sleep.

      It was probably why no one asked where I was going with our mate, and I was thankful for it, because right now, I probably would have lost my goddamn mind.

      I wasn’t normally a selfish man, but I wanted Maya completely and utterly to myself. I didn’t deserve it, and I’d been planning to give her space after what had happened, not wanting to put her in any more danger than I already had…. But when she crawled onto my lap and begged me not to distance myself? There was no way in hell I would have been able to fight my urge to give her exactly what she wanted.

      So that is exactly what I would give her—fucking everything.

      The two-story ceiling of the foyer was cast in light from the lanterns lit up everywhere throughout the first floor of the home, trailing up the curved stone steps that led towards the bedrooms on the second floor. The bright blue painted walls were covered in eclectic works of art, and I knew that if I took the main hallway down towards the back of the house, I would find the family room and kitchen. I didn’t want to be in such a common space though. No, I wanted to take her to the bedroom that Marco would want her in.

      In fact, if my hearing was correct, he’d had several additions made to it. I would give Marco one thing—the man had his faults, but he was all about taking action. Before any of this had happened, he’d changed things around here, but once Maya was in the equation? It had become one of his priorities.

      It was probably why the last time we’d been in France, he’d wanted to go visit. Now that we were officially here, I more than saw the appeal.

      The house was peaceful and quiet, but my shifter hearing picked up the ocean waves in the distance. Maya let out a soft sigh against my neck as I buried my nose in her wavy hair, just happy to have her in my arms. Happy that she wasn’t furious at me for putting her at risk. For putting her in a horrible situation.

      I had thought she would have been safe… I had thought that her being in a quiet room away from the chaos of the explosion was a better option. Clearly my instincts had been wrong, which made me question pretty much everything else about myself.

      What type of man was I that I couldn’t keep my own mate safe?

      “Ledger.” Maya’s voice was soft and sleepy as I entered the bedroom, closing the door and looking over the moonlit space. In the center of the room was a massive, circular white bed that was positioned for her to have views of the coastline on all three walls, the doors to the balcony open and covered only by sheer curtains.

      I gently placed her down, crouching down to take off her shoes as she ran her fingers through my hair. I looked up at her as I slowly peeled her jeans down her long legs and helped her shed the massive, oversized sweater that hid her sexy frame from me. I had tried so hard to be a good man and give her space, but right now all I wanted to do was bury myself inside of her.

      I had already given up one fight, what would be so bad about giving into this as well?

      Almost as if reading my thoughts, Maya pulled me gently towards the bed. I kicked off my shoes, kneeling on the mattress as she let out a small, content sound, stretching. I felt emotions clog in my throat at how gorgeous she looked spread out underneath me. I wanted to touch and kiss every single part of her, worship her like I hadn’t gotten the chance to at the Halloween party.

      Before I could do anything, Maya’s eyes fluttered shut as she reached out to me, exhaustion evident on her face. I felt something far stronger than desire cascade over me as a protective instinct roared up inside me. Tugging off my shirt, I pulled the blankets over her and pulled her body against mine. She was asleep in seconds, her soft breathing making me feel far better.

      I stared up at the moon in the dark sky as a weird sensation ran over me, almost like a premonition or warning. There was no need for it; we were perfectly safe. But I couldn’t get rid of the feeling that something was wrong…something that I couldn’t pinpoint.

      Whatever it was, I would handle it before it even grazed Maya. I refused, absolutely refused, to ever let her get hurt again. I didn’t care what I had to do or what I had to sacrifice.
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            Maya

          

        

      

    

    
      “Who are you texting, kitten?” Sai’s voice had chills erupting on my skin.

      Something that should have been impossible since I was currently soaking up every ray that the French sun had to offer, my skin hot to the touch and covered in a light layer of sweat. Luckily, the pool was literally right underneath me, my chair on this neat little shelf of the pool that was super shallow, allowing me to dip my body in whenever I want. It was essentially the perfect setup.

      I had never considered how much I would enjoy being laid out under the sun like this, but my phoenix was absolutely thrilled, which is why I’d been out here for nearly four hours. I was, however, a bit surprised that I was enjoying being by water, considering that I lit up in flames. Yet instead of being uncomfortable around it, I found it refreshing as I laid on my stomach, my fingers trailing back and forth in the water.

      I was already feeling a marked amount better than I had when we had first arrived at the gorgeous Mediterranean estate extremely late in the night. It helped that I had slept until early afternoon between Ledger and Marco, their warm, muscular bodies cocooning me. I had somehow managed to escape the bed without waking them up, and began my tour of the estate, which had led me to find this pool.

      I couldn’t lie, this was possibly one of my favorite places I’d visited with my mates, and while I knew we were here for a larger purpose, I hoped to stay for some time. Despite being huge, the smooth, pale-yellow outside of the house made it feel warm and welcoming, the lush grounds around it only adding to the vibrancy. From out here, I could see how each window and door arched to encourage the ocean breeze to break through the light curtains that brushed in and out of them. Even the open floor plan and simplistic furniture styling seemed to scream ‘simple and welcoming.’

      This was a place for a family…which was one reason that I hoped we could stay, because my phoenix was perfectly content here.

      Of course my morning had only been made easier, because it seemed my mates had thought of everything. Before I’d stepped outside onto the pool deck, I’d found a bathroom right inside the house that contained a collection of swimsuits, all with fresh tags on them and in my size.

      After slipping on the gold bikini, I had made my way out onto the stone-paved back courtyard that looked out on a cliffside ocean view. There were bushes and gardens of lavender to each side of the pool, but my focus had been on the way the massive pool seemed to extend out into the ocean, with a nonexistent edge.

      I had yet to go towards it because the water was too deep and I didn’t know how to swim, but I added that onto my list of things that I wanted to learn by the end of the year. Right now, swimming and driving were two massive goals of mine… Oh, that and bedazzling my clothes.

      “Maya.” Sai chuckled, his lips brushing up my spine as I let out a small laugh at how the delicate touch almost tickled. I hadn’t meant to ignore him, but I was a bit sleepy today, so when I turned my head to look at him, I offered a soft smile in apology.

      “Nova,” I responded to his previous question, and found him sitting on the edge of my pool chair. I wasn’t positive who had come up with the idea of putting a built-in sun chair into the very shallow area of the pool, but it was possibly the best idea ever.

      “Nova?” He frowned in confusion.

      “Demi-goddess. Marco, Ledger, and I met her when we were at the Halloween store.” I let out a happy hum as he ran his fingers up my back gently, causing my legs to press together as my breathing hitched.

      “Those fuckers never tell me anything,” he grumbled. I briefly noticed that he was wearing only swim shorts, the rest of his body completely on display and making me want to run my fingers along his warm skin.

      “I think she and Jordan would get along, so I figured I would extend the invitation to hang out.” I shrugged and then nibbled my lip. “Whenever we get back, that is.”

      Sai’s expression turned more serious as he urged me to turn over so I was looking up at him. His fingers intertwined with mine as he brushed his lips over my hand. “You know we can move wherever you want, right? We don’t have to stay in Seattle.”

      “You guys have a home there,” I said softly, even though his words caused a sense of hope to filter through me at the prospect of not going back to Seattle…at least not right away. But I didn’t want to be the one that made them move, the one who uprooted their entire life because of all the memories that seemed to now taint the air. I would always be thankful it was where I’d found my mates, but I’d lived so much of my life in darkness that being here felt like I’d been transported.

      “We have a home everywhere.” He nodded towards the gorgeous fortress of a house that we were staying in. “This is one of our favorites and one of the newest. You will find absolutely no complaint if this is where you want to stay. I can feel that your phoenix is happier here, and I won’t lie, dragons tend to gravitate towards warmer weather as it is. The only reason we chose Seattle was to get out of California but still keep close enough to the dragon council.”

      A dragon council that I didn’t foresee being important anymore.

      “Really?” I hedged, looking around at the gorgeous blue water that seemed to be so vibrant that it felt a little unreal.

      “Really,” he insisted. “Anything you want, Maya, just ask for it.”

      “I would like to stay for a bit,” I admitted softly, my cheeks flushing at the reasoning that popped into my head. “I like the idea of being somewhere safe and more private…especially with the mating heat thing.”

      Sai let out a hum of agreement as worry flashed in his gaze. “I completely forgot about the nest back home.”

      I felt a pang of pain at that as well. “Yeah, my phoenix isn’t very happy about that, but I have a feeling that once I am back to feeling a bit more energetic, I will do it again. It feels so weird to talk about, and I have no idea if that is something a phoenix normally does…but I think wherever I build the next one is where we should stay.”

      “I think it should be here,” Sai offered softly, his eyes moving towards the pool. “Besides, this place has everything—just wait until we show you around town. There is a larger city nearby, but the local village has an entire marketplace that we can go to every morning if you want.”

      “Is it safe, with the Malcolm thing?” I asked, loving the idea.

      “We have teams out scouting for him.” His voice was even, but I could see anger flaring in his gaze. “Even if he is here, he has no reinforcements. Once we track him down, we will figure out what is going on and if there are other phoenixes that we need to help.”

      Before I could respond, the back door opened, and out walked an older woman dressed in a pale blue dress. She brought out a large silver tray, offering us both a sweet smile. It was clear that she worked here, but unlike many workers I’d seen at the hotels and properties we’d been to, she seemed exceptionally happy. Her eyes were bright, and her silver hair was in a loose braid that hung down almost to her waist. The automatic warmth I felt towards her had me sitting up slightly, curious to know who she was.

      “Good evening.” Her French accent immediately had my ears perking up.

      “Hi,” I offered a bit shyly. “I’m Maya.”

      She placed the coffee on a table underneath an umbrella before turning back to me. “Oh, I know. It is an absolute pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Moretti. I know last time you were in France you weren’t able to visit, but Mr. Moretti has been preparing the place for a bit now.”

      Mrs. Moretti? Why did I love the sound of that so much? Sai chuckled softly at my reaction, and I poked him in the side.

      “Marco really likes this place,” Sai explained when I offered him a questioning look.

      Clearly.

      “Would you like anything to eat?” she asked.

      “No, I don’t want to bother—”

      “Yes, yes she does.” Sai brushed his fingers over my lip, and I considered nipping his finger but held back. My mates tended to get very worked up when there was biting involved.

      “She hasn’t eaten since yesterday.”

      Was that true? Crap.

      “Oh, we will fix that.” She turned towards the door before I called out, asking for her name.

      “You can call me Claudia,” the woman stated before flashing me another smile.

      “She seems really nice,” I offered.

      “She is,” Sai agreed. “But next time you consider biting my finger, Maya, just know that I plan on biting back.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “I was not planning on that.”

      His lips pressed up into a smile. “Right, I’m sure.”

      “She called me Mrs. Moretti,” I whispered.

      Sai lifted my hand up and brushed his lips against my ring, looking more than pleased. “Seems about right.” Sai shrugged. “I mean, you do have a ring on your finger. To humans, that is more important than the flight mark or mating marks on you…one of many reasons why it was such a brilliant idea.”

      “I was never asked officially,” I said primly.

      Sai tugged my waist forward so I was on his lap as he nipped my collarbone and caused me to squirm. “Don’t need to ask… Plus, that implies you can say no. And you can’t. You’re already ours, kitten. The ring is just another way of marking you.”

      A shiver ran up my spine as I brushed my lips against his, knowing that he was right. Knowing that I was theirs, but that they were mine as well.

      “What if I want you guys to have rings as well?” I teased.

      “Well, then I suggest we just get married.” He flashed a smile.

      I nibbled my lip and offered him a small smile. “Okay. Let’s get married.”

      Sai’s eyes went round as he tightened his grip on me. “Really?”

      “Yes.” I nodded, and he suddenly stood up and placed me back on the chair, striding towards the house.

      “Sai!” I let out a small giggle. “Where are you going?”

      “To plan a wedding!” He looked at me like I was being ridiculous.

      “Come back here.” I motioned, and he was in front of me in a second, crouched down.

      “What?” He tucked some hair behind my ear.

      “I was sort of hoping we could spend some time together before everyone else woke up. I missed you. I feel like we don’t get to spend enough time together,” I said softly.

      “Of course, kitten.” His eyes warmed. “When they wake up, I’ll tell them about us getting married.”

      Deal.

      Moments later, both of us were sitting in the water, right on the ledge that dropped off into deeper water. I had asked him a bit more about the house and was surprised to learn just how much had been changed from the original structure. Especially since it didn’t appear that way at all. Everything here seemed like it had always belonged, creating just more of that relaxed, comfortable atmosphere.

      “I think Marco has been purposefully preparing this place for you,” Sai admitted softly. “Since meeting you, he’s changed this place a lot, adding more security and turning the staff into pretty much all females. He would never say it, but I think this is one of his favorite places.”

      “What about you?”

      “I have a lot of favorite places,” he teased. “I love traveling, but this place is perfect, between being near the beach but still not feeling like you’re constantly on vacation. Plus, we have a yacht here.”

      A yacht? My eyes went towards the coast, where I could see white ships moving through the Mediterranean.

      “You guys have a boat?”

      “More like a floating house, but yes.” He chuckled.

      “I would love to see that,” I admitted. In fact, there were a lot of things here that I would absolutely love to see, and the idea of truly staying here began to take root as excitement hit me hard. I suddenly stood and looked over to where the edge of the pool seemed to disappear into the ocean.

      “I want to go over there,” I told Sai as I looked down to find him looking at my butt. His eyes finally flickered up to me before he stepped into my space. I made a surprised noise at how hard he was against me, my center exploding with heat.

      “Let’s go then.” He urged me forward.

      I bit down on my lip. “I can’t. I can’t swim, Sai.”

      Sai stared at me in confusion as if my words were actually shocking, making me blush. He exhaled roughly. “Okay, good to know. Shit, that could have been bad.”

      “Why?”

      “Because what if I tossed you in?” He winced, causing me to smile.

      “You would have done that?” I teased.

      “Possibly, if I thought you would find it fun,” he muttered in concern before he suddenly stepped off the ledge into the deeper water. He disappeared underneath the surface for a moment before coming back up, pushing his wet, dark curls from his face and offering me a smile.

      “Come here, kitten.” Sai motioned me forward. I eyed the deep end as I moved towards him, my breathing going fast as my toes curled over the tiled edge of the drop-off.

      Rationally, I knew I was safe. The edge of the pool was a few feet away, but the idea of stepping off into where I could no longer stand in the water was daunting. I made a sound of concern as I looked at Sai’s offered hand, then to his completely calm and relaxed expression, which actually did a lot to make me feel better.

      Okay, I could do this.

      And I did. I stepped right off the shelf of the pool… And immediately sank.

      Panic hit me hard as I started to kick my feet, flailing my arms as I accidentally inhaled some water, causing everything to hurt at once…until Sai’s arms locked around my waist and he wrenched me from the deep.

      I started coughing and clinging to him the minute I breached the surface, and my nails dug into his skin, probably leaving a mark. I felt like Bella when I had tried to give her a bath in the sink.

      “Breathe, Maya,” Sai instructed calmly, smoothing his hands over my waist as I tucked my head against his neck. I had no idea how he was keeping us so easily afloat, but I was literally clinging to him for dear life.

      “I don’t think I like water,” I whispered.

      “Do you want to get out?” he asked immediately. “The edge is right over there.”

      “No.” I swallowed, looking towards the edge of the pool and trying to pull myself together. “I really want to go to the edge.”

      “Alright, hang tight, kitten.” Sai squeezed me tight as he pushed back and began to easily swim backwards through the water. He held me effortlessly, moving slowly towards the edge as I clung onto him, beginning to feel more excitement than nervousness.

      “Wow,” I breathed out as he easily transferred me so I was hanging onto the edge of the pool, looking out over one of the most beautiful sights I’d ever seen. I could see the entire coast of France and the vibrantly colored houses that contrasted the ocean. A sense of contentment grew in my chest as my fear faded completely, replaced by a wave of heat rolling over my frame.

      “What?” he asked, caging me in from behind as I felt my entire body warm at his closeness. I could feel how hard he was against my butt, and it only encouraged me to push back against him more, no longer afraid of the water. I trusted him to keep me safe.

      “This is just one of the most amazing views I’ve ever seen,” I admitted softly.

      Sai chuckled, nipping my neck. “I would agree with that.”

      I looked back to find him looking at me intently. I blushed, my entire body prickling with awareness at how I was pressed between the glass edge and Sai with nowhere to go. I found myself wiggling back against him even further, wanting to feel every part of him and loving the idea of being pinned by him.

      “Maya,” he rumbled, trying to move back slightly, heat flaring in his eyes as I turned. I turned and pushed off the wall slightly so I could wrap my legs around him, and he immediately grabbed me and pushed me back against the wall, where he deemed it safe, making me smile at how I now had him how I wanted.

      “Sai.” My fingers ran over his muscular shoulder as my nails ran over his heated skin, causing goosebumps to break out on it.

      His jaw was tight as his fingers dug into my thigh, causing my center to pool with heat, the mixture of the cool, salty water against my skin causing everything to feel more alive. I swallowed, wanting to tell Sai how I felt, how much I needed him, but I think he could feel it with how I was tightening my legs around him, his hard length pressed right against my center. I think he needed me just as much.

      “What do you need?” he asked softly, his nose running against my neck as my head fell back, causing my breathing to turn rougher than before. My nipples tightened against the material of my swimsuit, and I was nearly rocking myself against him, the wave of lust that slammed into me directly following my fear in an uncontrollable force.

      “You,” I whispered, my whimper at the way his teeth grazed my pulse causing everything to shudder inside of me.

      “Are you sure?” His voice was tinged with vulnerability, so I looked him directly in the eye and strung my hands through his hair. I thought at first that maybe he was concerned about the pool, since I’d been afraid, but I could see a different fear there, one that had to do with what happened with Lorn. Like Atlas, he didn’t want to hurt me or scare me…but I could never be scared of him. This was Sai. My flame.

      “Make it disappear,” I whispered, my body breaking out in a heated flush. “Make all of that disappear.”

      “Of course, kitten.” His voice was a low growl as the straps of my bikini top were untied with a flick of his hand, his body pinning me against the wall, his hands removing the piece of fabric so it floated somewhere behind us. Almost immediately, Sai sank down in the water, his mouth hot against the hardened peak, causing me to moan out his name, the action sending electric pulses through my body.

      When his fingers slid underneath my bikini bottom, a low groan echoed from his throat. “Fuck, you are so wet. Is this all for me?”

      “Yes.” My breath caught at the way his eyes turned to liquid fire. “Please don’t make me wait.”

      Normally, I loved teasing the boys and loved when they teased me back, but right now I just wanted Sai. I wanted him so bad.

      “You want me that bad, Maya?” His eyes flashed with a pleased light while he pushed up slightly, my legs hooking around him again as one of his hands grasped my breast, his thumb rolling over my nipple in a torturing pace.

      I nodded as my finger pushed at the waistband of his swimsuit, his hard cock slapping against my center and causing me to let out a whimper of need.

      “Then you will get every fucking inch of me.” He nipped my lip as I nearly panted. “Guide me into that hot little pussy.”

      His rough, hot fingers moved aside my bikini completely as I grabbed his thick cock in my hand, not completely wrapping around it, causing me to feel a moment of fear on whether or not he would fit inside of me. That disappeared as I positioned him to slide into me and he began to press into my pussy, my legs shaking as I let out a small whimper mixed with a moan at the twinge of pain.

      Sai was so incredibly thick and long. My hands slid up into his hair as he let out a low groan against my throat, almost sounding pained at the sensation of squeezing inside me. I let out a small cry of his name as he punched his hips forward and completely filled me, causing tears to leak down my eyes.

      “Holy shit,” he snarled, his breathing rough. “This pussy is goddamn perfect, kitten. I swear to god, if I had known how good having my cock rammed into your tight little cunt would feel, I would have taken you on the floor of our home the first day I met you.”

      “Please move? I want to feel more of you, Sai. All of you.” I tried to move against him, a sound escaping my throat.

      “Keep making those fucking sounds and I’m going to come before I can even fuck you.”

      I believed him with how tense his body was, as if he was holding back.

      I tightened my legs to encourage him as he let out a low growl and pulled out, only to ram back in. I felt my back hit against the glass as I gripped the edge, his fingers holding me under my thighs as he began to pound into me, my center clutching around him. I could tell I was only becoming wetter, and the animalistic light in his eyes had me wanting to open my thighs wider.

      “Fuck.” His lips melded to mine, slamming me further up against the wall before easily turning me, my ass pressing back as a low hiss came from his lips. I let out a cry as he shoved himself inside of me, the intrusion causing another explosion of pleasure and pain. I felt free, looking over the cliff as he took me like he couldn’t stand not to. Like he needed me more than anything else in his life. The sensation had my climax hitting hard, and I felt like I was flying, soaring off the cliff completely.

      “You are so big,” I breathed out, my eyes fluttering closed as he continued to stroke himself inside of me, the feel of him tunneling in and out of my channel making my entire body weak with need. It didn’t matter that I’d just come, all that mattered was that I wanted to again, and with him.

      “Just a bit longer, kitten,” Sai growled against my neck. “You are doing so damn good. Look at your cunt, taking me all at once. We were fucking made for each other.”

      “I love you,” I moaned out, the words seeming to make him snap as he began to ram into me at a vicious and punishing pace. I shouldn’t have been surprised by how he was taking me, the movements so rough and primal, but I was finding I loved it. I loved feeling like I was making him lose control. Loved feeling like I was the only woman that could do this to him.

      “Maya, kitten, where do you want my cum?” he demanded, time losing its meaning as the movement of the water caused his words to vibrate through me. I knew exactly where I wanted Sai to come.

      “Between my legs,” I breathed out. “Inside of me, Sai. Please?”

      “You saying ‘please’ is going to be the death of me,” he grunted while pushing me further against the glass, my center tightening as a wave of pleasure cascaded over me. My orgasm took me by surprise, sweeping me away in a wave that caused stars to explode behind my eyes as he continued to pump furiously inside of me.

      When he finally slammed into me and held himself there, I let out a satisfied sound at the feel of him spilling inside of me. I could barely keep my eyes open, but the sense of satisfaction at him being inside of me, even after he pulled his cock out, made me feel amazing. Even if I was a bit sore.

      “I have never come so hard in my goddamn life,” he groaned against my back, where he was resting his head. “Fuck, Maya. I am starting to understand why people will start wars over this shit—”

      I turned around to face him, my face lighting up at what I thought he was saying. “Was that your first time?”

      Sai’s ears heated as he offered a small shrug. “Yeah, I didn’t want to say anything—”

      “I love that,” I whispered and wrapped my legs tighter around him, wanting him to know just how amazing I found that.

      Sai’s emotions became more apparent as he pressed his lips to my nose gently. “I know it probably sounds naive, but I always wanted to wait until I met my mate… I know a lot of the other guys feel the same way, so that made me feel a bit better. I just never found anyone that made me feel like you do, Maya. No one else has inspired the type of need that you do.”

      “I love you,” I repeated my words from earlier, feeling like I couldn’t say them enough.

      “I love you so damn much.” He held me close, turning me so that I could look out over the coastline while being held by him, and I basked in a warm sense of contentment that told me that everything was right about this moment.

      I wasn’t positive how long we soaked there, looking over everything and talking quietly, but eventually, the setting sun turned the air just a bit colder than before. When I turned around towards the stone patio, I was happy to find most of my mates out back. They were all sitting at a large table underneath a string of lights, the outdoor eating area covered with food and a few bottles of wine.

      How long had they been out here?

      “Only a half an hour or so,” Sai answered as helped me swim back, Marco coming to the edge of the pool as he offered a confused look to Sai. Probably because I was clinging onto him for dear life, a bit of fear filling me at the idea of swimming on my own.

      “She doesn’t know how to swim but wanted to see the coast,” Sai explained, standing up out of the water. My mouth went dry, watching the water drip off him as Atlas tossed him a towel. I nearly pouted as my vision of his body was suddenly cut off.

      “Shit, we need to change that,” Marco muttered as he urged me to stand from the ledge, a growl coming from his chest as I let out a squeak and covered my chest as the cold air hit my breasts.

      “Oh fuck.” Sai broke out into a chuckle. “Kitten, we forgot to grab your swimsuit top.”

      I blushed while I narrowed my eyes at him for having forgotten…but then again, so had I. Plus, I found it a bit funny the way Marco was suddenly fussing over me, wrapping a massive towel around me as Atlas went to go get a robe. He found it amusing as well, I could tell.

      “I am going to kill him one day,” Marco grumbled as Atlas brought over the robe and winked at me. I let my towel drop and Marco immediately wrapped me up in the fluffy white fabric, tying it together at the waist.

      “Why are you worried?” I teased. “It’s only us here.”

      “And workers,” he muttered. “Plus, what if you get cold?”

      “Marco.” I put my hands on either side of his face as he focused away from the robe and back on me. “I am completely fine—better than fine. I promise.”

      He let out a soft exhale and nodded, picking me up easily while kissing the top of my head and walking me towards the table. Bella meowed, her movements having taken her back and forth along the table, getting attention from each of my mates as they randomly fed her bits of fish from the large platter of food. I let out a huff as Marco placed me down and scowled at my robe again.

      “Maybe you should get changed.” He frowned.

      “I’m fine, I promise. I am perfectly warm.” I leaned into him and pressed a soft kiss to his lips. “In fact, I wanted to ask you something.”

      Marco’s eyes lit up. “What?”

      “I think I want to stay here for a bit,” I murmured, and his energy jumped, a feeling of happiness infusing our bond. “I think I may build another nest here, and maybe we can stay until this entire mating heat thing is over? I have this really weird feeling that we need to pick a place, and this feels like the right place.”

      Marco broke into a gorgeous smile. “Then this is exactly where we will stay, baby girl.”

      As I looked around at how happy and relaxed everyone seemed, I realized that maybe, just maybe, this was exactly what we’d been looking for this entire time.
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        * * *

      

      It was only a few hours later that I was tucked away upstairs in the bedroom that I was starting to absolutely love, the circular bed making a far better nest than the one at home. I hadn’t started to properly set it up or anything, but for right now, I was perfectly content laying in it and relaxing in the glow of the moonlight as I heard the conversation from my mates drift up from the back courtyard.

      I had told them I was going to take a shower, which I had, but now I was dressed in a soft silk nightgown, and I had absolutely no intention of leaving. I was honestly perfectly content laying right here and letting the lull of everything that had happened to me run over me like water in a creek.

      Although, when I heard Anani’s voice, I couldn’t help the smile that broke onto my face as I rolled over onto the side and found him standing in the doorframe.

      “Hey you.” I reached for him, and he was across the room in a second flat. I let out a happy sound as he sat on the bed and brushed my hair back from my face, looking down at me with a loving expression.

      “I wanted to make sure you were okay,” he admitted softly. “I know it’s been a lot.”

      “It has,” I hedged, “but I feel better now. The main thing that was bothering me was that you guys were acting differently. I was scared… I just thought that maybe what I’d done to Lorn scared you guys.”

      He blinked at me in confusion before shaking his head. “Absolutely not, Maya. I mean, was I surprised? A bit. But in a good way. I want you to be able to defend yourself, peanut. The world is a fucking terrifying place, especially when you’re smaller than the person coming after you.”

      The last part sounded a bit harsh and uncomfortable, as if he were speaking from experience. I sat up and pressed a gentle kiss to his lips, letting out a small moan as he deepened it. When I pulled back, I spoke from the heart.

      “I won’t always be bigger than the people who come after us,” I whispered, “but I will always do my best to protect you guys like you protect me. I don’t ever want to lose any of you, and Lorn symbolized just another person trying to ruin this. Trying to take away this peace I have finally found.

      “I don’t feel guilty. I am supposed to, I think, but instead I just feel relief. Relief that whatever it was that was occurring with him is over. Finally.”

      Anani examined my face, and his eyes warmed with an emotion that I was becoming more familiar with seeing from my men. “Peanut,” he said, his voice soft, “when I first met you, I was so scared that we would never be able to protect you. Scared that there were too many people in the world against this, against us. But I never considered just how strong you are, just how much you’ve been through… You’re a survivor. You are stronger than any of us, been through more than even my brother and I, yet you are still able to walk out of it unjaded. Uncynical. It’s beautiful. You’re fucking beautiful, peanut.”

      “I love you,” I whispered softly, and his eyes flared. “It’s true, I love you. I love all of you, and I love what we are building here. I can tell something big is about to happen, and I know whatever it is, we will be able to handle it, but I want to handle it together.”

      “Maya.” His voice choked up as I surged forward and kissed him hard. When I pulled back, I asked for exactly what I wanted.

      “Can I mark you, Anani?”

      A growl broke from his throat as his hands tightened into fists, as if he was trying to stay as still as possible. Did he feel the same level of need as I did? Did he feel the need to connect like that? To feel his mark on my skin and to feel my teeth on him? I knew most of the others hadn’t been planned, but this felt significant.

      This was a choice. My choice. I knew exactly what marking him would mean and what it would bring for our future, and everything was telling me it was the right path. That it was essential to start this new part of our life. It didn’t feel rushed or pressured. For the first time in my life, I felt completely in control of the choice I was making, and it left me feeling almost high.

      “Are you sure?” he grit out, his eyes flaring with the knowledge of what that would mean between us. Not just him and I, but everyone.

      “Absolutely positive,” I whispered.

      His eyes ran down to my neck, a rumble escaping his throat. “Can I mark you first? I want to have my mark on you when you finally complete the bond.”

      My body lit up in flames as he caged me under him, his knee between my legs so that I couldn’t bring them together.

      “Where do you want to mark me?” I asked, my voice breathy as he ran his fingers up my waist to hold me there, his eyes traveling over the expanse of my skin. When he bent down to trace his lips against the pulse point in my throat, my phoenix forced a sound of need from my lips, causing his dragon to rumble back in response. Anani’s human energy was quickly exchanged for a far more predatory version that had every inch of me melting against the bed, wanting him to take control of the moment.

      “Fuck, you smell so good,” he groaned softly as my fingers strung through his hair. When my legs wrapped around his hips, he surged forward, and I let out a small cry at the way his teeth bit down on my pulse. My eyes fluttered shut and I arched back as power surged through me, lighting up my bond with Anani. I felt almost dizzy with relief as my eyes finally opened and I felt him kissing the spot before traveling up my jaw and then meeting my lips.

      A moan caught in my throat as he pressed down against me, the entire moment searing every part of my body as I considered asking him for more. Asking him to fill me as I marked him, but when he rolled us so that I was on top of him, I could see there was something else shining in his gaze. It was heated, but also vulnerable.

      “I want you to mark me here.” His voice was rough with emotion as he took my hand and brought it to his pectoral that was covered in tattoos. The hot skin felt good under my hands, but surprise hit me as I realized what I was feeling was scar tissue, my eyes watering in realization of what he was asking.

      “It was the last place my father hurt me. He practically ripped a hole in my chest with his claws. They healed most of it, but there was still this mark left… I covered it in tattoos because I was ashamed of it, but now I want a new mark there. I want your mark. I want you to replace the bad memory with the best moment of my entire fucking life.”

      Tears dripped down my cheeks as I pressed forward and kissed him in a deep, heated moment before he finally broke it and offered me an intense look that was filled with so much love that it floored me.

      “I love you, Maya. I don’t deserve you, none of us do, but I love you and I’m going to fucking keep you.”

      His words were like a high to me, and after a small smile, I surged forward and bit down on his pec. A hiss broke through his lips as the taste of his blood exploded through my mouth, and a whimper left me as I felt everything snap into place at once.

      The air turned into an inferno, and time seemed to freeze. My phoenix nearly blasted out from my skin as I felt every fiery line and connection to my other mates turn into golden eternal flames. There was something there, something that turned those rope-like bonds into beams of steel.

      My skin broke out into a flush, and I let out a moan at the way Anani flipped us, covering my body, as instinct rode me hard, creating a euphoric effect. It was the single best moment of my life… Until it wasn’t.
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      I had felt the minute that Maya had marked Anani.

      Where I’d had a connection with Maya before, I hadn’t with any of the other men, but once she marked him…it flooded open completely. I could feel the bond between our group expanding out.

      My entire body jolted as everyone at the table tensed. My eyes had snapped up to where her bedroom was, the open balcony letting out the gorgeous scent of her desire, something I could have normally handled. Something I could have normally at least attempted to ignore.

      Except this time, I could feel something was wrong.

      It wasn’t anything to do with them, or her health… No, this was something different. A sense of dread that began to invade every inch of my body caused me to stand. This was something more, something unnatural, and I hadn’t hesitated to sprint inside the house, the others following, clearly experiencing the same premonition.

      My wolf nearly forced a shift, sensing the innate danger as well.

      There was a coolness to the house that hadn’t existed before, and when I reached the bedroom door, I flung it open to find her beautiful bedroom bathed in moonlight. Everything moved in slow motion, Maya’s breath turning to vapor in the now freezing room as Anani kept her behind him, searching the space for the threat we all felt.

      Any heat and power that had come from the connection was almost immediately drowned out by this…this darkness. I tried to move forward through the door, but it was too late. The darkness was here.

      The shadows solidified into something that had unadulterated terror filtering through me. Terror for my mate as I let out a vicious growl that echoed through the space. It didn’t stop the shadows from turning completely solid, ignoring the group of us that were completely frozen in place, staring in horror at the man walking out of them.

      I had been around many powerful people in my life, but this type of power wasn’t shifter, and it sure as hell wasn’t witch…this was something far more evil. That was the only word for it. When his gaze fell on Maya, he strode forward. Anani adjusted his angle to further shield Maya and moved them back, his dragon trying to force a shift but unable to.

      “Come,” the man snapped as Maya gripped Anani harder. “Now.”

      Looking at us and then back at her, the man seemed to come to a decision, and it was one I should have seen coming. His demonic magic lashed out, gripping onto all of us, the group of us unable to do anything but watch as a portal opened up, a void into the darkness.

      “Fucking loose ends,” the man spit out, and I felt my body moving forward as all of us—including Maya, who now had tears streaming down her face—were forced towards the portal.

      No matter how much we struggled, no matter how much we tried to shift or say something, anything…it was impossible.

      As Maya got closer to the void, Anani already having been pushed through, I fought harder, and my head began to pulse and caused me to feel sick. I grabbed Maya tighter as she let out a high-pitched sound through the newly enhanced mental bond, causing all of our animals to react violently. It was her phoenix calling us to action, but it didn’t fucking matter.

      This guy had all the fucking power, and the way he grabbed her by the shoulder and forced her to watch each one of us walk through the doorway had me knowing he knew it. The buzzing in my head grew so extreme that my eyes squeezed shut, and blood began seeping out of my nose. An enraged growl finally broke through my lips because it felt like someone was trying to melt my brain from the inside. It obscured everything and left me in a state of stumbling near-unconsciousness.

      “Croy, stop! You’re going to kill yourself,” Maya barely got out.

      The last thing I could remember was the man sending out another wave of power, a roar of frustration and pain leaving my throat, and Maya screaming. Everything went dark after that, my mate’s cry for help one I wasn’t able to answer…

      

      “Croy?”

      It wasn’t the first time the soft, angelic voice had called to me, and my wolf kept prodding me to get up, to pull myself from the depths of unconsciousness. I wanted to curse the bastard, but I knew he wouldn’t be bothering me if it wasn’t important. And her voice was important, so fucking important. The only thing that actually mattered.

      Except as I came to consciousness, I began to recognize a myriad of new sensory elements that assaulted me. I could hear the breathing of those around me, smell the scent of moldy water. I could feel cold stone underneath my cheek, and hear the sound of a soft meow somewhere in the distance. Bella? How did she get here?

      But she hadn’t been the one calling to me. No, that voice belonged to her mom…Maya. My sugar. Where was Maya? Before I could feel panic over the notion of her being missing, her voice rang out again.

      “Croy, please wake up,” she whispered, her voice hiccuping, clearly filled with concern and panic.

      I inhaled, trying to figure out where my mate was, a difficult feat because my eyes were nearly swollen shut, but all I could smell was the scent of dragons.

      Mainly Marco’s flight, but there were more than that as well. That wasn’t good. Like a glowing beacon, I found the faint rose and ash scent that I loved and forced my eyes to open. Instantly, I could feel that my face had taken a good beating. It wasn’t the first time, but my eyes were so swollen that I could barely see the angelic form sitting across from me.

      But she wasn’t actually across from me, because we were separated…by fucking bars.

      As my vision cleared, it took me exactly one second to go from relieved to see my sugar to downright fucking enraged. I could see the goddamn bruising on her body from here. New bruises, and not from Lorn.

      I surged forward, propelled by my wolf while I ignored the pain that blasted through my body, something snapping in my ankle as it pulled against a shackle. I gripped the iron bars between us and came face to face with my bruised and battered mate, her gold eyes wide and panicked.

      All the years of living within human society were ripped away by the base and primal instinct to protect Maya.

      “Please don’t hurt yourself,” she whispered. My throat went dry as I saw a myriad of emotions flash over her face. My gaze focused on the way her cheek was turning purple, and my wolf let out a low rumble from my throat, causing her to shiver. I didn’t scent fear, though. I scented relief, and in our bond, there was pure affection and the need to get closer to me. I wanted to give that to her, but we were fucking separated.

      Had that bastard hurt her? Where the hell were we? How long has it been? Why couldn’t I fucking talk?

      Maya’s voice was a whisper as she answered the questions that I’d clearly projected through our new bond. “I know you can’t see well…they hurt you guys so much once we got here. I begged the one man to make them stop, but he just left. He said he couldn’t help us, that he was only meant to bring us here—” Her voice caught, and she swallowed it down. “You’re the first one to wake up. We’ve been here for a few hours, I think. I’m not sure where we are, even. When we went through that portal, it led us into these cells, and that was when the guards showed up. I don’t think they understood me because they were speaking French, but I begged them to stop as well… They didn’t listen.” Maya looked absolutely tormented by that. “The one man said that if they didn’t, you guys would break out once you woke up.”

      That bastard wasn’t wrong. I would break out and then fucking slaughter them.

      “Did they do that to you?” My voice was rough.

      Tears streamed in her eyes. “No, this happened after he and the guards left…”

      Who the hell had done that to her then?

      “Breathe,” I spoke, seeing the way she was working herself up. She nodded as I leaned forward and pressed my forehead against the bars, exhaling slowly. “Now who the hell hurt you like that?”

      Curling up further, closer, as if trying to get to me, she intertwined our fingers through the bars, keeping me calm despite the rage sweeping through every cell in my body. A wave of calm, controlled anger took over that allowed me to comfort Maya as my wolf plotted our vengeance. These guards had a right to be scared. No amount of hits to the face would stop me from tearing their throats out. Then I would find the motherfucker who brought us here in the first place.

      The person who had hurt Maya, though? No, I wouldn’t kill them right away. I would fucking make sure they suffered.

      Maya’s voice was quiet and filled with pain. “Malcolm. He came in after they left… I think he’s in charge here.”

      Fuck. How the hell was that possible?

      Pulling back, I looked over her face, her gold eyes black with panic and fear. Her normal golden skin was pale, her dark hair messy as if she’d been tugged around by it. Even her clothes were different, her small form covered in a pale white cotton dress, making her look far too fragile for the situation we were in. I could see how strong she’d been trying to be these past few hours, but I could also see that she was losing the battle, haunted shadows that I had to assume came from her PTSD making her look sick and like she was about to pass out.

      “Sugar—”

      Suddenly I felt something blast into me when the door slammed open, causing Maya to scream. Before I could comfort her, I was knocked out cold, immediately blacking out. Not even the following scream from my mate could pull me from the dark.

      

      “I told you,” a sinister voice echoed, “I told you to come home, Maya. Your fate there would have been far better than what they have planned for you here. All that struggle, all that fighting and running, only to end up back where you belong, serving the only purpose you have.”

      His voice went lower. “And you will be serving that fucking purpose. I’ve lost everything, you fucking bitch. I lost half my coven and had to move them all here to live under this asshole’s reign, just to make sure I got you back. I would say it’s worth it, but you haven’t proven that to me yet.”

      “Why here? Why now?” Maya’s voice was rough and uneven.

      “That bastard wanted to wait until you’d completed all of your mating bonds. I told him to leave your mates back there, but he insists that having them here could aid in convincing you to behave.”

      Maya inhaled sharply. “This isn’t about them. Let them go. I’ll stay. I promise I’ll stay. They don’t need to be part of this.”

      “Oh, but they do,” the voice responded. “You need to be taught a lesson, and after I kill your mates in front of you, I can break you in the proper way this time.”

      

      My wolf had me fighting against the thick, oily darkness that was invading every element of my subconscious. It was trying to drown me, but the feeling of fear in my mate bond was overruling it as I continued to push and prod at it.

      I would not give up.

      I would not allow this to be the end of me. After over two hundred years, I would survive long enough to make sure that my sugar got out of this bullshit.

      I did know one thing, though—the magic we were dealing with was sick and unnatural. It had completely drained my power until there was absolutely nothing left of it, my wolf’s voice growing weaker. I kept pushing through.

      My magic was such an innate part of me, and had been for hundreds of years, so I felt almost blind without the full use of it. I felt like I was missing a limb. But I kept pushing. I had never realized how much willpower I had before I was fighting against magic that wanted to completely blackout my life force.

      Maya’s scream echoed somewhere in my head, and my wolf surged forward in a final effort…

      I flung up and broke from the darkness, the veil of it falling, and searched for my mate. Nothing else mattered more than finding her in that moment. I heard the sound of something cracking in my body, and the scent of my mate’s blood had me in a panic as I looked around. My vision went dizzy as I looked down, blood dripping from my head where I’d hit it against the iron bars…

      Maya.

      This time, Maya wasn’t looking up at me. Instead, she was seemingly unconscious, curled on her side. There was far more trauma on her body, and she was bleeding from her nose. Rage and fury boiled in me as my breathing went fast. I almost fucking shifted, but I fisted the bars and kept my head down, reminding myself that I couldn’t help her if I lost it.

      At least…at least her bleeding meant she would heal.

      It was so fucked up to think, but if I didn’t find something remotely encouraging, I would be lost to a completely different darkness. I looked around the dark cell of hers, trying to see if she was in any immediate danger, but all I could see was a small, curled up form in the corner, seemingly half the size of Maya. I knew the flight was behind me, our cage empty outside of ourselves, so I instead focused on the possible threat to Maya.

      I whistled, attempting to get the individual’s attention, and almost immediately they looked up. My chest squeezed uncomfortably as a girl that I had to assume was only twelve looked directly at me.

      I winced when I noticed how battered she was. Most of her bruises were old—really fucking old—but some of them were new. Her hair was also shorter in some places, and her eyes were bloodshot and dark, contrasting her pale, almost gaunt face. Poor kid. I didn’t want to even consider how long she’d been here.

      “Please don’t talk to me,” she whispered. “The witch just came in here and hurt her for talking to you. I don’t want to get in trouble. He’s so much worse than any of the guards.”

      I looked around, confirming there were no guards around at the moment. “Just answer me this—you’ve been here for some time, right?”

      “Yes, but I don’t know how long it’s been,” she answered honestly. She curled up further, and the sound of a meow had me narrowing my eyes at her.

      “Bella?” I called. As the kitten in question peeked her head out from the girl’s arms, the girl made a worried noise.

      “I am taking care of her and protecting her until Maya wakes up. I promise, that’s all. She asked me to.” The girl looked terrified of me, and to be fair, I probably looked horrifying. I nodded and looked back down at my mate, frowning as I reached through the bars and placed my fingers on her pulse, relieved to feel it thrumming strongly.

      “She will be fine soon. He made her bleed… The other guards made sure to not do that, but he seemed to know her. I hope he doesn’t stay. He’s new and he uses a belt to hurt people,” the girl offered in a sad voice.

      “You know what she is?” I demanded softly.

      She nodded and swallowed, her eyes darting over my shoulder before she answered. “A phoenix, like me,” she murmured, tucking her head into Bella’s fur.

      The kitten looked in pretty good shape. Her fur was a bit dirty, but she was licking the side of the girl’s face, making me know that Maya had really assigned Bella to protect the girl, not the other way around. I shook my head. My mate was so damn sweet, it was actually dangerous sometimes.

      I still didn’t understand why or how Bella even got here…

      “Maya was telling me how worried she was about her, and the demon brought her in a few minutes later.” The girl’s voice turned confused. “She got really mad at him. Yelled at him and everything about bringing her here…which seemed to confuse him, and then he got mad. She swore at him and told him to go away… He actually listened to her. It was insane.”

      That’s my girl. I would have paid to see that fucking bastard run from her.

      Before I could respond, Marco’s voice had me looking over at where he was struggling to get up. “What the hell—”

      “Some type of prison. Malcolm is here. I don’t really know what else is going on,” I admitted roughly. “Apparently the guards tried to do a number on us.”

      “Tried is a goddamn understatement,” he muttered before seeming to realize the seriousness of the situation.

      His emotions slipped into a mask of fury as he took in Maya’s limp body. I exhaled sharply. “Marco, how the hell are we going to get out of this?”

      The flight leader looked at me, and his jaw tightened. “I have no idea.”
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      When my eyes first opened, I thought I had possibly woken from a nightmare. One where the demented man that had haunted my childhood had captured my mates and me. The same man who had led me to believe that my situation had been normal. That it was normal to be mistreated, and that love meant discipline when you did anything the other person didn’t like. Where hits were handed out like hugs and you constantly felt guilty for merely existing.

      Yet somehow…I didn’t think this was a nightmare.

      No, I had a feeling that our situation was far too real, and as I stared up at the dark ceiling, I tried to gather the courage to face my demons. To do more than just run from them, but to defeat them.

      For my mates.

      For the young phoenix that had been here for god knows how long.

      For myself.

      For my future.

      A soft meow had me smiling faintly… For Bella.

      Almost immediately, I got pissed. Pissed because of the person who started all of this… Okay, maybe that was an exaggeration, but he was at least partly to blame. After all, he did kidnap us and bring us here. He hadn’t even tried to stop the guards from hurting my mates, something I could never forget or forgive, and when I had tried to intervene, throwing myself in the way of their kicks and hits, only then had he barked something at them in another language that had them leaving.

      Not before moving me to a different cell though.

      I had no idea how the man played into this situation with Malcolm, but I did know a few things. First of all, his magic was really unusual and dark. Like something I had never come across before in my life. I didn’t have a lot of experience in the supernatural world, but his magic was overwhelming to be around, the shadows seeming to bend to his will.

      Second of all, he was fairly scary and intimidating. I wasn’t nearly as scared of him as I should be, but every time I saw him I did get an uncomfortable feeling across my skin. It warned me to stay far the heck away from the intense individual.

      Finally, if Bella got hurt, he was the one I was ‘going after,’ as my mates would say.

      Just because I had been explaining that I had missed Bella to the other phoenix didn’t mean he had to go and get her! Who brings someone’s pet to a prison?! I knew a fair amount about being a prisoner, and bringing someone’s kitten was never a good idea. Honestly, he should have just babysat for us or something if he was trying to apologize. Or he could have let us go. I was a very understanding individual.

      Something told me he didn’t have the ability to let us go, though. In fact, I didn’t think he had the ability to do anything besides what he was ordered. There was an edge to his gaze that almost made me feel bad for him. Made me think he was a prisoner as well. It didn’t help that he was wearing two black bracelets that looked almost like handcuffs and sparked with different colors of electricity, causing pain to break across his face, though he tried to hide it.

      No. No, I would not feel bad for the nameless man who’d endangered Bella.

      Bella’s scared meow echoed again, and I hated that there was nothing I could do to fix it. I was terrified as well; I could admit that. I was determined to get out of here, but underneath it all was a sliver of terror that reminded me just how bad this could get.

      I muttered under my breath as I pushed myself to sit, my head throbbing as I looked around my cell. My eyes found the girl from before—the girl whose name I didn’t know, yet I felt like I’d known her for years. She had the same haunted gaze in her dark eyes that I’d seen when I first looked in a mirror at that gas station bathroom.

      Right before everything changed and I met Marco.

      Unlike me, the girl had strawberry-blonde hair that was matted and dirty, her pale face gaunt and small body bruised and littered with abuse. Clearly, they had decided to never make her bleed so that her phoenix couldn’t help her heal.

      I was glad Malcolm had made me bleed, because even though I felt horrible right now, I knew I wouldn’t soon. Then I could focus on how this room seemed to be draining our energy. I mean, maybe it was some type of spell? I literally was struggling to keep myself upright. I felt weak and useless.

      How long had we even been here? I knew it hadn’t been very long, but it felt like days.

      “Maya.” The girl’s voice was soft and drew me out of my state as I realized there was movement and noises around me. In fact, someone was saying my name and touching my face. Odd. Very odd.

      My head snapped to the side, my nose brushing the iron bars as I found my head tilting back and looking up into a pair of completely black eyes that were normally green. Croy. His face was so bruised and bloody.

      My fingers were shaky as I came up to touch him, his cheek tilting to lean into it as I inhaled sharply, feeling a range of painful emotions. He’d been hurt by the guards as well. All of them had. His button-down was ripped and dirty, showcasing his golden skin, and his dress pants were soaked in blood, making him look wild and injured.

      It was like all the happiness, light, and softness that had been in my life was being drained, and I was faced with my old reality without any of the hope that I’d get out or that my situation was normal. No, I understood perfectly well that this wasn’t normal, and now they were all trapped here with me.

      “Please don’t cry, sugar.” His Southern-accented voice was rough.

      His plea had me inhaling sharply as I realized that crying would do no good. It never had in the past, and it wouldn’t now. The only way out of this was to remain clear-headed. The only way out of this was through someone that had been in this situation for years… Me. I was the solution to getting out of this. I had to save my mates like they had saved me for so long.

      “I’m fine,” I promised quietly, managing to keep my voice even.

      “I would disagree.” Henry’s voice was a harsh whisper as I pulled back and found the man in question facing the bars, his large arms gripping above him as he watched me with a concern that nearly masked his fury.

      I say nearly because I could see the darkness there, and it was only growing. I crawled towards him, forcing myself to stand up despite being shaky. I squeezed his hand, his normally charcoal eyes practically black, and his hair messy and damp from laying on the stone flooring. Unlike Croy, Henry was only dressed in a pair of pants, his shirt gone and exposing the bruises on his body.

      I hated that. I hated that so, so much.

      The worst part, though, was his glasses. They were cracked, and the frame was twisted. I frowned, somehow feeling as though that was far more upsetting than the injuries on him. It shouldn’t have been, but seeing his broken glasses and knowing he was having issues seeing was the last straw.

      I looked around the space, trying to not focus on it. To my one side was my cell and several others, and to the other was a massive cell where all the dragons had been put. The one I had been pulled out of.

      “How long has it been since I passed out?” I asked quietly.

      “A little less than two hours, right, Croy?” Marco asked, and the man nodded sharply. I met my mate’s gaze and realized that out of everything that had happened, it was possible that this was the tipping point for Marco. He seemed almost petrified, unmoving, and his eyes were like frozen chips of ice as they ran along my form, his emotions locked down more than even on the jet.

      We’d been so close to finally having a moment of peace.

      “Marco.” I put out my hand and he was immediately there, intertwining my fingers with his as he let out a slow exhale and pressed his forehead to the bars, overshadowing me completely. I could smell his familiar scent underneath the damp odor of these cells, and it was nearly as comforting as his dragon, who was rumbling under the surface of his chest. I put my hand on his chest and tried to infuse some calming energy into the entire room, knowing it’d probably be no help but feeling the need to try.

      “We are going to get out of here,” he snarled in a promise. “I swear to you, Maya, I will not let him do this to you again.”

      Ah, he was aware of Malcolm then.

      “To us,” I corrected, rising up on my toes, ignoring the surge of pain in my ankle from when I’d fallen on it, trying to get in between my mates and the guards. His fingers brushed over my arms as I eyed the rest of the group, my stomach dropping to the floor.

      “The guards targeted him first.” Marco moved slightly so I could see Atlas. “They are somehow draining our magic, so the healing process is slow.”

      Atlas’s massive form lay unconscious on the stone floor, blood still pooling around him, his face nearly unrecognizable. I could feel his life force, but it was weak, and his dragon was practically reaching out to me as I fought the urge to ram into the bars or try to squeeze through. I needed to make sure he was okay. I wanted to kiss every inch of his hurt body until he offered me that smile that lit up his gold eyes. The one that would tell me that he was okay.

      I stumbled back and ran my fingers through my hair, feeling suddenly like I was going to lose it. When I had woken up the first time, I had known they were injured, but I hadn’t realized it was this bad…

      “Firefly.” Ledger’s voice held a thread of dominance. He left his brother, who was taking care of Sai on the floor, to come up to the bars. He was shirtless as well, his shirt used to wrap Sai’s injured side.

      “What’s wrong with Sai?” I barely got out.

      Anani offered me a look filled with pain. “He fought really fucking hard against them, but whatever magic they have, that shit nearly burned him from the inside out. He is stable, both of them are, but…we need to get them out of this fucking cell. I have no idea how long we can maintain this.”

      I could see panic in his gaze, but more than that, I could see something else more concerning—fear. I had a feeling what it was regarding, and I was surprised no one had brought it up.

      I had marked Anani, and while the beautiful connection between the group and I was alive and almost electric-feeling…it meant that at any moment, I could go into heat.

      Not here. Not here. Not here. All I could do was pray.

      My eyes trailed over Sai’s gorgeous face, which was tilted to the side, his dark, burning eyes hidden from me. His bare chest was covered in wrappings made from the boys’ shirts, much like Atlas. His dragon, however, unlike Atlas’s, was pacing, restless inside of him, his breathing going from fast to slow in intervals that scared the heck out of me. I turned from them and looked back at the girl who was holding Bella and eyeing my men in obvious fear.

      “What’s your name?” I asked quietly.

      “Ember,” she murmured. Bella licked her bruised face as the girl offered her a sweet smile. I made a note to make sure that we got her a kitten as well when we took her from this place.

      I hadn’t realized how fundamental Bella was to my healing, but it was clear now, and I would do anything I could to ensure that Ember didn’t grow up feeling the same way I did…although I had a feeling that it may be a bit late to some extent.

      “Ember.” I walked over to her and sat down, facing her cross-legged so we were on the same level. “How long have you been here? Specifically in this cell?” Last time we had talked, I’d been so out of it that I hadn’t been thinking straight, and even now, I didn’t feel like I was fully there.

      “In this cell…” She looked around and shrugged. “I’m not sure. We get changed around so often, it’s hard to remember. I have been here for years, I think…at least several winters.”

      I frowned. “We?”

      Ember’s eyes filled with tears as she turned to look at the other cells. “You didn’t think we were the only ones, did you?”

      Oh no. My knees nearly broke in realization as I really looked at the other frames in the cells near us. The one next to us contained another three girls, the oldest offering me a terrified look. She appeared maybe eight at most, with two girls that looked like her sisters, both younger than five. Tears grew in my eyes as a group of kids shifted in the cell next to them. Young boys.

      “Dragons,” Marco hissed. “I couldn’t feel their magic because it’s so weak, but they are fucking dragons.”

      My fingers ran over my heart as the final cell revealed a girl that had to be my age. Her chin was raised defiantly, but her eyes were shaded with so much pain that I felt choked by it. This is what my gut had been telling me about…and I knew now that they weren’t the only ones.

      All at once, the reality of our situation hit me. We had to do something. We had to make sure this place could never be rebuilt. We would burn it to the ground and make sure that it couldn’t be reborn, that the evil growing here was something of the past. If it was the last thing I did, I would make sure all of these kids were released from their captivity. I would make sure my mates and Bella survived as well.

      I would sacrifice anything to ensure it.
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      There was no way to count the time that passed in the windowless cell, only lit by lanterns that sat near the forbidding door at the front of the room that contained all the cages.

      I tried to keep track, but soon I was distracted by thoughts of how the heck we were going to get out of this, and even more so, the state of Atlas and Sai, both of whom were still unconscious. Luckily, we had managed to set them up near the iron bars so I could occasionally reach through and run my fingers across Atlas’s face or Sai’s arm, loving the small amount of connection but wishing for so much more.

      Honestly, it was a bit terrifying seeing two men, who were normally so strong, physically out for the count. Not only because I knew that it would take a lot for that to happen, meaning they were in immense pain, but that they hadn’t gone through this type of thing before.

      I may not be as strong as my men, but this was far more my ‘normal’ than anything else I’d experienced recently. I didn’t want it to be, but it seemed no matter how hard I tried, the past was reaching out to grasp me. To drown me in negative experiences.

      I was stronger than before though. I had to be strong for my mates and for everyone else trapped in here, because I wasn’t going to let them go through what I had. No matter how much pain I had to experience.

      “I know, Bella,” I murmured, looking over to Atlas and Sai. “I’m worried too.”

      Ledger made a concerned noise from where he was facing the bars, sitting next to his brother, watching Bella and me. Anani was taking a turn sleeping while Marco, Henry, and Croy talked quietly, their eyes occasionally moving to me.

      I wanted to tell them that I didn’t think any amount of planning would allow us to break out of here, considering the magic I’d felt just from the one man alone. Kidnapping man? Was that what I was going to call him? I honestly wasn’t positive.

      I needed a name for him for sure though.

      I tensed as I heard the doors slam somewhere in the distance, and the children in the cages behind me shifted and made nervous noises. Ember hid Bella—I knew that without looking—as I stood protectively in front of my hurt mates despite being separated by bars. I met Marco’s gaze, his eyes shining with both concern and something else. I almost wanted to call it pride…but that didn’t make sense, did it? I wasn’t sure.

      I mean, I suppose for the first time, I did fully feel equal to my men. They had saved me, and now I would save them. I would protect them. I could be strong here. I knew what we were dealing with, even if it scared the heck out of me. I offered him a small smile that his gaze tracked as he seemed to gather himself. I knew if I started freaking out, there would be no way to get him to focus on getting us out of here.

      I had already had to talk him down from the idea of shifting and trying to break through the walls. I had a feeling our captors had thought of that, and I didn’t want to risk him getting injured or possibly… No, I wouldn’t think about the other option.

      When the door opened, my entire body stiffened, coming face to face with the man of my nightmares. Pastor Malcolm. His entire face was filled with malicious delight as growls echoed through the space, making me feel extremely protective as his eyes moved over my mates. I was actually happy when his gaze moved directly to me.

      Then I saw the collar in his hands.

      “Maya.” His voice was smooth. “I’m glad you’re up. You and I have an appointment. Come here, girl—”

      “No.” Marco’s voice was deceptively soft, though his eyes were alight with danger. I could see Malcolm’s eyes jump with amusement, as if Marco’s reaction was exactly what he wanted.

      “Mr. Moretti, correct?” Malcolm offered him a head tilt. “I think you are under a misunderstanding. You are not in charge anymore. You have no ability to use your magic, and this room you are in is warded to not only drain your magic, but to severely injure you if you try to break out. So you should be thankful that I am asking Maya so nicely to come with me. I could have just had the guards drag her out.”

      “I don’t care what your fucking magic can do,” Marco stated with quiet venom. “She doesn’t leave this room.”

      Malcolm’s smile grew as I felt my breathing catch, his eyes darting back to mine.

      “Come, girl.”

      I knew there wasn’t a choice here, and I also had a feeling that Malcolm wanted me to fight this. Wanted me to make this fun for him. He was sick. Sadistic. I think that was the right word for it.

      I looked at my men, my gaze finally meeting Marco’s, who looked like he was on the edge of losing it.

      “I need a minute to talk to them, and then I’ll come with you willingly,” I leveled.

      Malcolm’s gaze filled with interest as he motioned for me to talk to them. Marco was immediately in my space, and I could see the panic there and something so much more vicious, his dragon nearly threatening to explode out from his skin.

      “He wants you to fight this,” I whispered quietly, not caring if Malcolm heard. “He wants an excuse, Marco, and I am not giving it to him. He isn’t going to kill me. He can’t kill me. He can hurt you, though, and I won’t let that happen.”

      “No,” Henry demanded, appearing next to him. “Absolutely fucking not, Maya.”

      I swallowed down my resolve and stepped towards the front of the cell. “Please trust me.”

      Trust me as I trusted you.

      Trust me to keep all of you safe.

      Trust me to be strong.

      Trust me to try to find a way out of this for us.

      I tried to keep the tears from my eyes as Malcolm motioned for me to step up to the door, my mates arguing behind me and calling out my name. Ignoring them was completely against my natural instincts, as was the feeling of Malcolm slipping a collar around my throat that muted my magic. Marco bellowed my name, and I swallowed nervously as Malcolm opened the cell door enough to pull me through before slamming it shut again. I trembled slightly, hating his fingers on me, the feeling of the magic in the space stinging my skin.

      “Firefly.” Ledger’s soft voice stood out amongst the chaos as I turned and met his gaze, seeing the knowledge there. He knew what was going to happen. He knew I probably wouldn’t come back unharmed, and he knew he couldn’t stop it. When the door slammed shut and I found myself in a cold stone hallway, I tried to push down the fear and keep my head up.

      “I know you think you’re being brave,” Malcolm chuckled, “but you are still just a foolish girl, Maya. You could have stopped all of this. You could have protected them by coming home the first time. This is your fault. Their pain and everything that happens is your fault.”

      He was right. I knew he was trying to manipulate me, but what he was saying wasn’t wrong, and that truth was a constant sense of dread under my skin. I didn’t respond back to him, and when he tugged me to the left through a metal door, my eyes darted around, not recognizing the space.

      The cold metal table in the center of the room had straps and caused my body to tense as he led me towards it. I breathed out a slight sigh of relief as he sat me down on a chair against the back of it. I knew I couldn’t do anything right now, not only because my magic was null and void, but because if I retaliated, I wouldn’t be the only one to suffer.

      Instead of focusing on what he was doing, knowing he would see my fear, my eyes moved towards the small sliver of light I could see through the floorboards. Why was this ceiling not stone? Did that mean this part had a room above it? If so, we would be able to reach it easier from this room than the other—

      A cry broke from my throat as my phoenix released a small, panicked noise at the blade that came across my palm. I thought I heard a distant groan of iron and a roar that distracted my phoenix and I from the pain. I knew intuitively my mates could feel my panic, so I tried to calm down as I watched Malcolm gather four vials of my blood. I felt my jaw clench as he deepened the knife again, watching my face as he did.

      “I’m impressed, Maya,” he mused, stepping away and placing the vials on the table. “You are far different than when that cunt took you away from me.”

      I flinched at his tone, and amusement jumped in his gaze. “Or maybe not so much so.”

      Before he could say anything else, shadows seemed to fill the edges of the room. Malcolm froze, a flash of fear crossing his face that he quickly hid, continuing about his business. I couldn’t control my same reaction as I narrowed my eyes at the man who stepped from the corner of the room.

      Like I said, I should have been scared of him, but instead I found myself angry. His dark eyes watched me cautiously, like I was somehow the real threat, keeping to the wall as if not wanting to come too close to me. I noticed briefly that he was dressed far more casually than before, his suit exchanged for just a pair of jeans and a short-sleeve shirt. My eyes moved to the thin lines on the inside of his gold arms, the pattern causing me to feel a weird wave of sadness. Those weren’t battle wounds. Well, they were…just not a physical battle. No, those were from a mental war. I looked back up and found him now angry at me, his silver hair glinting as he refocused back on Malcolm.

      “You don’t need to be here, demon.” Malcolm’s voice was casual as he worked on something at the table behind me, but I could hear his annoyance. He didn’t like this man in the room with us, and it had me wanting him to stay. It was always better to have other people around when it came to Pastor Malcolm.

      “I do,” the man responded indifferently, his French accent rolling over my ears. When he had stormed off after I’d gotten mad about Bella, he’d been cursing in French, so it only made sense. Mr. I Put Kittens In Danger—that should be his freakin’ name.

      No. I needed something easier than that.

      “Why?” Malcolm bit out.

      The man stepped further from the shadows, and my eyes widened to find smoky black wings spread behind him, his power running across the cement floors. I drew my foot back when it ran across my skin, making me nervous. If he noticed, he didn’t say anything, instead continuing his path to the table. My eyes darted to his wrists that were covered in those black bracelets, currently sparking with red magic.

      “The Master wants her kept safe and unharmed. You’ve already made her bleed, so you can understand my concern, I’m sure.” His voice was fluid and sharp. “You wanted to talk to her, here she is. You do not touch her again until he tells you so. After tomorrow…” He hesitated and shrugged. “Well, who knows then.”

      That did not sound good at all.

      “Why is she so special to him?” Malcolm bit out.

      “You know so little about him,” Mr. I Put Kittens In Danger stated coolly. “Why do you think he had us wait until she bonded with all her mates, witch?”

      Malcolm seemed unsure. “He has hundreds of others. I don’t know why this matters. So she is from a line of—”

      “I didn’t realize you had other phoenixes and dragons…I thought I was the only one.” My voice echoed through the space, interrupting them and pulling their attention because I really didn’t like them talking about me. Mr. I Put Kittens In Danger moved to the other side of the room, as if my voice had somehow caused him physical harm.

      Malcolm chuckled. “No, girl, you are one of many. Both back home, and especially here in the temple of fire. I suppose I shouldn’t be all that surprised… Your magic was so strong, even from a young age, that I knew you were something special.”

      But did he know who I really was? Did he know how powerful I had the potential to be? That I was the daughter of the Queen of the Dreki realm? I mean, if they knew about the mating thing…maybe they knew I was a Blue Phoenix. He had seen me shift, after all.

      “Why?”

      “The Master’s reasoning is not your concern,” Mr. I Put Kittens In Danger bit out.

      “She deserves to know.” Malcolm seemed to enjoy his discomfort. “Why don’t you tell her, demon, why the others are here, why your Master keeps all these other phoenixes and dragons around. Surely you aren’t ashamed of it? I mean, how many years has he had you? Hundreds? Thousands? I am positive you are used to it by now.”

      Silence greeted him. I could practically feel the tension.

      “No?” He chuckled. “Well Maya, the others here are for breeding purposes.”

      “Breeding?” I could feel the vomit building.

      “Yes. This is one of many reasons that you would have been far safer with me back in Louisiana…” He sighed and shook his head. “Sure, I needed your magic, but I would have allowed you to stay alone in that basement without interruption. Now, though, you are trapped here and under a Master who has been capturing phoenixes and dragons for years to create more. Create more and more, so many more, all for the means to have more power. Isn’t that right, demon?”

      I met the gaze of Mr. I Put Kittens In Danger, and besides the cool mask he was trying to put on, I could feel the pain radiating from him. I realized with a start that he hated this, all of this, and my eyes moved down to the cuffs. Hadn’t Malcolm just said he was stuck here? Maybe he would want to help us escape, then. He could come with me, and I would forgive him for putting Bella in danger.

      Maybe.

      “Sometimes they take children away from their families and force them to stay here only for the purpose of procreating once older. Isn’t that horrible?” Malcolm’s voice was almost sad. “At least I saved you when you were shot down from the sky.”

      What? I tried to turn to look at him, but he kicked my chair so that I was further turned away from him, causing me to wince.

      “What happens after they mate?” I asked, feeling a sense of fury build up inside of my chest, thinking about the little ones in the cages back in the other room.

      “Apparently they move them to a new place with whoever their designated mate becomes.” He shrugged. “Then once the children are weaned, they put them in cages so their parents will continue to behave and breed. You can understand just how the ‘Master’ of this place has become so powerful, right?”

      Understatement. This entire place seemed to be set up to drain magic and power…

      “Why am I here?” I directed my attention to Mr. I Put Kittens In Danger.

      “You are a Blue Phoenix,” he responded quietly, making me realize they were well aware of who I was, his eyes flashing with something dark. “One that just completed the mate bonds. The Master wants to siphon the energy that comes off of you once you go into heat and then also make sure that you produce a child so that you will do it next time as well. The chances for success are better the more children you have.”

      I blinked and exhaled slowly. “He wants me to produce a child with my mates?”

      Never in this place. Absolutely never.

      “No, he wants you to go through heat with one of them.” He clenched his jaw. “And he plans to join. He wants to have his own line of phoenixes and dragons.”

      “He’s a dragon?” I ignored the tears welling in my eyes as he snapped his head away, seemingly in pain over my question.

      “Something like that.”

      “So you need to choose one of your mates,” Malcolm explained happily. “The rest will be terminated, of course.”

      I felt numb with fear. “Terminated?”

      “Oh, of course. It would be dumb to just let six adult male dragons stay here in captivity,” Malcolm bit out, and I felt like it was directed toward Mr. I Put Kittens In Danger. “Besides, they are already mated, so they are useless for breeding anymore.”

      Oh.

      “Are you done?” Demon—that was a bit easier than Mr. I Put Kittens In Danger, and considering he seemed to condone all of this, was far more fitting—asked Pastor Malcolm.

      “For now,” he said happily and walked towards the door with my blood. “You will take care of her, won’t you? After all, it’s your Master who wants her safe.”

      The door slammed shut, leaving me with Demon.
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      “You are a dumb girl,” Demon hissed out, his anger making me flinch as he looked away from me, pacing in front of my chair. I swallowed as he walked closer and put his hands on either side of the table behind me. “Why the fuck would you come to France, Maya? What the hell would possess you to walk right into his fucking trap?”

      I felt my eyes water, his tone making me feel stupid.

      His face flashed with panic, and he stepped back. “Do not cry.”

      “You’re yelling at me,” I whispered, “and calling me stupid. I didn’t mean to get myself and my mates trapped here. I just wanted to save the other phoenixes. I didn’t want them to live like I had.”

      I had no idea why I felt comfortable expressing this to the man, but whatever I said seemed to cause him physical pain because he groaned and leaned against the wall, sliding down it before putting his head against his knees. The position was vulnerable, and I found myself leaving my chair and going to sit on the floor with him, feeling instinctively that talking to him was a good move for getting out of here. I didn’t understand why, but that was the gut reaction I had.

      “You were safe in Seattle,” he muttered, his jaw tight. “You were safe, and then you went to that fucking party and let him get it into your head that you weren’t.”

      I felt my eyes widen. “How do you know about the party?”

      His eyes flashed silver as he looked up at me, a faint rune visible right under his eye, as he seemed to consider something. “That man, Lorn, the bear shifter—what happened with him scared you, didn’t it? Convinced you to come here?”

      “Yes,” I whispered.

      “Whose men do you think those were?” he asked dryly.

      I swallowed. “The Master’s?” I didn’t know what else to call him.

      “Yep,” he bit out.

      “He would have let me get…” I breathed out, thinking about Lorn. “I mean, what if I hadn’t killed Lorn? What if he had really hurt me?”

      The man’s gaze lit up with cynical humor. “You think you killed him, little one?”

      “He’s not dead?” My face went completely pale as I went dizzy, ignoring the jab at me being ‘little.’ I knew it was meant to be demeaning. I put a hand down to steady myself as the man eyed me with concern.

      “He is,” he responded softly, “but your magic wasn’t responsible for his death.”

      “I burned him up,” I admitted, barely loud enough to hear.

      “No, you thought you did,” he stated patiently. “The illusion you experienced made you believe that. I killed him, mon lapin, and then procured ashes so you believed that was the case. Your innocent soul is still free from the stain of death.”

      I tried processing his news, but he continued.

      “If you were wondering, though—yes. He suffered greatly.”

      “But you were part of the plan…” I spoke softly, feeling a weird sense of betrayal.

      “I am part of no plan,” he snapped. “I am doing what I am told to do. What I have to do. I was told to make sure Lorn had the opportunity to scare you. That was all. He chose how, and I deemed that unacceptable and ripped out his spine. Simple, really.”

      “His spine,” I repeated in a daze.

      “You should have stayed where you were safe, mon lapin. I can’t keep your soul untarnished here like I did then.” His voice was soft and tormented.

      “Can’t we escape?” I whispered.

      His bark of laughter was sad and dull. “Believe me, if there was a way, I would have pushed your little ass out of here.”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?” He frowned.

      “Why would you save me?”

      His eyes turned into silver coins for a minute, filled with intense emotions, as I heard the ruffling of feathers around me…before he was back to normal. He stood up without answering, grabbing my forearm so I followed. He didn’t say anything else as I let him lead me back towards the cell, trying to process how we were going to handle this. I needed to get my boys out of here as soon as possible.

      Before we got to the door, I turned into him, stumbling back slightly. “What’s your name?”

      He offered me a dry, amused expression that didn’t fit the situation. “I sort of prefer you calling me Mr. I Put Kittens In Danger.”

      My mouth dropped open, realizing that he had somehow heard what I was thinking. That was bad. That was all types of bad.

      When he opened the door, my boys scrambled to their feet, staring at me with panic. Almost immediately, I felt the change in Mr. I Put Kittens In Danger. He opened my cell and I turned, his eyes moving to my collar as he offered me a look that essentially said there was nothing he could do about it. I stepped back as he closed the door and seemed to shake himself of whatever was going on in his head.

      He offered me a tight expression, looking back right before he left the room. “Make sure to make your decision quickly… He won’t wait, and the guards will come tonight and want to know who they can fuck with.”

      The door slammed shut as I leaned my head against the iron bars, trying to push down a weird sense of dizziness. I was worried that if my mating heat started… No, I couldn’t think of that right now. Hopefully the drain on my magic would keep it at bay for a time.

      Something occurred to me as I turned to look at the other cages. “Which of you have been here the longest?”

      “Me,” the older girl stated, her eyes flashing gold. “I was born here.”

      “Is it true? Has he been breeding phoenixes and dragons here for years?”

      “I don’t know,” she whispered. “All I know is that my parents had me, and then we were separated when I was around five. I used to be allowed to see them…but I don’t think…I don’t think they are around anymore.”

      I tried to not focus on her words just yet, because they made me unbearably sad for her. Instead, I stuck to my effort at gathering information. “Who is this Master?” I asked, and all of them seemed to tense.

      The older girl spoke again. “He’s a monster. Some say he’s a dragon god, but rarely do people see him. I heard he eats the dragons that he no longer needs. Power hungry and willing to get it however he can. Apparently he can steal magic.”

      “Which is why he thinks this will work,” I whispered quietly, knowing that if we did mate, he would probably be able to access all of my magic.

      “Maya.” Marco’s voice was hard, and I looked back to find all of them staring at me.

      “Yes?” I knew what he was going to ask.

      “What choice do you need to make?”

      “Which one of you I am going to mate with and which ones he is going to kill.”
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      Boisterous noises from the hallway woke me from my attempt at sleep, the sound echoing down the space towards our cell door, which I watched with trepidation. I didn’t feel as brave as before, not this time around, because I had a feeling another interaction with these guards wouldn’t bode well for any of us. I especially didn’t want them coming near my mates.

      Honestly, right now I was wishing it was Malcolm instead of them.

      When the door slammed open, waking everyone, I tried to stand up. Anani’s hand darted out to grab my ankle, and I offered him a pleading look. I knew what he was trying to do, but he didn’t understand. Even if I was scared or hesitant, my phoenix refused to let this happen to our mates, and I couldn’t deny her that because I felt exactly the same.

      The guards began to slam their weapons against the iron as I heard a growl emanate from Atlas’s chest, my eyes darting over to him and widening in the realization that he was finally up. Sai had only woken briefly before falling back asleep, but the relief from even seeing his eyes open had been immediate. It spurred me to pull away from Anani in a sharp movement that had him cursing.

      “Wake up, you fucking monsters!” one of the guards yelled out, his accented voice filling the space. “The boss said one of you will be the lucky candidate for a new toy we got.”

      I tried to step forward, but Marco offered a warning sound in my direction, making me hesitate and feel a bit guilty. I needed him to understand my reasoning. I knew he would because of how upset he got when I was hurt…but I didn’t have time to explain right now.

      “So, who wants to volunteer?” another asked. “What about you?”

      His eyes narrowed on Ember behind me as his smile grew. I moved in front of her, a dangerous noise coming from my throat.

      “And we have a volunteer with a collar on already.” The guard motioned me forward.

      “Isn’t that the one we aren’t—” The younger guard snapped his mouth shut when the one by the entrance of my cage shot him a look.

      He smiled back at me. “It will be our little secret, won’t it?”

      I jolted as Henry appeared right near the entrance of his cell, his voice a low, harsh whisper. “Maya, stop this right the fuck now—”

      “No.” I turned sharply and kept my gaze serious. “No. I am not going to stop it. You guys have protected me this entire time; I am not letting anyone else get hurt. This is my fault, so I am going to stand in. I love you, Henry, I love you so much, but I need you to just stop. You are making this harder than it needs to be.”

      “Angel.” Atlas's voice was tight and filled with sadness. I couldn’t meet his gaze, though. I could barely hold Henry’s without feeling guilty, knowing that this would hurt them… But it would hurt them more to be tortured by these horrible people.

      I let the guards lead me out, grabbing me roughly by the hair, as I heard a roar and an explosion against the bars of the cell, then a hiss of pain. Through our bond, I knew one of them had just tried to throw themselves out of the cell.

      The guards talked around me in fluent French, and I focused on keeping track of where we were going, noticing the door I’d been through earlier before taking a turn to the left. I looked up to see we once again had stone ceilings. So that room was the key to getting up and out of here. I had to keep that in mind.

      Unfortunately, that train of thought had me distracted enough that when I was suddenly thrown into a room and my knees hit the cement, I let out a small whimper.

      I was yanked up violently by my hair and turned sharply before being strapped into a chair. My breathing went rough as the two men stood over me, seemingly thrilled with the fear in my gaze.

      “It’s a shame that we are only allowed to test our toys on her,” one of them said.

      “I agree. I almost feel like we should have grabbed one of the men. I mean, we could do a lot more fun shit with her—”

      I whimpered as his hand moved up my leg, and I went into full panic mode.

      “Which is why you have me here,” a female voice snapped as the door closed. “You wanted to test out the blade. Fine. But no sexual trauma. The Master may forgive this, but he won’t forgive that. So get the fuck over yourself.”

      Oh, thank god. I mean, screw the blade, but right now this lady was my favorite in the entire world. That was until she appeared over me and I found myself looking up into the gaze of someone who clearly very much hated me. I felt suddenly rocked to my core, realizing that she looked so startlingly familiar and like my ‘mother’ that there was only one possibility…

      “That’s right, girl,” she bit out. “Bet my sister didn’t tell you that you had an aunt.”

      “You are not my aunt, and she was not my mother,” I growled.

      “You’re right. Because the only reason she got special fucking treatment is because of the shit she would do for Malcolm. Vile, disgusting shit that damned her soul. I heard that she’s dead. Did those boys of yours kill her? I figured they might have once you opened your legs for them. It will be interesting to see what else we can get them to do.”

      I didn’t say anything, feeling anger run under my skin as she chuckled and stepped back.

      “Doesn’t matter—you know why? Because that bastard isn’t in charge anymore. We have a new master, so in a way your action has been a blessing. Plus, you’re in luck tonight, because these two boys got shipments of blades from the Demonic realm they have been eager to use.”

      Blades. I could deal with that… Right?

      “Do you know what makes them special?” one asked, tilting his head.

      “What’s that?” Sweat was breaking out on my skin as my stomach turned. This was going to be bad, I just knew it.

      She flashed a smile. “The scars don't heal. They leave a mark.”
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Anani

      Fuck. This was so fucked.

      I thought I could hear Maya screaming, but my entire body was messed up because of these cages and the drain on my magic. I broke into a tremble as my dragon roared inside of me, feeling chained down, unable to break out of these constraints. What the hell was going on right now? Why couldn’t I feel her? Better question, how did we get out of it? My breathing went fast as I felt phantom pain go through me.

      “Why the fuck would she do that?” Sai demanded, trying to sit up. Ledger put a hand on his chest, which was enough to level him back onto the ground.

      “Because she thinks this is her fault. She’s taking the goddamn blame,” Marco hissed and hit the side of his fist against the iron bars, making the entire thing shudder. There had to be a way out of this damn place, even if it meant doing it without our magic.

      “I shouldn’t have let her go.” Ember shook her head. “That was my fault.”

      “It’s not your fault,” I said immediately, feeling bad for the kid, who had the same haunted look in her gaze that Maya had when she’d first come to us. It wasn’t just her, though—it was everyone in these damn cages.

      “What do they normally do?” Henry demanded, clearly trying to gauge how bad it was going to be when Maya came back. I could tell he was attempting to be clinical, but our bond was filled with pain, and the ringing of screams in my head had me nearly slamming my skull against the iron bars.

      “I heard them talking about a new shipment of knives from the Demonic realm,” one of the little dragons said from two cages down.

      Fuck. That was bad goddamn news.

      “We need to get out of here,” Atlas said, looking like he was about to lose it. “We need to get all of us the fuck out of here, because it’s only going to get worse.”

      “I can’t feel my connection with her fully,” Croy admitted, his brow crumpled.

      “You have to break the wards around the room,” Ember offered, drawing all our attention as she curled further around Bella. “The spell is cast on the outside of the door, but it can be broken. I heard them talking about it when they had to repair it one time.”

      I exchanged a look with the others as a sense of agreement went through our bond. We were going to get the fuck out.

      Then something occurred to me. Where the hell were these kids going to go after, and how had they gotten here in the first place?

      Turning towards them, I spoke in a soft tone, hoping to not freak them out. “How did all of you get here?”

      “Born here,” the older girl offered. “The rest of them were hunted. They shot down the phoenixes who live near the mountain range. It was where a lot of them were born. That was how they got the little flight as well.”

      That was so fucked up.

      “We need to try to get the spell broken before the guards come back,” Croy said. “Once she comes back, we are fucking leav—”

      The door swung open to reveal the man who took us from our estate earlier, his eyes going towards Maya’s cell before freezing and looking at all of us. “Where the fuck is she?”

      Marco’s voice was low and dangerous. “You know exactly where she is. The guards fucking took her.”

      He disappeared. The bastard was just gone, leaving the door open to the dark hallway ahead of us, taunting us as I caught sight of the faint traces of magic from the ward that surrounded the space.

      “Let’s get the hell out of here,” my brother bit out.

      “You can't just go for it like that—the wards are super powerful, especially with your power drained.” Ember stated firmly.

      She was right. If we could shift, we could wreak havoc on this place, but I felt as if I was at possibly one quarter of my normal strength. The idea of shifting seemed impossible, which was exactly their intention.

      “Is it the spell draining the magic?” Henry wondered out loud.

      “No.” One of the little girls perked up. “It’s the stone.”

      I turned towards her sharply. What fucking stone?

      Ember shielded the girl as she hid. “Yes, the stone is over the outside of the cells. The magic drain only extends through the cells, but the ward is throughout the room itself.”

      I moved towards the entrance of the cell, and when I tilted my head up, I could see the faint light of ruby-shaded stone glowing enough to make a shadow on the wall. The question was how the hell did we get to it. I tried to summon my magic, bringing fire to the tips of my fingers, but it fizzled, making me irrationally angry. I eyed the metal, wondering what would happen if we tried to melt it—

      The door was thrown open as I realized I’d been staring at the stone for a while as everyone talked around me. Instantly, everything in my world came to a halt as the asshole from before carried Maya into her cell and gently set her down, his face covered in so much pain that I felt myself confused.

      Who the fuck was this guy? I didn’t realize Henry was threatening him until my ears popped and the bastard finally looked right up at our beta.

      “If you want your mate to not be permanently damaged, I would shut the fuck up and let me concentrate.” His voice was a low hiss as his wings suddenly expanded around him, filling the space with black shadows that circled around Maya’s limp form.

      My knees broke at how horrible she looked. Her body was littered with cuts that soaked her dress. I noticed that the man’s wings, made of black shadows, occasionally shifted into thick feathers before disappearing like an illusion. I had no idea what type of magic he had, but I would do anything to make sure she felt better.

      I felt the impact of someone pulling on the cell bars, the posts not giving as I stared down at my peanut, crumbled on the floor of her cell. I could feel my heart breaking, and I felt absolutely frozen.

      How the hell did we fix this?

      “Poison,” Henry growled, moving closer, his breathing rough as I looked at each little cut and noticed how they were almost glowing gold on the edges.

      “I can feel how weak her life force is,” Atlas bit out as I realized he was trying to pull on the bars. The man in front of her stood and walked to the bars, easily turning two of them to smoke with a work of his hand, allowing me to surge forward and gather Maya in my arms.

      Oddly enough, no one attacked him as he stood there, looking on edge. I brushed the wet, blood-soaked hair back from her face, her hand tightening on my arm. Her eyes were heavy as they opened, and she looked at me and then over my shoulder, offering a weak smile.

      “Thank you. Again.”

      Marco was next to me, and I gently eased Maya into his arms, telling him to be gentle as I watched him rein in his dragon so he could touch her.

      “What happens when he comes for her damn answer tomorrow? She can’t go through anything more. Right now she can barely open her eyes,” Sai bit out.

      The man spoke quietly, drawing our attention. “You don’t have until tomorrow.”

      “What?” I snapped.

      His eyes filled with sadness. “The Master is going to hear about the three I slaughtered for hurting her… He will want to see her. I would say you have an hour or two at most.”
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      “That is fucking impossible.”

      The first sound I heard outside of the buzzing in my head was the furiously snapped remark as the chest underneath my ear rumbled in response. I knew without a doubt that I was in Croy’s arms, but he wasn’t the one that had spoken. No, that voice belonged to Mr. I Put Kittens In Danger.

      What the heck was he doing here? No, seriously, the last time I’d seen him…

      My chest tightened as I remembered the way he had appeared in the room and absolutely…slaughtered was the only word that came to mind, the others there. It was like his shadows had jumped off the walls and attacked the three people who were torturing me. I had been so happy and relieved to see him, to have the pain stop for a moment, that I’d forgotten I was even mad at him.

      Now, though? I was mad at him again.

      “Mon lapin, please wake up before your mates hurt themselves by trying to bust out of these damn cages,” the voice snapped again, causing me to frown as my heavy eyes opened, squinting into the dark light of the room.

      Pain radiated through every inch of my frame as I found myself pressed against a bare golden chest that had me letting out a small, happy noise. I shouldn’t have been happy considering the amount of pain I was in…yet I was. I was happy because my mates were happy and healthy…or at least one of them was. Croy didn’t have cuts on his skin because I did, and I was perfectly okay with that.

      “What the fuck did you just call her?” Atlas demanded sharply, his voice more threatening than I’d ever heard it before, causing me to worry about him. I didn’t want him to act rashly and injure himself more than he already had been.

      “Mon lapin,” Henry bit out. “It means—”

      “My bunny,” Marco finished, his tone towards the notion odd. I really didn’t like how it sounded. It sounded furious, but more than furious…more like he’d already decided to kill Mr. I Put Kittens In Danger. What he didn’t realize was that we needed him to get out of here.

      “We can do it without him,” Henry assured me, reading my mind as I forced myself to try to sit up, but quickly my arms gave out. My eyes closed again as I melted against Croy’s frame, feeling so extremely out of it that I wondered if maybe I was still sleeping.

      “Sugar.” Croy’s voice was soft. “I need you to open your eyes.”

      Had I closed them again? When did that happen?

      Besides being in pain, there was something else running through me. An elixir-like magic that seemed to flow through my veins and had my skin turning hot and almost luminescent as I looked down on it.

      I didn’t feel nearly as weak as before I’d fallen asleep. I didn’t feel great by any means, but far better…almost a bit high. I wanted to focus on the bubble of tranquility and healing I was in, but I knew there was more to do, more that I needed to focus on… Something bigger. Why couldn’t I remember what that was?

      “I’m so tired,” I drew out.

      “She’s high off my healing magic,” Mr. I Put Kittens In Danger admitted.

      “You shouldn’t have used your fucking magic on her,” Ledger bit out, causing me to almost snap my head over to find him because he seemed so worked up.

      “What would you have preferred?” the man growled. “To let her suffer? She wouldn’t have healed from those, even though she bled. She would have had to either be reborn, or one of you would have had to make her bleed.”

      Oh.

      “Thank you.” I turned my head and found him standing in the shadows outside of the cell. Those large wings behind him, which had lit up with electricity, were highlighting his face in the shadows, and I could see pain written across it.

      He grunted and sighed. “Just fucking tell them to not try to break out of these cells.”

      “According to you, we have less than an hour now!” Anani slammed his fist against the bars of the cell, the entire structure rattling.

      The man’s face turned sad. “You do. But trying to break out will be impossible with the magic drain. Same for the wards. That is why it’s a perfect setup.”

      “What about the stone?” Ledger immediately questioned.

      What stone?

      Ember spoke up, my eyes tracking to where she held Bella against her, looking scared of the men in this cell with her…my men. How were they in here? How was that possible?

      “The stone is what drains your magic,” Ember explained. “If you can destroy the stone, your magic would regain its power. All of our magic would.”

      The older girl from before spoke then. “And if you can do that, you guys may be powerful enough to break out of these cells and maybe the ward of the room.”

      “Is that true?” Marco demanded, looking at Mr. I Put Kittens In Danger.

      “Yes.”

      Oh.

      “Let’s get rid of this stone then,” I voiced. “How do we do that?”

      “You need someone to break it with their magic from outside the cell,” he stated softly. There was a look in his eye that had me knowing he was being purposefully evasive, and I just didn’t understand why.

      “Is that something you can do?” Atlas demanded.

      “Yes.”

      “Fucking do it then,” Croy snapped, causing me to jolt. He brushed his lips against my ear gently in apology.

      I managed to sit all the way up as I whimpered at the pressure on my body, my bones feeling almost out of place, as if something was seriously wrong with me.

      Mr. I Put Kittens In Danger looked at me, examining my face, and something passed over his expression that he quickly hid.

      “If I do this, you only have one chance to get out of here. If you don’t do it right away, it will be too late. The Master is already close. If he feels the stone break…that would be bad.”

      The way he said ‘bad’ had me knowing it was far worse than that.

      “Do it,” Marco demanded.

      I moved forward, going up to the bars, leaning against them. He winced at whatever was on my face…or maybe it was the injuries on me… I am positive I didn’t look great.

      My voice was sad. “What will happen to you? How will breaking it affect you? You said if there was a way to get me out of here, you would have already done it…so why this? Why now?”

      His eyes turned into silver coins for a moment, keeping my gaze before as he leveled quietly, “Just hadn’t thought about it, mon lapin.”

      My phoenix told me that was a lie. He was lying, but not in a malicious attempt to keep me here… No, there was something larger I wasn’t understanding. Something extremely dangerous that caused my skin to break out into shivers as I heard something massive rumble the structure we were in.

      “We have to do it now,” he insisted. Henry made a sound in his throat as I snapped my head over to where he was staring at Mr. I Put Kittens In Danger in confusion and something else I didn’t understand.

      “Are you sure?” Henry grunted.

      “Positive,” the man stated, looking back down at me. “Promise me you will get the hell out of here the minute you can. I will do my best to break it…I should have enough power. Try to get the little ones out of here as well.”

      I nodded and frowned, feeling like something was very wrong, but I had no idea what. He offered me one more incomprehensible look before turning towards the middle of the room, but not before I caught his hand, causing him to immediately turn back. I felt a surge of power go through us.

      My vision blacked out, and I began seeing flashes of a life I didn’t recognize. There were moments of war, filled with gilded armor and white wings. There were angelic figures like the ones from the Bible filling the skies. There was a sense of bloodlust and victory. Then a sick darkness. Chains. Sadness. One that invaded every pore of his memory, the world turning into a shadowed masterpiece of eternity.

      Until something changed…until the memories turned into a burning white electric flame. Not like before, not as free, but equally as intense and powerful. A sense of hope suffused everything before a desperate panic matched it…

      I gasped as an electric storm ran through me, causing me to jolt, as it felt like my blood turned into lightning itself. It left a mark on me, and I felt my knees break as someone caught me, the hand I’d been holding falling from my grasp.

      “What the hell was that?” someone demanded.

      “I have no idea,” Mr. I Put Kittens In Danger said, his voice shaking. “It doesn’t matter. Let’s get this shit done. Be ready to get the fuck out of here.”

      I couldn’t tell you whose arms I was in, holding me against him, but my eyes opened enough to see the man from before going towards the center of the room.

      “What’s your name?” I demanded, my voice hoarse.

      Azrael.

      The secret, because it was clear that was what his name was, popped into my head and left me trying to get a grasp on this man and the connection we’d seemingly formed. But then it didn’t matter because he left no time for me to think, let alone ask him any more questions.

      Suddenly, an electric storm exploded through the room, all of the bars of the cells between us dropping so that the little ones could come near as we gathered them.

      I watched as massive onyx and silver wings grew from his back, extending to each side of the room. A gasp came from my lips as he lifted his hands towards the ruby stone, a peaceful expression invading his face all at once. It was one of both determination and resignation, the combination making me know that he was doing this for us. He had nothing to gain, but he clearly had something to lose. A weird sense of premonition grew in my gut, and I once again felt like there was something very wrong about all of this...

      Then chaos exploded around us.

      Right as his magic collided with the stone, causing a massive rumble to fill the space before a pop sounded, the roof caved in, revealing a dark, stormy sky. I cried out, shielding one of the little ones as I realized that something else, something outside of this room, had caused this to occur. Something massive. An onyx dragon, completely different looking than any of my mates, began to coil around the entrance of the roof, letting out a roar that filled the sky.

      When my magic surged through me, the stone shattering, the door opened and slammed against the wall, allowing us to run. Considering the dragon let out another roar, shooting black fire that seemed to melt the stone itself, no one argued. Azrael’s magic surrounded us like a ward of bright silver that allowed us to usher the children towards the exit.

      “Go!” Azrael demanded sharply, pointing to the door.

      I paused, most of my mates sprinting forward with the children as I turned towards the odd but brave man.

      “Maya, baby girl, we need to leave now,” Marco demanded as another blast of black fire hit the shield, causing Azrael to grunt, looking weaker.

      Azrael, who was now on one knee, struggling to stand, his wrist bands completely silver and seeming to burn his skin. But it was more than that, I realized. His wings were turning white…silver…no, white, almost ghostly, as his skin went pale. Realization slammed into me as my instincts told me that he was… he was dying.

      I could see it. Panic infused my chest as I saw the snake-like dragon above, a malevolent, terrifying creature, now slithering into the open hole of the roof.

      “Maya!” Marco shouted as another blast hit the weakening shield, causing me to duck. I moved towards Azrael, grabbing him and trying to get him to move. I wouldn’t let him die for us. I just wouldn’t.

      “Go.” His voice was hard as I looked into his now white eyes that were filled with an immense amount of pain. “Go, now.”

      “No.” I shook my head, refusing as he used what seemed like the last of his strength to push me towards the door with his magic, his shield giving out on blocking the dragon. Turning sharply towards the door, knowing the others wouldn’t be safe, I let out a blast of power that resurrected a golden shield around them. I could hear Marco and Atlas yelling at me and trying to shift, but I turned away from them. I grunted as Azrael tackled me to the ground, the dragon surging forward and hitting the wall above us.

      “You stubborn fucking woman. Go. Now,” Azrael demanded sharply.

      “Come on, peanut,” Anani begged softly from my other side, making me panic, realizing he wasn’t behind my shield. The walls and ceiling began to crack and fall around us, bouncing off the shield as I kept my hand on Azrael. When silence finally fell around us, Anani grabbed me by the waist and let out a low growl.

      I turned my head to find that the massive dragon had transformed into a man. A man who didn’t look once at the people in my golden shield, instead making his way towards us, his nearly ten-foot-tall stature making me feel more intimidated than his dragon form.

      He was watching us with amusement. He found this funny.

      “Oh, Azrael.” The man offered him a sad sigh. “Always wanting to be the hero. How many millennia has it been? And you still are so ready to betray me, always. At least this time I can understand your reasoning.”

      His eyes moved over to me, their completely black nature sending a chill of revulsion over my skin. “This must be our Blue Phoenix—what a brave little creature. Tell me, Azrael, did you tell her that the stone’s power would poison you? That it would cause you, an immortal being, to die? I have a feeling you didn’t, which explains the guilt on her face. How selfless of you, brother.”

      I struggled to stand and stepped in front of Azrael, who was on the floor, and Anani, who was producing a low growl behind me.

      The man smiled indulgently. “Like I said, so incredibly brave.”

      “We are leaving. Now.” The words were as hard and even as I could manage. Despite no longer being in dragon form, I could almost feel that he was more dangerous.

      “No, Maya.” He sighed. “You aren’t going anywhere.”

      My phoenix flared up defensively as blue flames wrapped around me in an arc and blocked the men behind me. “I am. You are going to let us leave.”

      My fire went out almost immediately as the man surged forward, placing a claw right on my neck, piercing my skin as he offered a dark smirk. “You may be powerful, but you are no god, and you never will be. You will always be a pawn, Maya. You should learn that now.”

      “Screw you,” I bit out, panic infusing me.

      “Oh, I plan to do exactly that.” He flashed a smile before looking behind me. “But first, I am going to get rid of the traitor in my midst and your lover. It seems that you have more than enough to serve our purposes.”

      I heard a roar echo through my barrier as the man pulled me back. He lifted his hand, black fire growing as he brought it back to throw…directly at Anani. I acted purely on instinct, letting out a scream, pushing against him. He let out a grunt as I escaped his hold, and I snapped right in front of Azrael and my mate, hoping to take the brunt of the hit.

      And I did.

      I’d felt pain before, but this was…excruciating. Instead of burning from the outside in, it felt like someone had dipped each organ and bone in my body in hot tar. I screamed, my shields falling as my body dropped to the floor, my skin burning. I could barely see as tears gathered in my eyes, but Anani dropped right in front of me, his body lit in flames as I watched the light being drawn from him…

      Watching the light fade, a second body falling next to him. Azrael.

      There was something going on in the room. A roar. A rumble. Chaos. But none of that mattered. All I could focus on was reaching out to grasp the hands of the men in front of me. My mate and the man who’d sacrificed his own immortal life to counteract the magic of the mad man behind us.

      I had a feeling that I wasn’t going to come back like normal. This wasn’t normal fire. This was something else, something far more lethal. Maybe…maybe this was how they had managed to actually kill phoenixes. The last flicker in my chest was smothered by black tar as Anani took his last breath.

      The darkness invaded my lungs at that point, and all I felt was pain from the knowledge that I wasn’t going to be reborn from this. I’d spent the last few seconds of my life staring at one of my mates, hoping like hell the others got out, as I burned alive in flames.

      I didn’t regret it.

      

      Author Note:

      … I know you may want to kill me right now, but I promise you that it will be worth it come Ruling in Flames. Sorry for being evil!

      The final book in the Reborn series: https://geni.us/rulinginflames
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      Maya and her mates have one more book coming out! The fifth book, Ruling in Flames, is now available for pre-order purchase! Make sure to pick it up today!

      Reborn

      Book 1 -  Reborn in Flames

      Book 2 - Soaring in Flames

      Book 3 - Realm of Flames

      Book 4 - Dying in Flames

      Book 5 - Ruling 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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